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CHAPTER 1

Reid slouched in his seat near the front of the shuttle, his toned arms crossed over his chest. His short, dark black hair stuck up in uneven tufts from hours of sitting still, and his hazel eyes flicked toward the scratched viewport on his left. The shuttle’s interior was a dull gray, all hard angles and bolted-down seats, with a low hum vibrating through the metal floor. Outside, Caldyra’s wasteland rolled by—miles of rust-red dunes broken up by sharp, black rock spires jutting from the ground like broken teeth. The pale gold sky hung heavy over it all, a constant reminder of how far he was from anything resembling home.

Kara sat next to him, her petite frame hunched forward slightly as she stared out the same viewport. Her shoulder-length brown hair hung loose and wavy, strands brushing her cheeks as she rested her chin on her hand. She wore a tight black top that showed off her flat stomach and a pair of small shorts that hugged her toned legs. Normally, she’d be fidgeting or cracking some dry remark, but today she just sat there, eyes fixed on the horizon, her lips pressed into a thin line.

Across from them, Ryven sprawled in his seat, one leg kicked out in front of him. The older man’s grizzled face was set in a half-smirk, his graying hair buzzed short. He wore a faded jacket over a plain shirt, hands clasped behind his head like he didn’t have a care in the world. Reid knew better—Ryven was always scheming something.

“So,” Ryven said, his voice cutting through the engine noise, “you two ready to step up to the Mid Tier bracket or what?”

Reid shifted, uncrossing his arms and leaning forward, elbows on his knees. “Yeah, about that. We won the Low Tier Championship, so what’s the deal now?”

Ryven’s smirk widened. “Deal is, you’re done with The Pitts. That win got you a ticket to the Mid Tier Stables. Better digs, tougher fights. You’re moving up in the world, kid.”

“Out of that shithole, at least,” Reid muttered, glancing at Kara. She didn’t react, just kept staring out the window. He frowned and nudged her arm with his elbow. “Hey, you in there? You’ve been quiet since we took off.”

Kara blinked, turning her head slowly to look at him. She rubbed her temple with two fingers and shrugged. “Got a headache. All the stress and sand, probably. I’m good.”

Reid squinted at her, not buying it. “You sure? You look like you’re about to zone out completely.”

She rolled her eyes and waved him off with a flick of her wrist. “I said I’m good, Reid. Chill.”

“Alright, alright,” he said, holding up his hands. “Just checking.”

Ryven snorted, leaning forward now, his elbows resting on his thighs. “She’s fine, Varlan. Probably just tired of your ugly mug already.”

“Funny,” Reid shot back, flipping him a quick middle finger. “You’re the one stuck managing us, so who’s the real loser here?”

Ryven chuckled, shaking his head. “Fair point.”

The shuttle jolted slightly, and Reid’s attention snapped to the viewport. A group of massive drones roared past, their engines kicking up clouds of red dust. Thick steel cables trailed behind them, suspending a hulking shape he’d recognize anywhere—Gravehook. The mech’s dented armor glinted faintly in the dim light, its blocky limbs swaying as the drones hauled it toward The Stables. The old Brawler Unit wasn’t much to look at, but it had kept them alive through the Low Tier fights.

“There she goes,” Ryven said, nodding toward the window. “They’re dropping Gravehook off ahead of us. Should be ready by the time we land.”

Reid watched the drones shrink into the distance, then turned back to Ryven, his jaw tightening. “Hey, Ryven. When’s my debt gonna be cleared? How many more of these damn battles do I have to win?”

Ryven’s smirk faded, and he sat up straighter, scratching at the stubble on his chin. “You gotta win every single tier, Reid. Mid, High, Elite—all of ‘em. That’s the only way it’s getting paid off.”

Reid’s hands clenched into fists on his knees. “Every tier? That’s bullshit. The odds are stacked so high against us I can’t even see the top.”

Ryven shrugged, spreading his hands. “That’s the rules, kid. You signed the contract, same as everyone else.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” Reid snapped, slumping back in his seat. He ran a hand through his hair, tugging at the strands. Winning every tier wasn’t just hard—it was a death sentence wrapped in red tape. One slip, and he’d be exiled to the desert with Kara and anyone else dumb enough to stick with him. Starvation out there wasn’t a maybe; it was a guarantee.

Kara shifted beside him, her voice low. “We’ll figure it out, Reid. One fight at a time.”

He glanced at her, meeting her eyes for a second. She didn’t look convinced, but she was trying. “Yeah,” he said, nodding. “One fight at a time.”

The shuttle tilted downward, and the view outside changed. The endless dunes gave way to the edges of a city, its massive skyscrapers rising from the sand like steel giants. The buildings towered hundreds of stories high, their glass windows catching the pale gold light. Skybridges linked some of them, thin lines stretching between the structures. Below, the streets were a grid of concrete and metal, packed with vehicles and people moving like ants.

“Holy shit,” Reid said, pressing his hand against the viewport frame. “That’s the city?”

“Yep,” Ryven replied, leaning over to look out his own window. “Kestral Union’s pride and joy. Biggest hub on Caldyra.”

Reid’s eyes tracked downward as the shuttle descended further. There, smack in the middle of the sprawl, was the arena—a giant bowl of steel and concrete, its walls lined with tiered seating. A huge dome sat on top, closed tight for now. Banners hung along the sides, flashing holograms of mechs and pilots he didn’t recognize.

“That’s where we’re fighting?” Reid asked, pointing.

Ryven nodded. “Mid Tier battles, right there. Get used to it, because you’re gonna be in that ring soon.”

“Great,” Reid muttered, his stomach twisting. The Low Tier fights had been brutal, but this was a whole different level. Televised, high stakes, and no room for mistakes. Lose once, and they’d be dumped in the desert with nothing but Gravehook’s wreckage to keep them company.

The shuttle banked left, angling toward a cluster of buildings next to the arena. The Stables came into view—a sprawling complex of domed roofs and rectangular hangars, all connected by covered walkways. The landing pad was a wide slab of concrete marked with faded yellow lines, already crowded with other shuttles and cargo haulers.

Reid unbuckled his seatbelt as the shuttle touched down, the jolt rattling his teeth. He stood up, rolling his shoulders to shake off the stiffness, and grabbed his duffel bag from the rack overhead. Kara pushed herself up too, wincing slightly as she rubbed her temple again. She slung her own bag over her shoulder, the strap pulling her tight top even tighter across her chest.

Ryven was already at the door, punching the release button with his fist. The hatch hissed open, letting in a blast of warm, dry air. “Come on, you two,” he called over his shoulder. “Let’s get moving.”

Reid stepped onto the landing pad, his boots thudding against the concrete. Kara followed, her steps slower, and Ryven took the lead, heading toward the main entrance. The Stables loomed ahead, a mix of gray metal and glass, with engineers and pilots bustling around the hangars. A few glanced their way, but most were too busy hauling gear or shouting orders to care.

Reid adjusted the strap of his bag and looked at Kara. “You holding up?”

She nodded, brushing a strand of hair out of her face. “Yeah. Just ready to get off this damn shuttle.”

“Tell me about it,” he said, managing a small grin. “Next stop, Mid Tier hell.”

She snorted, a faint smirk tugging at her lips. “Lucky us.”

They kept walking, falling into step behind Ryven as the shuttle’s engines whined down behind them.


CHAPTER 2

Reid stood in the bustling check-in hall of the Mid Tier Stables, his muscular arms crossed over his black t-shirt, hazel eyes scanning the crowd. The hall was a wide, concrete space with flickering overhead lights and a long counter manned by techs in gray jumpsuits. Kara stood beside him, her petite frame shifting restlessly, her brown hair falling messily over her shoulders. She tugged at the hem of her midriff-baring top, then adjusted her tiny shorts, which hugged her toned legs. Ryven was already at the counter, leaning forward with one elbow propped on it, arguing with a tech who tapped furiously at a tablet.

“Name’s Ryven,” he barked, scratching his stubbled jaw. “I’m signing on as head engineer and manager for these two—Reid and Kara. Check the roster, I should be cleared.”

The tech squinted at the screen, then nodded. “Yeah, you’re in. Varlan and Tyner are assigned to Block C, Room 12. Credentials are processing now.”

Ryven turned back to Reid and Kara, jerking his thumb over his shoulder. “You’re checked in. Let’s move—your stuff’s already been dumped at your room.”

“About time,” Reid muttered, uncrossing his arms and shoving his hands into the pockets of his basic pants. “Lead the way.”

Ryven took off down a side corridor, his boots clomping on the scuffed floor. Reid followed, Kara trailing a step behind, her arms crossed under her small breasts. The corridor was narrow, lined with numbered steel doors, and lit by dim strips along the ceiling. Ryven stopped at a door marked “C-12,” swiped a keycard from his pocket, and tapped it against the lock. The door slid open with a hiss.

“Here’s your palace,” Ryven said, stepping aside. “Don’t get too comfy—you’ve got work ahead.”

Reid walked in first, his eyes sweeping the room. It was small—maybe ten by twelve feet—with bare gray walls and a single wide bed shoved against the far corner. A metal nightstand sat beside it, holding a dim lamp, and a narrow closet was built into the wall opposite. A tiny sink and mirror hung near the door. It wasn’t much, but compared to the cramped bunks and shared barracks of The Pitts, it felt like a damn upgrade.

Kara stepped in after him, dropping her arms and kicking off her boots by the door. She flexed her toes against the cool floor, then padded over to the bed, sitting on the edge and bouncing slightly to test the mattress. “Better than those lumpy cots,” she said, running a hand through her wavy hair.

“No kidding,” Reid replied, tossing his own boots into the corner by the closet. He stretched his arms over his head, his t-shirt riding up to expose a strip of toned abs. “Might actually sleep without a spring jabbing my spine.”

Ryven lingered in the doorway, squinting at Kara. “You look like hell, girl. You feeling okay?”

She waved him off, leaning back on her hands. “I’m fine, Ryven. Just tired. Stop hovering.”

“You sure?” he pressed, crossing his arms. “You’ve been off since the shuttle.”

“Drop it,” she said, her eyes flashing. “I’ll live.”

Ryven shrugged, stepping back. “Suit yourself. I’ll leave you two to settle in. Got paperwork to file.” He turned and walked out, the door sliding shut behind him with a click.

Reid glanced at Kara, who was now rubbing her temple with two fingers. He crossed the room in three strides, sitting beside her on the bed. The mattress dipped under his weight. “Hey,” he said, resting a hand on her knee. “You don’t have to bullshit me. What’s up?”

She sighed, dropping her hand to her lap. “It’s nothing, Reid. Just a headache. I’ll shake it off.”

He slid closer, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and pulling her against his side. She didn’t resist, leaning into him instead. He tilted his head down, pressing his lips to hers in a quick, firm kiss. She returned it, her hand sliding up to grip his t-shirt at the chest. When they broke apart, he rested his forehead against hers.

“We’re gonna get through this,” he said, his voice low. “Mid Tier’s tough, but we’ve handled worse.”

“Yeah,” she murmured, her fingers tightening on his shirt. “We’ll figure it out. Always do.”

He pulled her into a full hug, her small frame fitting against his broader one. She tucked her head under his chin, her messy hair brushing his neck. “One loss and we’re desert bait,” he said, half to himself. “No pressure.”

She snorted, pulling back to look at him. “Oh, come on. We’ve got Gravehook. That old bastard’s slow, but it’s tougher than it looks.”

“True,” he said, cracking a grin. “And you’re a damn good Core Pilot. We’ll make it work.”

“Flattery won’t win fights,” she shot back, but she smiled faintly. “Let’s just hope the Mid Tier doesn’t chew us up.”

They sat there for a minute, her leaning against him, his arm still around her. The reality of their new bracket was sinking in—one slip, and they’d be exiled to the desert, left to starve. But for now, they had a room, a bed, and a shot. Reid squeezed her shoulder, then stood up, stretching again.

“Hungry?” he asked, heading for the door. “Let’s hit the canteen. Ryven said the food’s better here.”

Kara nodded, sliding off the bed and slipping her boots back on. “Yeah, I could eat. Anything’s better than that gray slop from The Pitts.”

They stepped out into the corridor, locking the door behind them, and made their way to the canteen. It was a long, open room with rows of metal tables and benches, already half-filled with other pilots and techs. Reid grabbed two trays from a stack by the serving line, handing one to Kara. They shuffled forward, pointing at what they wanted—a slab of grilled meat, a pile of mashed root vegetables, and a thick slice of bread each. The server plopped the food onto their trays with a metal spoon, and they carried them to an empty table near the back.

Reid sat down across from her, digging into the meat with a plastic fork. He chewed slowly, then nodded. “Huh. Actual flavor. Who knew?”

Kara cut her bread into pieces with her fingers, popping one into her mouth. “Way better than that mush we choked down before. I might not hate this place yet.”

“Don’t jinx it,” Reid said, spearing a chunk of vegetable. “We’ve still got fights ahead. One wrong move—”

“Yeah, yeah, desert death,” she interrupted, rolling her eyes. “You’re starting to sound like Ryven.”

He smirked, taking another bite. “Maybe he’s rubbing off on me.”

They finished eating, scraping their trays clean, then stacked them on a cart by the wall. Back in their room, Reid kicked the door shut behind them and locked it with a flick of the latch. Kara was already peeling off her top, tossing it onto the nightstand. Her small, perky breasts bounced slightly as she bent to shimmy out of her shorts, leaving her in a pair of plain black panties. Reid watched, his eyes tracking her movements, then tugged his own t-shirt over his head, dropping it to the floor. His toned chest and arms flexed as he unbuttoned his pants, kicking them off to join the pile.

Kara climbed onto the bed without a word, her bare feet soundless against the floor as she crawled to the far side of the mattress. The frame creaked faintly under her weight. She moved with casual purpose—fluid, focused—then turned to sit on her heels and patted the empty space beside her. Her hair spilled over one shoulder, her chest still rising and falling from the walk back. The black panties she wore hugged the curve of her hips, riding slightly higher on one side, and the soft lamplight highlighted the toned lines of her legs as she bent one knee.

“Come on, big guy,” she said, her voice low, slightly husky. “Let’s break this thing in.”

Reid exhaled through his nose, his grin slow and automatic. He stepped forward and dropped his pants the rest of the way, leaving them pooled with his t-shirt near the foot of the bed. The air was cool against his skin, but his body was already running hot—chest flushed, cock half-hard, his pulse heavy in his neck and groin.

He slid onto the mattress beside her, the tension in his muscles settling as he leaned on one elbow. His bare thighs brushed the sheets. They were rough—standard Stables-grade linen—but after everything they’d been through, it might as well have been a damn hotel suite.

Kara shifted to face him, sitting cross-legged. Her posture was relaxed but alert, the way she always looked before a battle—ready to react, but holding steady until the first move was made.

Reid laid a hand flat on her stomach, just above the waistband of her panties. Her skin was warm, smooth under his palm. He let his thumb drag gently toward her navel, then paused.

“You sure you’re up for this?” he asked, his voice low. “You’ve been off all day.”

He felt her body tense—not in rejection, but in hesitation. Her eyes met his, dark and sharp under her messy hair, and for a second she didn’t say anything. Then she reached up and took his wrist, guiding his hand higher, pressing his palm firmly against her breast. Her nipple was already stiff beneath his fingers.

“I’m fine,” she said, not blinking. “Stop worrying and start moving.”

Reid didn’t move right away. His hand stayed where she put it, the soft weight of her breast warming his palm, heartbeat flickering fast beneath the skin. But he studied her face—really studied it. Her mouth was set but not tight. Her gaze was steady, her pupils dilated. The tension in her shoulders wasn’t anxiety—it was hunger, building.

He felt it too, crawling up his spine. The way her skin responded to his touch. The flush spreading down her chest. The little hitch in her breathing that she tried to play off like nothing.

Still, he needed more than heat. He needed to know she wasn’t pushing herself out of guilt or expectation.

Reid leaned forward, brushing his lips against her cheek—not teasing, not playful, just there. Grounding. Then he spoke against her skin.

“I’m not gonna rush you, Kara. Not tonight. I don’t care how long it’s been—we’re not doing this unless you’re all in.”

Her hand slid from his wrist to the back of his neck. Her fingers threaded through the short hair there, tugging just enough to pull his face back to hers. She kissed him—hard, with no hesitation—and her breath filled his mouth, warm and fierce.

When she pulled back, her voice was quieter, but not soft. “I’m all in, Reid. I need this.”

That landed deeper than he expected. Not just the words—but the way she said it. Not as a request, not even a demand. A need. Her honesty cracked something in him wide open. The tension he’d been carrying since they left the Low Tier, since their first win, since watching her wince and rub her temple on the shuttle—it all dropped out of his chest like dead weight.

He inhaled once through his nose, slow and deep, then shifted his weight and moved closer, pressing his chest to hers. The contact was a full-body rush. Skin to skin. Heat to heat.

His hand slid down from her breast, dragging along her side. He felt every inch of her—ribcage, waist, the flare of her hip under his palm. Her body leaned into his like it had been waiting for him to stop holding back. Like it had been coiled up, waiting for release.

She pulled him down into another kiss, this one slower. Her lips parted willingly, tongue slipping into his mouth. The sensation was sharp and intoxicating—her taste, her breath, the soft wet press of her mouth moving with his. His cock twitched, stiffening fully now, trapped between them, the heat of her body igniting something primal in his gut.

He groaned softly into the kiss, a sound pulled from somewhere deep, and she smiled against his mouth like she’d been waiting to hear it.

When they finally pulled apart, both of them were breathing harder. She leaned back on her elbows, arching slightly, her breasts lifting toward him. Her thighs parted just a little, an unspoken invitation. The lamplight caught the faint sheen of sweat already forming at her collarbone.

Reid ran a hand through his hair, jaw tight with restraint. “You’re not making this easy.”

“I’m not trying to,” she said, lifting one leg and dragging her foot up the back of his calf. “You’re the one being careful.”

He sat back on his knees, looking down at her. Her skin was flushed, her chest rising with each breath, her legs already inching apart. The way she looked up at him—steadfast, clear-eyed, with just the faintest dare behind it—hit him harder than it should’ve. Not just arousal. Trust.

He reached down and brushed his fingers along the inside of her thigh, just to watch her shiver. Her eyes fluttered briefly. She bit her lower lip and let out a quiet sound—half sigh, half anticipation.

Then she opened her legs wider and reached for him again, voice steady and certain.

“Get on with it, Varlan.”

Reid didn’t waste another second. He reached for her with both hands now, planting one palm behind her back and guiding the other up her thigh. Kara responded instantly, rising to meet him, her legs folding around his waist as he lowered himself over her. Their bodies pressed together, skin against skin, the heat between them unmistakable.

He kissed her again, but slower this time—measured, exploratory. Her lips were soft, parted just enough for him to slip his tongue in and taste her. The kiss deepened gradually, becoming wetter, hotter. Her hands slid up his arms, fingernails tracing the curve of his triceps, then hooked behind his neck to hold him in place.

Reid’s pulse thundered in his ears. He could feel every twitch of her body under his—her stomach flexing with each breath, her breasts rising against his chest. The warm slide of her inner thighs around his hips made it hard to focus on anything else. His cock was already pressed against the soft heat of her panties, pulsing with each shallow grind of her hips. He wanted to be inside her more than he wanted to breathe—but not yet. Not until he got his hands on every part of her.

He broke the kiss with a soft gasp, dragging his mouth to her jaw, then lower, across her throat. Her skin was slick with a fine sheen of sweat. He kissed the hollow just below her ear, then dragged his tongue slowly down the column of her neck. She tilted her head to give him more room, one hand threading back into his hair and tugging gently as he sucked at her pulse point.

She made a low sound in her throat—almost a growl—and shifted her hips up, grinding her center harder into him.

“Fuck,” Reid breathed against her skin. “You feel so damn good.”

He could feel the damp heat soaking through her panties now, the slick pressure against the underside of his cock making his abs tighten. He flexed his hips into her, letting her feel all of him, thick and ready, pressed tight to her core. Her fingers clenched at his shoulders, pulling him harder against her.

He moved down her body, trailing wet kisses from her neck to her collarbone. Her chest arched toward him when he reached her breasts, and he took the hint. He slid lower, using both hands to cup them. They were small and firm, just the right size for his palms. He squeezed gently, brushing his thumbs across her nipples until they hardened under his touch. Then he leaned in and took one into his mouth.

Kara let out a breathy moan and arched her back. Reid closed his lips around the tight bud, flicking his tongue over it in slow, rhythmic circles. Her hands gripped his hair as he sucked, first lightly, then harder, her body twitching under him with each pull. His other hand played with her free breast, kneading it, pinching the nipple between two fingers just hard enough to make her gasp.

She squirmed under him, one leg hooking around the back of his thigh to hold him in place.

“God, don’t stop,” she whispered, breath shaky. “Right there…”

He didn’t. He kept his mouth locked on her nipple, sucking and tonguing it while his hand teased the other. Her chest rose and fell in ragged gasps, and every time he glanced up, her eyes were half-lidded with need, mouth open, cheeks flushed.

He switched sides, giving equal attention to her other breast. She groaned when he did, rocking her hips under him, the friction building with every pass. He could feel the heat radiating off her pussy through her panties—hot, wet, begging.

His mouth moved lower again, trailing kisses between the valley of her breasts and down her stomach. He took his time, letting his tongue glide across the soft skin of her abs. She tasted like sweat and adrenaline and something sweetly, unmistakably hers. He kissed the dip of her navel, then licked slowly down to the waistband of her panties.

He paused there, propped on his elbows, his mouth hovering just above her lower stomach. Her panties were soaked through—he could see the dark patch at the center, the fabric clinging to her folds. He brought one hand up and pressed two fingers lightly over the wetness, rubbing small circles.

Kara let out a sharp breath and pushed her hips into his hand. “Reid…”

He looked up at her from between her thighs, his voice hoarse. “You want more?”

She nodded, biting her lip. “Yes. Don’t make me beg.”

Reid grinned. “I like when you beg.”

He hooked his thumbs into the waistband of her panties and began to pull them down, slow and deliberate. The thin fabric clung for a second, then peeled away, revealing her fully. Her pussy was glistening, folds swollen and flushed with arousal. He tossed the panties aside without looking, too focused on the view in front of him.

“Fuck, Kara,” he muttered, staring at her slick heat. “You’re soaked.”

She spread her legs wider and tilted her hips, putting herself completely on display. “Then stop staring and use that mouth.”

Reid didn’t need more convincing.

He lowered his head and licked a long, slow stripe up her pussy, starting at her entrance and ending with a soft flick against her clit. She jolted under him, one hand flying to his hair, fingers tightening instantly.

“Holy shit—” she gasped.

He smiled against her, then went back in. His tongue circled her clit, then dipped lower, teasing her entrance before plunging in. He worked her slowly at first, savoring the way she tasted, the way she twitched with every stroke. Her thighs trembled around his head, and she started to roll her hips in time with his movements, chasing the rhythm.

He brought one hand up and spread her open with two fingers, then sucked her clit into his mouth and flicked his tongue over it fast and steady. Kara cried out, her back arching hard off the bed.

“Fuck—Reid—keep doing that, don’t stop—”

Her voice was breaking, strained and high, and it spurred him on. He kept the pressure steady, using his free hand to rub gentle circles lower, teasing her entrance with the promise of more.

Her thighs clamped tight around his ears just as her whole body locked up, muscles pulling taut. She came hard, her breath caught in her throat, pussy pulsing against his mouth. He didn’t stop until the aftershocks started, and even then he slowed down gradually, letting her ride it out.

When he finally pulled back, his chin was wet, and his cock was throbbing so hard it hurt.

Kara was panting, one arm thrown over her eyes. “Fuck me,” she whispered. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

Reid crawled up her body, dragging his lips along her stomach, her chest, then kissed her full on the mouth again, letting her taste herself on his tongue.

“You think I’m done?” he murmured, grinding his cock slowly against her soaked entrance.

She smiled, breathless. “Not even close.”

Reid didn’t answer. He shifted his weight to one side, bracing his forearm beside her head, and let his hips sink lower, grinding his cock slowly along her slick folds. The heat of her pussy was blinding—wet, swollen, flushed with afterglow and ready for more. He could feel everything, the silky press of her against his length, the way her body flexed with each subtle movement. Every grind dragged the sensitive underside of his shaft along her clit, and every time it did, she gasped or twitched beneath him.

“Feel that?” he muttered, voice thick with heat.

Kara hooked one leg tighter around his waist, her heel pressing into the small of his back. “I feel all of it. Now stop playing around.”

Reid kissed her again—hard and fast—then pulled back just far enough to trail his lips along her jaw. His cock stayed nestled between her folds, twitching with every beat of his pulse, slick with her wetness. He traced his mouth down the side of her throat, finding the same spot near her collarbone he’d kissed earlier, then latched onto it with intent.

He sucked hard, not enough to bruise yet, but enough to pull a sound from her throat. A sharp inhale, followed by her nails dragging lightly up his back.

“That’s it,” she breathed, arching her chest into him.

He pressed his mouth lower, kissing down to her collarbone, then bit lightly, dragging his teeth against the ridge of bone. Her skin was salty, warm, alive beneath his tongue. He kissed his way across her chest to her breast, not to her nipple this time, but the curve just above it. He opened his mouth wide and sucked again—this time harder, pulling blood to the surface until a dark mark began to bloom.

When he pulled back, he admired his work for a second—his mark, branded just above her breast. Kara glanced down, breath heaving, her expression somewhere between lust and approval.

“You planning to leave a trail?” she asked.

“Thinking about it,” he murmured, already moving down again.

He shifted further, dragging his mouth lower. He kissed between her breasts, over her sternum, down the soft slope of her belly. Her muscles tensed and flexed under his mouth. He paused at her navel, dipping his tongue into it, then kissed the ridge just below. Her skin twitched beneath him.

“You keep kissing everything but what I need,” she said, voice rough with frustration.

Reid grinned against her stomach. “Building pressure. You’ll thank me.”

“I’ll choke you if you don’t—ahh—”

He licked lower, tongue dragging slowly through the slick heat just below her mound, not dipping in this time, but close. He didn’t linger. Instead, he moved to her thigh, kissing the inside—soft, damp from sweat and her own arousal. He bit lightly, then sucked another mark into her skin, just above the curve of her inner thigh. She let out a low moan, her hand twisting in the sheets beside her.

He moved to the other thigh, giving it the same treatment. He wanted her to feel him everywhere later. Not just inside—under her skin. On it.

When he finally pulled back, sitting up on his knees, she was a mess—chest rising and falling fast, lips parted, flushed to the collarbones, her thighs shiny with slick and marked where he’d claimed her.

Reid looked down at her, stroking his cock slowly from base to tip. His shaft was wet with her, coated in the slick that had been pouring out of her since she came. Every time he moved his hand, his grip slid easier, the sound lewd and low in the quiet room. His cock throbbed in his fist, aching for release, but he wasn’t giving in yet.

He leaned forward and pressed the tip against her folds again, running the thick head up and down her slit with deliberate pressure. Kara’s entire body twitched.

“You like this?” he asked quietly, dragging himself slowly over her clit again.

“Yes,” she panted. “God—Reid—yes.”

He did it again. Slower.

Her breath caught, and she reached down between them, her fingers wrapping around his wrist. “Stop teasing. I need you.”

He kissed her again, harder this time, devouring the edge in her voice.

“Say it,” he growled into her mouth.

“I want you to fuck me,” she whispered against his lips. “I want you inside. I want to feel you stretch me out—deep. Now.”

Reid didn’t speak. He kissed her again, then dropped his forehead to hers, bracing himself above her.

He reached down with one hand, sliding his fingers between her folds again. She was soaking—heat and slick and raw readiness. He dragged two fingers through the mess, then pushed one in, slow and deep. Her body welcomed it immediately, pussy clenching around the intrusion like it had been waiting.

She moaned, head tipping back. He slid the second finger in beside the first, curling them slightly, testing how tight she was. Her walls gripped him hard, and he imagined what it would feel like when it was his cock instead—thicker, longer, grinding in with nowhere to go but deeper.

“You’re still pulsing,” he said quietly, rubbing his thumb over her clit as he moved his fingers in and out of her. “That first one wrecked you.”

She moaned, hand gripping the pillow above her head.

“Then finish wrecking me,” she rasped. “Fucking do it.”

Reid pulled his fingers out slowly, watching the way her pussy clenched after them. His cock throbbed again, hard and wet and perfectly positioned. He ran the head along her slit one more time—slow, firm, watching her body react.

Not yet.

He grabbed her thighs and pushed them back gently, tilting her hips toward him, angling her up so he could see everything. Her entrance was open and glistening, practically begging for him. Her clit was flushed and swollen, her lips parted and wet.

He held himself at the base, lined up the tip, and pressed it just barely against her entrance—not pushing in, just there.

“You ready?” he asked, voice low and rough.

Her voice was immediate. “Yes.”

Reid exhaled slowly, his chest tight, every muscle in his body straining to hold back the raw edge pushing to the surface. He pressed his hips forward, the swollen head of his cock parting Kara’s slick folds with slow, deliberate pressure. The resistance was immediate—tight, hot, and yielding only by inches. Her body clung to him as he eased forward, stretching around the thick girth of him.

“Fuck,” he muttered, jaw clenched.

Kara’s nails dug into his arms, her thighs twitching where they framed his waist. “Keep going,” she whispered, breath shallow. “I can take it.”

He moved forward another inch. Then another.

Her pussy squeezed him tight—so tight he had to fight to keep from thrusting all the way in. Inch by inch, her body opened around him, wet and eager but still clinging like a vice. Her mouth fell open, a quiet gasp slipping out as he bottomed out, hips flush with hers, fully buried.

“God, Reid,” she breathed. “You’re so deep.”

He stayed there, chest heaving, forehead pressed against hers. Her walls fluttered around him, adjusting to the stretch. He’d never felt anything like it—like her body had been made to fit his. The heat of her wrapped around every inch of him, and the way she pulsed and shifted beneath him, even breathing became difficult.

“You feel…” He swallowed. “You feel unreal.”

Her hands ran up his back, nails light now, almost gentle. “Then fuck me.”

Reid drew back slowly, the drag of her pussy around him making his head spin. Then he pushed forward again, the wet slap of their bodies meeting echoing off the narrow walls of the room.

He found a rhythm—deep strokes, full and slow, each one purposeful. Her breath hitched every time he bottomed out, her legs wrapping tighter around his waist as she tried to hold him there.

“Harder,” she gasped.

He gave her harder.

He braced himself on one arm and reached up with the other, grabbing her thigh and pushing it higher, opening her up even more. With her legs spread wide and knees nearly to her chest, he could see everything—his cock sliding in and out of her, her folds stretched around the thick shaft, slick and swollen and perfect.

The sight made him snap his hips harder.

The bed creaked under the force, the mattress shifting slightly beneath them. Kara cried out, eyes wide, fingers clawing at his shoulders.

“Fuck—yes—don’t stop—”

He didn’t.

He pounded into her now, pace relentless, driving her up the bed with each thrust. Sweat beaded on his back, dripping down his spine. The air was thick with heat and the sound of skin against skin, of wet friction and breathless gasps.

Kara’s body rocked with every movement. Her hands gripped his biceps now, holding tight as he drove into her. Her moans turned to sharp, high whimpers, her whole body tensing.

“Reid—” she choked out. “I’m—fuck—I’m close—”

He reached between them without slowing, fingers finding her clit and rubbing tight, fast circles. She jerked beneath him, thighs locking around his hips.

“That’s it,” he growled. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

She tried to hold on, but it was useless. Her orgasm slammed into her like a wave. Her mouth dropped open in a soundless cry, her back arching violently off the bed. Her pussy clamped down on his cock, pulsing in tight, erratic spasms that dragged a groan from deep in his chest.

He kept thrusting through it, jaw tight, every stroke slower now, deeper, letting her ride out the orgasm in full. She shook beneath him, gasping for air, her body trembling with the intensity of it.

And he wasn’t far behind.

Her pussy milked him with every contraction, the slick heat and squeezing rhythm pushing him closer to the edge. His hips bucked harder, losing precision now, driven by the need to finish.

“Kara,” he groaned, sweat dripping from his brow. “I’m gonna—”

She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and pulled him in, lips brushing his ear.

“Come in me,” she whispered. “I want to feel it.”

That did it.

His whole body snapped tight. His thrusts turned ragged, hips jerking forward once—twice—then he was spilling into her with a deep, guttural growl. Hot pulses of release flooded her, thick and endless. He kept moving through it, slower now, grinding into her as she held him tight.

The sensation was overwhelming—her soaked heat, the way she clenched around him, the wet sounds of their bodies locked together. He could feel every twitch of her pussy around his cock, feel the mess they were making between them.

When the last spasm passed through him, he collapsed onto his forearms, forehead dropping to her shoulder.

Neither of them spoke.

Their bodies were slick with sweat, tangled and flushed, chest to chest, breath to breath.

Kara’s legs slowly unhooked from around him. Her hands slid up into his hair, fingernails scratching lightly across his scalp. He exhaled, the tension finally draining from his muscles, replaced by the warm, heavy fog of release.

Reid stayed inside her, not ready to pull out just yet.

She tilted her head toward him and kissed the side of his neck. “That was…”

He smiled against her shoulder. “Yeah.”

They lay like that for a while, tangled and quiet, the only sound in the room the distant hum of the facility outside the walls and their own slowing breath.

Eventually, he shifted, carefully easing out of her. His cock slid free with a slick, wet sound, followed by a slow, hot drip of his cum leaking from between her thighs.

Kara winced slightly, then sighed, stretching her arms overhead. “You weren’t kidding about taking your time.”

Reid rolled onto his back beside her, one arm reaching up to brush the hair from her damp forehead.

“You complaining?” he asked.

She smiled, lips still swollen from their kissing. “Not even a little.”

He grabbed the thin blanket from the side of the bed and pulled it over them both, not bothering to clean up just yet. Kara rolled toward him, tucking her head under his chin. Her hand slid across his chest, palm resting flat over his heart.

His pulse was still fast. She’d feel it.

He let his arm curl around her back, fingers trailing slow lines up and down her spine.

They didn’t say anything for a long time.

Reid stared at the ceiling, the soft weight of her against him grounding everything. The tension he’d carried since the day they signed up for Mid Tier—it hadn’t vanished, but it had dulled. Muted beneath the memory of her voice gasping his name, the way her pussy had wrapped around him, the raw connection they’d just shared.

He felt her body relax against his fully. She was already halfway asleep.

He kissed the top of her head once, then let his eyes close, his hand still stroking her back as the hum of the Stables faded into the distance.


CHAPTER 3

Reid trudged behind Ryven through the Mid Tier Stables, his boots scuffing the concrete floor of the corridor. Kara followed a step behind, her petite body moving stiffly, her brown hair falling in messy waves over her shoulders. She tugged at her midriff-baring top, then adjusted her tiny shorts, her eyes fixed on the ground. Ryven led them into a small briefing room—a cramped space with a metal table, four chairs, and a holo-screen mounted on the wall. He dropped into a chair, kicking his legs up onto the table, and gestured for them to sit.

“Alright, listen up,” Ryven said, scratching his stubbled jaw. “Your first Mid Tier fight’s tomorrow. Time to get the rundown.”

Reid slid into a chair across from him, leaning back and crossing his arms. “Tomorrow? Who’re we up against?”

Ryven tapped a button on the table, and the holo-screen flickered to life, projecting a 3D model of a sleek Vetrax mech—tall, angular, with a reinforced torso and clawed arms. “This bastard’s called Ironclaw,” he said. “Vetrax design. Strengths: fast as hell, got hydraulic boosters in the legs, and those claws can shred armor like paper. Weaknesses: light plating on the back to keep the speed up, and the pilot’s cocky—likes to overextend.”

Kara sat down next to Reid, crossing her legs and resting her elbows on the table. “So we just outlast it? Let it tire itself out?”

“Pretty much,” Ryven said, spinning the holo-model with a flick of his finger. “Gravehook’s slow, but it’s a tank. You keep it moving, Reid, and Kara, you sync those inputs tight. Ironclaw’s gonna try to dance around you, but if you can corner it, those claws won’t mean shit.”

Reid nodded, rubbing a hand through his black hair. “Gravehook’s got that grapple arm, right? Could snag it if it gets too close.”

“Yeah,” Ryven said, zooming in on Gravehook’s blocky frame on the screen. “That’s your edge. Ironclaw’s fast, but Gravehook can outmaneuver it up close. Lock it down with the grapple, then rip that power pack out. Done deal.”

Kara leaned forward, squinting at the screen. “What’s our sync level at now?”

Ryven pulled a tablet from his jacket pocket, swiping through a few screens. “Sixty-five percent. Solid for Low Tier—hell, it got you the championship. But Mid Tier? That’s barely scraping by. Minimum’s around sixty, and you’re gonna feel every lag against something like Ironclaw.”

“Sixty-five?” Reid said, sitting up straighter. “That’s not enough? We’ve been fine so far.”

“Fine’s not gonna cut it,” Ryven shot back, tossing the tablet onto the table. “Mid Tier’s a different beast. Opponents are sharper, mechs are tougher. Sixty-five percent means delays—half a second here, a missed swing there. You want to win, you need higher.”

“How do we fix it then?” Kara asked, her fingers tapping the table. “More training?”

Ryven smirked, leaning back in his chair. “Two ways: grind out more simulator runs, or you two fuck like rabbits. Sync’s tied to how well you mesh—physically and mentally. Your call, but we’re short on time either way.”

Reid snorted, glancing at Kara. “Guess we’re screwed both ways.”

She smirked faintly, nudging his arm with her elbow. “Don’t tempt me, junkyard boy. I’d wear you out.”

“Yeah, right,” he fired back, grinning. “You’d tap out first.”

Ryven rolled his eyes, dropping his legs from the table. “Save the flirting. Point is, you’re stuck with what you’ve got for now. Oh, and one more thing—battle’s tomorrow.”

Reid’s grin vanished. “Tomorrow? You’re shitting me. Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

“Just found out this morning,” Ryven said, shrugging. “Schedule dropped an hour ago. Welcome to Mid Tier—things move fast.”

“Great,” Reid muttered, slumping back in his chair. “No prep, no time. Fantastic.”

“You’ll live,” Ryven said, standing up and pocketing the tablet. “Get some rest. You’re in the arena at noon tomorrow. Don’t choke.” He walked out, the door sliding shut behind him.

Kara stood, stretching her arms over her head, her top riding up to show her flat stomach. “He’s a dick, but he’s right. We’ve got this.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, pushing out of his chair. “Let’s hope.”

The next day, Reid stood in the prep bay, zipping up his pilot suit—a snug, black jumpsuit with reinforced padding over the chest and thighs. His eyes flicked to Kara, who was climbing into the Core Pod, a cylindrical chamber hooked into Gravehook’s frame via thick cables. She stripped off her shorts and top, leaving her in a skin-tight neural suit that hugged her petite body, then slid into the Pod’s seat, pulling the harness straps over her shoulders and buckling them across her chest. Techs swarmed around them, tightening bolts on Gravehook’s pitted armor and checking the grapple arm’s hydraulics.

“Ready?” Reid called, stepping onto the lift that would hoist him into Gravehook’s cockpit.

Kara gave him a thumbs-up through the Pod’s glass lid as it sealed shut. “Locked in. Let’s kick some ass.”

The lift jolted upward, and Reid climbed into the cockpit, a cramped space with a padded seat, twin control sticks, and a wraparound screen. He strapped himself in, the harness clicking into place over his shoulders and waist, then powered up the system. The screen flared to life, showing the arena floor—a wide, circular pit with scarred metal walls and tiered stands packed with spectators. Cameras hovered overhead, their red lights blinking.

“Sync online,” Kara’s voice crackled through his headset. “Sixty-five percent. Feeling it?”

“Yeah,” Reid said, flexing his fingers around the sticks. “Little sluggish, but it’ll do.”

The gate ahead rumbled open, and Gravehook lumbered out onto the floor, its heavy feet clanging against the metal. Across the arena, Ironclaw emerged—sleek and silver, its clawed arms gleaming under the lights. The crowd roared, a wall of noise that vibrated through the cockpit.

“Here we go,” Reid muttered, easing Gravehook into a wide stance, left arm raised to shield, right arm cocked with the grapple ready.

“Fast bastard’s gonna charge,” Kara said. “Watch the legs.”

Ironclaw didn’t wait. Its boosters flared, and it shot forward, claws slashing. Reid jerked the left stick, swinging Gravehook’s arm up to block. Metal screeched as the claws raked across the plating, leaving deep gouges. He shoved the right stick forward, firing the grapple, but Ironclaw darted left, the hook whiffing past its shoulder.

“Lag’s killing us,” Reid grunted, pulling Gravehook back. “You feel that?”

“Yeah,” Kara said, her voice tight. “Half-second delay. I’m pushing the surge—hold on.”

Ironclaw circled, then lunged again, claws aiming for Gravehook’s torso. Reid twisted the sticks, sidestepping just enough for the claws to scrape the side instead of punching through. The crowd cheered, and he gritted his teeth, swinging Gravehook’s left fist in a counter. It clipped Ironclaw’s arm, but the lighter mech danced back, unscathed.

“Too slow,” Reid said. “We can’t keep up.”

“Surge is at eighty percent,” Kara replied. “I’m cranking it to ninety. Brace yourself.”

A jolt ran through Gravehook, the controls snapping sharper in Reid’s hands. He lunged forward, swinging the grapple again. This time, it caught Ironclaw’s left claw, the hook clamping tight. He yanked the stick back, dragging the Vetrax mech off balance.

“Gotcha,” he said, slamming the left stick forward. Gravehook’s fist smashed into Ironclaw’s chest, denting the plating. The enemy mech stumbled, boosters flaring to recover, but Reid was already moving, circling behind it.

“Power pack’s exposed,” Kara said, her breath heavy in the headset. “Surge is at max—ninety-five. I can’t hold this long.”

“Almost there,” Reid said, dodging a wild claw swipe. He shoved both sticks forward, driving Gravehook into Ironclaw’s back. The grapple arm latched onto the power pack—a boxy unit shielded by thin armor—and he twisted the controls hard. Metal groaned, then tore free, sparks flying as the pack ripped out. Ironclaw shuddered, its systems frying, and collapsed in a heap.

The crowd erupted, chanting their names. Reid slumped in the seat, wiping sweat from his brow. “We did it. Barely.”


CHAPTER 4

Reid climbed out of Gravehook’s cockpit, his boots hitting the arena floor with a heavy thud. Sweat soaked his black pilot suit, the fabric clinging to his toned chest and thighs as he unbuckled the harness straps from his shoulders. The crowd’s cheers still echoed through the Mid Tier arena, a dull roar vibrating the metal walls, but he barely heard it. His eyes darted to the Core Pod attached to Gravehook’s side, where Kara was supposed to emerge. The Pod’s glass lid hissed open, and she stumbled out, her petite frame swaying. She gripped the edge of the chamber, her brown hair plastered to her face with sweat, her neural suit stretched tight over her small breasts and flat stomach. Then her legs buckled, and she crumpled to the ground, her knees hitting the floor hard.

“Shit,” Reid muttered, sprinting over in three long strides. He dropped to one knee beside her, sliding an arm under her shoulders to lift her head. Her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow, her skin pale under the arena lights. “Kara, hey, come on—talk to me.”

She didn’t respond, her head lolling against his arm. Footsteps pounded behind him, and a medic team in white jumpsuits shoved past, one of them barking orders. A woman with a buzz cut knelt next to Kara, pressing two fingers to her neck to check her pulse, while a guy with a med-scanner waved the device over her chest. “She’s out,” the woman said, glancing at Reid. “We’re taking her to the bay. Move.”

Reid stepped back, his hands clenching into fists as the medics hoisted Kara onto a stretcher. They strapped her down, securing her arms and legs with Velcro bands, then jogged off toward a tunnel exit, the stretcher’s wheels rattling on the uneven floor. He followed, his boots stomping the ground, his jaw tight. The tunnel led to a sterile medical bay—a white-tiled room with blinking monitors, a single bed, and a steel counter lined with equipment. The medics laid Kara on the bed, hooking her up to an IV drip and slapping sensor pads onto her chest and temples.

Reid stood by the door, arms crossed, watching as a doctor in a gray coat stepped in. The guy was middle-aged, with thinning hair and a tablet tucked under his arm. He swiped through the screen, frowning at the data, then looked up at Reid. “You’re the pilot?”

“Yeah,” Reid said, nodding toward Kara. “What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s pushed herself too hard,” the doctor said, tapping the tablet. “Neurological overload from the Pod. Surge levels were maxed out—ninety-five percent, maybe higher. Her brain can’t handle that kind of strain.”

Reid’s stomach twisted, his fingers digging into his biceps. “She’s been fine before. What do you mean she can’t handle it?”

“It’s cumulative,” the doctor said, setting the tablet on the counter. “Core Pilots link directly to the mech’s systems. Every fight taxes the nervous system, and she’s been running hot too long. She’s not built for this pace.”

“So what the hell do I do?” Reid asked, stepping closer. “She’s my partner. We’ve got more fights coming.”

The doctor shrugged, adjusting the IV line in Kara’s arm. “She can still fight, but she needs longer breaks—days, maybe weeks between matches. Otherwise, she’ll burn out completely. Next time, she might not wake up.”

Reid glanced at Kara, her chest rising and falling slowly under the thin blanket. “Days? We don’t have that kind of time.”

Ryven’s voice cut in from the doorway. “He’s right, kid. Seen it before.” Reid turned to see the grizzled engineer leaning against the frame, arms crossed over his worn jacket. “Other Core Pilots hit the same wall. Pods chew ‘em up.”

The doctor nodded, crossing to the counter to scribble on a clipboard. “It’s a known issue. We’ve been tweaking the tech, but the battles don’t stop. No fix yet.”

“Great,” Reid muttered, rubbing a hand through his black hair. “So she’s screwed unless we sit out, and we can’t sit out.”

“Come on,” Ryven said, jerking his head toward the hall. “Let’s grab some air. She’s stable—they’ll buzz us if she wakes up.”

Reid hesitated, then followed, his boots scuffing the tiles. Ryven led him through a side door to a balcony overlooking the city. The platform was a slab of concrete with a low railing, perched near the canteen. Reid dropped into a metal chair at a round table, his elbows resting on the surface. Beyond the railing, skyscrapers loomed, their glass facades catching the pale gold sunlight, while sandy wind dusted the streets below. He stared out, his jaw tight, wishing there was a way to ditch this whole damn system—get him and Kara out without bleeding for it.

Ryven came back a minute later, balancing two trays loaded with grilled meat, mashed roots, and bread. He slid one in front of Reid and sat across from him, digging into his own food with a plastic fork. “She’ll be fine,” he said between bites. “Tough girl. Just needs a breather.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, picking up his fork and stabbing a chunk of meat. “Doesn’t fix the problem, though. We’re fucked without her in the Pod.”

“Eat,” Ryven said, pointing his fork at Reid’s tray. “Worry later. She’s not dying today.”

Reid shoveled the meat into his mouth, chewing hard. “You’re a real comfort, you know that?”

Ryven grinned, tearing off a piece of bread. “It’s a gift.”

They ate in silence, the clink of forks on trays mixing with the distant hum of the city. Reid finished first, pushing his tray aside and leaning back, his hands clasped behind his head. “Gotta be an easier way out of this shit,” he said, half to himself.

“Keep winning,” Ryven said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “That’s the only way.”

The next morning, Reid woke up in their room, the wide bed empty beside him. He sat up fast, the thin blanket sliding off his bare chest, his eyes blinking against the dim light. He was in his boxers, the fabric wrinkled from sleep. Across the room, a woman sat in the metal chair by the closet, watching him. She had long, fire-red hair tied back in a loose ponytail, blue eyes locked on his, and wore a cropped halter top that showed off her large breasts and slim waist, paired with skin-tight techwear pants. Her arms were crossed, her posture casual but alert.

“Who the fuck are you?” Reid snapped, swinging his legs off the bed and standing, his fists clenching at his sides.

She didn’t flinch, just tilted her head slightly. “Name’s Shae. I’m your new Core Pilot.”

“New?” Reid’s voice rose, his bare feet stomping across the floor as he stormed out the door, not bothering to grab a shirt or pants. He marched down the corridor, his boxers riding low on his hips, and barged into Ryven’s office—a cluttered room with a desk piled with tools and a holo-screen flickering in the corner. Ryven looked up from a chair, a wrench in one hand, and raised an eyebrow.

“What the hell, Ryven?” Reid said, slamming his hands on the desk, scattering a few bolts. “You replaced Kara? After one fight? We had synergy—a decent sync rate. She’s gonna recover!”

Ryven set the wrench down, leaning back with his hands behind his head. “Calm your ass down, kid. I didn’t replace her. Kara’s still your girl for Gravehook. I just got you another Core Pilot—Shae—for a second mech.”

Reid straightened, his jaw tight. “Another mech? What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Means I pulled strings,” Ryven said, kicking his boots up onto the desk. “Talked to some suits, told ‘em we need you at full strength for the war effort. Mid Tier’s no joke—one loss, and you’re desert meat. You need options.”

“Options?” Reid snorted, crossing his arms over his bare chest. “I don’t even know this chick.”

The door slid open behind him, and Shae stepped in, her boots clicking on the floor. “You’ll get to know me,” she said, her voice steady. “Plan’s simple—you alternate. Me and my mech, Velostra, take some fights. Kara and Gravehook take others. Gives her time to rest, keeps us in the bracket.”

Reid turned to face her, his eyes narrowing. “And our sync? You think we’re gonna mesh day one?”

“Nope,” she said, leaning against the wall, her red hair brushing her shoulder. “It’ll take time—training, maybe more. But it beats frying her brain in that Pod every match.”

“She’s got a point,” Ryven said, dropping his boots back to the floor. “Kara can’t keep up at this rate. You saw her yesterday.”

Reid glared between them, his hands dropping to his sides. “I don’t like it. We were fine.”

“Fine’s not winning championships,” Ryven shot back. “You wanna pay off that debt, you need to adapt.”

Reid shook his head, turning for the door. “Whatever. I’m out.” He stomped back into the corridor, his bare feet slapping the concrete, leaving Ryven and Shae behind.


CHAPTER 5

Reid pushed open the door to the medical bay, his boots thudding against the white-tiled floor. The room was small and stark, with a single bed against the wall where Kara sat propped up on a pile of pillows. Her brown hair hung messily over her shoulders, and her eyes flicked up to meet his as he stepped in. She wore a thin hospital gown tied loosely at the sides, her body looking smaller than usual under the blanket draped over her lap. An IV line snaked from her arm to a bag hanging on a pole beside the bed, and a monitor beeped steadily, showing her vitals.

“Hey,” Reid said, pulling a metal chair from the corner and dragging it over to her bedside. He sat down, the chair creaking under his weight, and rested his elbows on his knees. “How you holding up?”

Kara shrugged, her hands fidgeting with the edge of the blanket. “Better than yesterday. Still feel like crap, though. Head’s pounding.”

“Yeah, you scared the shit out of me,” Reid said, running a hand through his black hair. “Collapsed right out of the Pod. Docs had to haul you in here fast.”

She nodded, her fingers twisting the fabric tighter. “Heard I overdid it. Surge levels were too high.”

“Way too high,” Reid said, leaning forward. “Doc says you can’t handle the Pod like that anymore. Neurological strain or some bullshit. Ryven’s got a plan, though—new Core Pilot named Shae. Says we alternate between you and her, different mechs.”

Kara’s eyes narrowed, her lips pressing into a thin line. She stared at the wall for a long moment, her hands stilling on the blanket. “Alternate? So I’m out for now?”

“Not out,” Reid said, shaking his head. “Just resting. Shae takes some fights with her mech, Velostra, while you recover. Then you’re back with Gravehook. Keeps us in the bracket without frying you.”

She exhaled through her nose, her shoulders slumping slightly. “Guess it’s the only way we don’t end up desert bait. One loss, and we’re done.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, reaching out to squeeze her hand. Her skin was cool under his fingers. “No choice. We’ve gotta keep winning.”

“Fine,” she said, squeezing his hand back. “If it works, I’m in. Just don’t screw it up with this Shae chick.”

Reid smirked, letting go of her hand and leaning back in the chair. “What, you think I’m gonna trade you in? She’s new—barely know her.”

“Better keep it that way,” Kara shot back, a faint grin tugging at her lips. “I’m the one who’s been dragging your ass through these fights.”

“Fair,” Reid said, chuckling.

The door slid open with a soft hiss, and Ryven stepped in, his boots scuffing the floor. His worn jacket hung loose over his frame, and he moved slower than usual, hands shoved in his pockets. He stopped near the foot of Kara’s bed, glancing between them. “Good, you’re both here. Saves me a trip.”

“What now?” Reid asked, swiveling the chair to face him. “More bad news?”

“Battle’s tomorrow,” Ryven said, scratching his stubbled jaw. “You’re up with Shae. No way around it—Kara’s grounded ‘til she’s back on her feet.”

Reid’s jaw tightened, his hands gripping the chair’s arms. “Tomorrow? With Shae? We haven’t even trained together.”

“Yep,” Ryven said, shrugging. “Schedule’s locked. You’re stuck with her and Velostra. Deal with it.”

“What’s our sync at?” Reid asked, standing up and crossing his arms over his chest. “Can’t be good if we’ve never linked up.”

Ryven pulled a tablet from his jacket, swiping the screen with his thumb. “Ten percent. Barely a pulse. It’s dangerous as hell—lag’s gonna be brutal.”

“Ten?” Reid snapped, stepping closer. “That’s a death sentence out there. How do we even fight with that?”

“Overload the Pod,” Ryven said, tucking the tablet back into his pocket. “Crank the power to cut the synergy lag. Gives you a shot at moving fast enough to rip the power pack out.”

Kara shifted in the bed, pulling the blanket higher over her lap. “That’s what I did yesterday. Nearly killed me.”

“Yeah,” Ryven said, nodding at her. “And it’ll probably put Shae in here after the match. But alternating you two means she’ll recover while you take the next one with Gravehook. Keeps us in the game.”

Reid’s eyes flicked to Kara, then back to Ryven. “Will it hurt her? Shae, I mean. Like it did Kara?”

Ryven’s grin faded, and he nodded slowly. “Most likely. She’ll be out cold after—med bay for sure. But she’s tough. Signed up for this knowing the risks.”

“Great,” Reid muttered, rubbing the back of his neck. “So I’m frying her brain just to stay alive.”

“No other way,” Ryven said, stepping back toward the door. “You’re in the Mid Tier now—one loss, and it’s desert exile. Starvation’s worse than a nap in here.”

Reid sighed, dropping his arms to his sides. “Fine. I’m in. But I don’t like it.”

“Didn’t ask you to,” Ryven said, turning to leave. “Prep starts at oh-eight-hundred. Don’t be late.” The door slid shut behind him, leaving Reid and Kara alone again.

Reid sank back into the chair, slumping with his legs stretched out in front of him. “This is bullshit. Trading one of you getting wrecked for the other.”

Kara reached over, resting her hand on his arm. “It’s what we’ve got. You’ll pull it off—I know you will.”

“Yeah,” he said, forcing a grin. “Just gotta not die.”

She smirked, pulling her hand back. “You’re good at that part. Keep it up.”

He stood, leaning over to press a quick kiss to her forehead. “Rest up. I’ll check on you after.”

“Better,” she said, settling back into the pillows. “Don’t let Shae steal my spot.”

“No chance,” he replied, heading for the door. His boots echoed in the corridor as he left, his mind racing. Ten percent sync with Shae was a disaster waiting to happen, but he had no options left. One wrong move tomorrow, and they’d all be dumped in the desert to rot. He clenched his fists, shoving the thought aside, and focused on the fight ahead.


CHAPTER 6

Reid stood in the prep bay, zipping up his black pilot suit, the snug fabric hugging his toned chest and thighs. His eyes flicked to Shae, who was climbing into Velostra’s Core Pod. She peeled off her cropped halter top, tossing it onto a nearby bench, revealing her large breasts barely contained by a tight sports bra. Her fire-red hair swung loose as she stepped out of her skin-tight techwear pants, leaving her in a neural suit that clung to her slim waist and curvy hips. She slid into the Pod’s padded seat, pulling the harness straps over her shoulders and buckling them across her chest, her blue eyes meeting Reid’s for a second before the glass lid hissed shut.

“No training, huh?” Reid said, stepping onto the lift that would hoist him into Velostra’s cockpit. He adjusted the straps on his suit, his boots clanging against the metal platform.

Shae’s voice crackled through his headset as the lift jolted upward. “Nope. First time’s the charm, right? Just don’t screw me over out there.”

“Yeah, no pressure,” Reid muttered, climbing into the cockpit—a tight space with a single seat, twin control sticks, and a curved screen wrapping around him. He strapped in, the harness clicking over his shoulders and waist, and powered up the system. The screen flared to life, showing the Mid Tier arena floor—a wide, pitted circle of steel surrounded by tiered stands packed with shouting spectators. Hovering cameras buzzed overhead, their red lights blinking.

“Sync’s at ten percent,” Shae said, her tone clipped. “Lag’s gonna be a bitch. I’m overloading the Pod to ninety—brace yourself.”

“Got it,” Reid said, gripping the sticks as the gate ahead rumbled open. Velostra stepped out, its lightweight frame moving with a quick, jerky stride, the twin plasma-edged arm blades gleaming under the arena lights. Across the floor, their opponent emerged—a hulking Vetrax mech called Titanstrike, all heavy armor and spiked fists, its power pack shielded by thick plating on its back. The crowd roared, the noise vibrating through the cockpit.

“Here comes the fun,” Reid said, easing Velostra into a low stance, blades raised. “Fast or slow?”

“Fast,” Shae replied. “Titanstrike’s a tank—moves like mud. We dodge and hit.”

Reid shoved the sticks forward, and Velostra darted left, its legs pumping as Titanstrike lumbered toward them, one spiked fist swinging down. The lag hit hard—a full second delay before Velostra responded, barely skidding out of the way. The fist smashed the floor, sending up a shower of sparks, and Reid cursed under his breath.

“Ten percent sucks,” he said, circling Velostra around the bigger mech. “You holding up?”

“Barely,” Shae said, her voice tight. “Pod’s screaming—ninety’s pushing it. Keep moving.”

Titanstrike charged, both fists swinging in a wide arc. Reid yanked the sticks back, but the lag slowed Velostra’s retreat, and a fist clipped its left arm. Metal screeched as the blade bent slightly, and the cockpit jolted, rattling Reid’s teeth. He gritted them, swinging Velostra’s right blade in a counter, aiming for Titanstrike’s side. The plasma edge grazed the armor, leaving a glowing scratch, but didn’t penetrate.

“Too shallow,” Shae said. “Lag’s killing us. I’m cranking to ninety-five—hold on.”

A surge pulsed through Velostra, the controls snapping sharper in Reid’s hands. He lunged forward, ducking under another fist, and slashed both blades across Titanstrike’s chest. The plasma carved thin lines, but the heavy plating held. Titanstrike pivoted, faster than Reid expected, and slammed a fist into Velostra’s shoulder. The smaller mech stumbled, its frame shuddering, and Reid wrestled the sticks to keep it upright.

“Fuck,” he grunted, sweat beading on his forehead. “This thing hits like a truck.”

“Yeah, and we’re a toothpick,” Shae said, her breath ragged. “Ninety-five’s frying me—get to its back!”

Reid dodged left as Titanstrike swung again, the fist whiffing past Velostra’s head by inches. He darted around, aiming for the rear, but the lag threw off his timing. Velostra’s blades slashed air instead of armor, and Titanstrike spun, smashing its elbow into Velostra’s chest. The impact threw Reid against his harness, the straps digging into his shoulders, and a warning light flashed on the screen—hull integrity down to sixty percent.

“Shae, we’re getting pounded,” Reid said, pulling Velostra back. “You still with me?”

“Barely,” she gasped. “Pod’s maxed—hundred percent. Can’t hold it long. One shot—make it count.”

Reid nodded, circling Titanstrike again. The bigger mech charged, fists raised, and he waited, timing it through the lag. As it swung, he shoved the sticks hard, sending Velostra into a sliding dodge. The smaller mech skidded under Titanstrike’s arm, scraping the floor, and Reid twisted the controls, driving both blades up toward the power pack. The lag hit—a half-second delay—but the surge compensated, and the plasma edges sliced into the shielding. Metal tore with a grinding shriek, and Reid yanked the sticks back, ripping the pack free. Sparks erupted, Titanstrike’s systems shorting out, and it collapsed face-first into the floor, motionless.

The crowd exploded, their cheers shaking the arena. Reid slumped in the seat, wiping sweat from his eyes with his sleeve. “We did it. You okay?”

No answer. “Shae?” he said, unbuckling his harness as the cockpit hatch popped open. The lift lowered him to the floor, and he jogged to the Pod, his boots pounding the metal. The glass lid was open, but Shae wasn’t moving. She slumped in the seat, her head tilted back, her red hair spilling over the headrest. Her eyes were closed, her chest rising and falling faintly, the neural suit soaked with sweat. Medics in white jumpsuits rushed past him, one checking her pulse while another unstrapped her harness.

“She’s out,” the medic with the buzz cut said, waving a scanner over her chest. “Overload crash. We’re taking her to the bay.”

Reid stepped back, his hands clenching into fists as they lifted Shae onto a stretcher. They secured her arms and legs with Velcro straps, her limp body swaying slightly as they wheeled her toward the tunnel. He watched them go, his jaw tight, then turned as footsteps approached from behind. Kara ran up, her brown hair bouncing, her hospital gown swapped for a loose t-shirt and shorts. She threw her arms around him, her petite frame pressing against his chest, and he hugged her back, his hands gripping her shoulders.

“You’re alive,” she said, pulling back to look at him, her eyes scanning his face. “Looked rough out there.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, letting go and running a hand through his hair. “Ten percent sync—total shitshow. Shae overloaded the Pod to pull it off. She’s out cold now.”

Kara nodded, crossing her arms under her small breasts. “Same crap I went through. You okay?”

“Fine,” he said, rolling his shoulders to loosen them. “Velostra’s fast, but it can’t take a hit. Barely made it.”

“You won, though,” she said, smirking. “That’s what counts.”

“Barely,” he muttered, glancing at the tunnel where the medics had disappeared with Shae. “Hope she’s tougher than she looks.”

“She’ll pull through,” Kara said, nudging his arm with her elbow. “You’re stuck with both of us now.”

“Lucky me,” Reid replied, managing a grin. “Let’s get out of here—crowd’s giving me a headache.” They turned and headed for the exit, his arm slung over her shoulders, her leaning into his side as they walked.


CHAPTER 7

Reid trudged into their room. The day’s battle with Shae still buzzed in his head—Velostra’s shaky win, Shae’s collapse, Kara’s hug after. He kicked the door shut behind him, the latch clicking, and flicked on the dim lamp perched on the metal nightstand. The small space felt quieter than usual, the hum of the Stables muffled outside.

Kara stepped in after him, brushing the edges of her midriff-baring top. Her tiny shorts rode up her toned thighs as she bent to kick off her boots by the door, her bare feet flexing against the cool floor. She straightened, crossing her arms under her small breasts, and leaned against the wall near the sink, watching Reid with her eyes.

“Rough day, huh?” she said, tilting her head slightly. “You look beat.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, peeling his t-shirt over his head and tossing it onto the nightstand. His muscles flexed as he stretched his arms, his eyes meeting hers. “Velostra’s a damn handful—ten percent sync was a nightmare. Shae’s out cold in the med bay now.”

Kara nodded, pushing off the wall and stepping closer. “Heard she overloaded the Pod. Same crap I pulled. She okay?”

“Medics say she’ll pull through,” Reid said, unbuttoning his pants and letting them drop to the floor. He stepped out of them, leaving him in his black boxers, and kicked the pile toward the closet. “But it’s bullshit we’re stuck doing this to win.”

“Tell me about it,” Kara said, tugging her top off and dropping it next to his clothes. Her perky breasts bounced slightly as she moved, and she hooked her thumbs into her shorts, sliding them down her legs and stepping out. She stood in plain gray panties, her flat stomach and small waist catching the lamplight. “Least we’re still in the bracket.”

“Barely,” Reid muttered, sitting on the edge of the bed. The mattress creaked under his weight, and he patted the space beside him. “Come here.”

She smirked, walking over and climbing onto the bed. She knelt behind him, her hands sliding onto his shoulders, fingers digging into the tight muscles there. “You’re all knotted up,” she said, kneading harder. “Relax, big guy.”

“Hard to relax when we’re one loss from the desert,” Reid said, rolling his neck as her thumbs pressed into a sore spot. “But that feels good.”

“Glad I’m useful for something,” she teased, leaning forward to kiss the back of his neck. Her lips brushed his skin, soft and quick, and she slid her hands down his chest, nails grazing his pecs. “You did good out there today.”

“Thanks,” he said, turning his head to catch her eye. “You watching from the stands?”

“Yep,” she said, shifting to sit beside him, her legs folding under her. “Saw you dodge that Titanstrike fist by a hair. Thought you were toast.”

“Felt like it,” Reid said, grinning faintly. He reached over, resting a hand on her thigh, his fingers tracing the smooth skin. “Shae pulled it off, though. Barely.”

Kara leaned into him, her shoulder pressing against his. “She’s tougher than she looks. You two might actually work.”

“Maybe,” Reid said, sliding his hand up to her hip, tugging her closer. “Still rather have you in the Pod.”

Kara swung her leg over his lap with slow, deliberate control, her knees spreading wide as they sank into the mattress on either side of Reid’s hips. The warmth of her thighs pressed against his skin, her body settling over him like a weight he didn’t want lifted. She rolled her hips once, slow and shallow, dragging the fabric of her panties across the outline of his cock through his boxers. Her breath caught, but her smirk stayed in place as she leaned in.

Her hands slid up his chest, fingers dragging lightly over the firm lines of muscle. She cupped his face, thumbs brushing the sharp edges of his jaw, and kissed him—hard. Her lips mashed against his, hot and insistent. Their mouths opened at the same time, and his tongue met hers in a wet, needy clash. She tasted faintly like coffee and heat and something uniquely hers, something he couldn’t name but always recognized.

He groaned into her mouth as her hips shifted again, grinding more firmly now. His cock strained against the tight cotton of his boxers, rubbing directly beneath her soaked panties. The heat between them was immediate—no slow build, no pretense. She wasn’t here to play shy, and he wasn’t in the mood to pretend he wasn’t aching for her.

His hands slid under her thighs, gripping the backs and pulling her tighter against him. The shift ground her mound directly over the head of his cock, and she gasped into his mouth, her hips jerking in response.

“Fuck, Kara,” he muttered against her lips, his voice rough. “You’re soaked.”

She pulled back just enough to speak, her lips still brushing his. “And you’re hard as hell. We should probably fix both.”

Her fingers slid down his chest again, moving slower this time. She traced every contour like she was memorizing the terrain—across his abs, down the soft trail of hair that disappeared beneath his waistband. Her fingertips hooked into the elastic of his boxers. She tugged gently, teasing at first, her knuckles grazing the base of his cock.

“Don’t tease,” he growled, grabbing her hips tighter.

“I’ll go slow if I want,” she said, eyes flashing. “You gonna stop me?”

He didn’t answer. He just stared at her, jaw clenched, breathing shallow. That was enough for her. She leaned back slightly, lifting herself off his lap just enough to pull his boxers down. Inch by inch, she peeled them past his hips, letting them catch around the base of his cock. It sprang free, thick and flushed, the head glistening. She wrapped one small hand around him instantly, her fingers barely closing the gap.

“Damn,” she said, not even trying to hide the appreciation in her voice. “Still fucking perfect.”

She stroked him slowly, base to tip, her palm slick from the steady leak of precum. He twitched in her grip, his breath catching. Her thumb brushed the sensitive ridge beneath the head, and he grunted, hips bucking up into her hand.

“Fuck,” he muttered, jaw tight. “You’re killing me.”

Kara leaned forward again, her tits brushing against his chest, her mouth at his ear. “Good. You deserve it.”

His hands slid up her sides, tracing the subtle curve of her waist until they cupped her breasts through the thin fabric of her bra. Her nipples were already hard, poking against the material. He dragged his thumbs across them, watching her eyes flutter shut.

“Take it off,” he said.

She didn’t argue. Her hands reached back, unhooking the clasp in one quick motion. The bra slid down her arms and dropped to the floor beside the bed. Her breasts were small, firm, perfectly shaped, with pink nipples already stiff and begging for his mouth. He wasted no time. He leaned forward and sucked one into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the peak while his other hand rolled and teased the opposite nipple. Kara moaned, her back arching into him.

Her hand didn’t stop stroking him even as she gasped. She kept the rhythm, long strokes up and down his shaft, her grip tightening just slightly as his tongue flicked over her nipple again and again.

“You like that?” he asked, pulling back to look at her.

She nodded, biting her lip. “I always do.”

He grinned, letting his hands drop lower. He ran his palms over the backs of her thighs, then slid them around to the front, fingertips tracing the soft skin just inside her thighs. She shivered, her breath catching again.

“Let me see,” he said.

She lifted her hips, just enough. He reached for the waistband of her panties and pulled them down slowly, dragging the fabric over her ass, past her knees, then off completely. She stayed up on her knees, now fully nude, her pussy bare and already slick, lips parted and glistening. His cock twitched between them at the sight.

He reached between her legs and dragged two fingers through her folds, from her entrance up to her clit, collecting wetness and spreading it. She jolted slightly as he circled her clit once, then again.

“You’re dripping,” he said, eyes locked on her.

“I told you,” she whispered, voice strained. “I’ve been thinking about this since we got back.”

She shifted forward again, grinding her bare pussy along the length of his cock, slicking him up with every slow pass. She didn’t guide him in—not yet. She just kept rubbing herself on him, letting the underside of his shaft slide along her folds, her clit catching on the ridge of his cock with every stroke. The friction made both of them moan. Her thighs quivered every time she dragged over his tip.

Reid’s hands clamped down on her hips, trying to hold her still, but she didn’t let him. She kept moving, small circles, short forward-back rolls. Her clit dragged along the thick shaft, and she started panting, biting her lip as she worked herself closer without letting him inside.

“Jesus,” he muttered, his head falling back. “You’re really gonna make me beg?”

“Maybe,” she said, breathless. “Depends how close you are to losing it.”

“Real fucking close,” he growled.

She leaned forward, chest brushing his again, and kissed him—less hungry this time, more purposeful. Her hand reached down between them, wrapping around his shaft one more time. She guided the head back to her entrance and held it there.

“You ready?” she asked, her eyes meeting his, no teasing left in her tone.

He nodded, his voice low. “Yeah. Now.”

She shifted her hips forward, beginning to sink down onto him—slow, controlled, precise.

Kara held his cock steady, her fingers firm but trembling slightly as she aligned the head with her entrance. She hovered over him for a beat, her breathing shallow, her chest rising and falling as her bare tits brushed lightly against his. Reid didn’t rush her. He just gripped her hips, fingers splayed across her flushed skin, thumbs brushing the creases where her thighs met her pelvis. The head of his cock pressed against her folds, slick and hot, poised at the edge of everything.

Then she started to lower herself.

The tip slipped in first—just that—her lips parting around him, slow and tight. She exhaled sharply through her nose, her eyes fluttering shut for a second as the first inch disappeared inside her. Reid’s jaw clenched. His cock pulsed, trapped in a heat that was nearly too much too fast. She was snug, every part of her gripping him like a vise.

“Fuck,” Kara whispered, her voice rough and close to breaking. “Still thick as hell.”

Reid swallowed hard. “You’re tight. Jesus.”

She nodded without opening her eyes, lowering another inch with a careful tilt of her hips. Her walls stretched around him, snug and slick and searing hot. He could feel the way her body worked to take him—every little squeeze, every millimeter of movement sending a jolt up his spine. He flexed his fingers against her hips, grounding himself, trying not to thrust up into her too fast.

Kara opened her eyes and looked down at him, her mouth parted. “Don’t move,” she breathed.

“I won’t,” he said, though his thighs were shaking with the effort.

She sank another inch, then paused. Her breath caught and she winced slightly, shifting her knees wider on the mattress. Reid could feel her thighs tighten around his hips, her muscles taut as she fought to take more of him. Sweat was already forming at her temples.

“You okay?” he asked, his voice low, restrained.

“Yeah,” she whispered, rocking her hips in a tiny circle that pulled another inch into her. “Just…fuck, it’s a stretch. Every damn time.”

Reid reached up and ran his hands along her sides, smoothing her skin, grounding her. “Take your time. I’m not going anywhere.”

Her lips twitched into a smirk, even as her brows stayed drawn in focus. “You better not.”

Bit by bit, she sank lower. Reid watched every second, the way her expression shifted with each inch—the grimace when he bottomed out halfway, the stuttering gasp when her clit rubbed his pubic bone, the sharp exhale when she took the final inch and seated herself fully.

“God,” she groaned, head tilting back. “Fuck, that’s deep.”

Reid was buried to the base. Her pussy hugged him so tightly he could feel the pulse of her heartbeat through her walls. He gritted his teeth, his cock twitching inside her as he tried to breathe through the overwhelming sensation. Every nerve ending lit up. She was molten heat and silken squeeze, her body locking him inside like she didn’t want to let go.

“You feel…insane,” he said, voice hoarse.

Kara shifted slightly, adjusting to the fullness. Her hands rested on his chest for balance, and her hips rolled forward—just once. The slow grind dragged his cock along every inch inside her, and she moaned low in her throat.

“Better now,” she murmured. “Fuck, Reid. You hit everything.”

She started to move—not lifting yet, just rolling and grinding. Her hips rocked in smooth, fluid circles, using the weight of her body to massage herself against him. Reid’s cock throbbed inside her with each pass, the friction relentless but perfect. Her clit pressed against him with every downward push, and she chased it, her rhythm steady, deliberate, focused on pressure and contact over speed.

Reid’s hands stayed active. One slid up her back, feeling the muscles flex and stretch as she moved. The other moved to her chest, cupping one breast, fingers brushing over her nipple until it stiffened again under his touch. He leaned up, kissed along her collarbone, then her neck, then higher, nipping her earlobe.

“You’re fucking gorgeous like this,” he whispered. “Riding me slow, taking every inch.”

Kara shuddered against him. “Say shit like that and I’ll come too fast.”

He grinned and flicked his tongue against her neck. “Promise?”

She laughed breathlessly and kept moving, faster now, her rhythm gaining strength. She braced one hand behind her on his thigh, the other digging into his shoulder. Her hips rose slightly, then came back down, not quite bouncing yet—but testing the motion.

Reid groaned, his head pressing back into the mattress. “Goddamn, Kara.”

“I know,” she whispered, biting her lip.

The slow drag of her pussy up his shaft, then the wet glide back down, was driving him insane. Her body hugged him every time she lifted, and every descent drove the air from his lungs. He could feel how wet she was now, the slick warmth coating his cock completely, dripping down his shaft and pooling around his base.

“Keep going,” he murmured, running his hands over her waist. “Just like that.”

Kara adjusted her angle, shifting her hips forward slightly, and dropped again. This time the head of his cock grazed her g-spot, and she let out a sharp gasp.

“There,” she said quickly, eyes wide. “Right fucking there.”

He gripped her hips tighter, anchoring her. “Then hit it again.”

She did—rolling her hips just right, using his cock to press exactly where she needed. She started lifting more, riding him now, but still slow, still sensual. Her thighs flexed with every rise, her ass bouncing slightly with each return to his lap. Her tits jiggled with the motion, sweat beginning to bead between them.

Reid watched her with hooded eyes, his breath rough, his muscles taut. Every part of her moved like she was built for this. His cock was soaked, her pussy clenching tighter each time she dropped back down. He could feel her tension building already, the way her pace shifted, the growing urgency.

But they weren’t close yet. This was still the warm-up—the long, grinding build toward something harder.

Kara braced both hands on his chest now, bouncing gently, her hair sticking to her temples, her breath coming faster. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. Her face said everything—focused, needy, locked in.

Reid’s hands gripped her ass now, guiding her pace, his fingers digging into the soft flesh. He thrust up gently in time with her rhythm, not hard enough to take over, just enough to push deeper.

“Fuck,” she gasped. “Just…keep doing that. Right there.”

He did. Over and over. The bed began to creak.

Kara shifted her weight forward, planting both hands on Reid’s chest. Her fingers splayed wide, bracing herself, and she raised her hips higher—then dropped.

Hard.

The sudden impact of her ass slapping against his thighs echoed in the small room. Reid grunted, his eyes snapping wide as her pussy clamped around him. She bounced again, harder this time, a wet slap following the motion as her slick heat enveloped him to the base. Again. And again. The slow grind was gone—now it was motion with force behind it, pace driven by urgency. Her thighs flexed with each push off, her knees digging into the mattress for leverage.

“Shit, Kara,” Reid growled, his hands flying to her waist. “That’s it. Ride me.”

She looked down at him through strands of damp hair clinging to her cheeks, her expression open, raw. “I want it hard,” she panted. “I want you to feel everything.”

He thrust up to meet her next bounce, their hips colliding. She gasped, her nails raking down his chest before gripping his shoulders tight, her short nails digging into his skin. The sting lit something up in him. He groaned and drove up again, matching her rhythm—harder now, faster, their bodies slamming together with wet, rhythmic slaps.

“You’re so fucking deep,” she gasped, rocking forward. “You’re hitting everything.”

Reid could barely hold back. Every time she dropped, he felt her walls drag and squeeze around his cock, every inch coated, every inch taken. Her tits bounced wildly now with every motion, sweat beading on them and trickling down the soft curve of her chest. He reached up, cupped one breast, then the other, squeezing firmly as she ground down on him.

Her head tipped back as his thumbs circled her nipples. “Fuck, Reid, I’m close—I’m already—”

“Not yet,” he growled. He sat up fast, forcing her to shift with him. His hands slid under her ass as he pulled her tight against him, still fully inside her. Kara gasped as her balance shifted, her knees tightening around his waist, her arms looping around his neck instinctively for support.

With her in his lap, chest to chest, Reid pressed his mouth to the valley between her breasts. Sweat slicked her skin, salty and warm, and he licked a slow line upward until his tongue found a nipple. He sucked hard, drawing it into his mouth, flicking the stiff peak with his tongue while his hands gripped her hips and pulled her down—over and over.

She started bouncing again, but now she used his body for leverage. Her thighs burned, muscles twitching from the pace. Reid thrust up to meet her every time, his cock driving deep, the stretch nearly too much, the heat between them unbearable.

“God, yes,” she whimpered. “Right fucking there—don’t stop, don’t stop.”

His teeth grazed her nipple. “Say it again.”

“Don’t stop,” she moaned, her voice ragged. “Please. Keep fucking me like that.”

Her rhythm grew more erratic—less fluid, more frantic. Her hands gripped the back of his head, fingers tangling in his sweat-damp hair. She rode him like she couldn’t get enough, her ass slamming into his thighs with every drop. Her pussy clung to him with each lift, sucking him in deeper with every wet grind. The slap of skin on skin filled the room, along with the ragged sounds of their breathing, her moans, his groans, the creak of the bed under their pace.

Reid shifted again, turning them slightly and forcing her back toward the headboard. Her back hit the wall with a soft thud. She barely noticed—her eyes were wild, mouth open, breath coming in sharp bursts. He didn’t stop. He kept thrusting up into her, his hands under her ass now, lifting her slightly, using his strength to set the pace.

Kara reached back, grabbed the top of the headboard, and held on tight. Her body rocked in time with his thrusts, her tits bouncing against his chest with each movement. Sweat streamed down her back and soaked his chest where they pressed together. Her moans rose in pitch, breaking into gasps, her breath hot on his neck.

“Fuck, I’m gonna—Reid—” she stammered, hips twitching.

He pressed his forehead to hers, their noses almost touching, their bodies locked together. “Let go when you need to,” he growled, biting her lower lip gently. “I’ll keep you right here.”

She dropped her head to his shoulder, burying her face against his neck. Her thighs trembled around his waist, her entire body shivering in his arms as she rode the edge. He knew she was close—he could feel it. The way she clenched tighter around him every time she dropped, the way her rhythm faltered and sped up in erratic bursts, like she was chasing something just out of reach.

He mouthed her neck again, dragging his lips up to her ear. “You feel fucking incredible,” he whispered. “Your pussy’s choking me, Kara. You gonna come on me?”

“Y-Yeah,” she panted, voice cracking. “So fucking close—I’m right—there—”

Her legs flexed violently around him, her heels digging into the backs of his thighs. She slammed down one last time, hard and fast, her clit grinding against his base as she froze, body rigid.

Reid felt her walls clamp down, a tight, pulsing grip that milked his cock with relentless waves. Her whole body trembled against him, every muscle taut, her breath frozen in her throat.

She came with a sharp, broken cry.

Kara's body locked up around him. Her back arched, her nails raked down his shoulders and left raw tracks in his skin. Every muscle in her body seized as she came, her inner walls squeezing his cock in tight, rhythmic pulses that made Reid grit his teeth. Her face twisted against his neck, her moan breaking into a strangled gasp as the orgasm tore through her. Her breath stuttered in his ear, hot and erratic, her thighs shaking violently around his waist.

“Fuck—Kara—” he groaned, barely able to hold back. The way she clenched around him was relentless, like her body was trying to keep him there, to wring every bit of him out.

She twitched in his arms, small spasms running through her core. Her pussy kept fluttering around his cock, milking him in waves that made it nearly impossible to think. Every time she pulsed, it triggered another jerk of his hips, another surge of heat down his spine. She was soaked—his cock completely coated, her slick dripping down onto his balls, pooling at the base with every sharp clench.

He couldn’t hold back anymore.

Reid growled low in his throat and thrust up into her, hard and deep, burying himself to the hilt one last time. He grabbed her ass with both hands, fingers digging into the soft flesh as he held her locked in place. His orgasm hit like a fucking freight train—sharp, hot, total.

“Fuck, I’m coming—shit—Kara—”

He exploded inside her, his cock twitching violently as he emptied into her in thick, pulsing jets. His entire body shook with the release. He groaned deep and loud against her skin, hips bucking up helplessly as the orgasm tore through him. He could feel his cum flooding her, her pussy still spasming as it took every drop.

Kara moaned again, still sensitive, her hips rocking slowly as if milking the last of it from him. “God, I feel all of it,” she whispered, her voice wrecked. “You’re so fucking full—I can feel it inside me.”

Reid couldn’t speak for a few seconds. He just held her, his heart pounding like a hammer, sweat dripping down his temples and into his eyes. His cock twitched again inside her, even after he’d finished, still semi-hard, still buried to the base. Her inner walls were plush and tight around him, like they hadn’t let go yet.

“Shit,” he finally said, voice rough and hoarse. “You drain the life out of me.”

Kara let out a lazy, breathless laugh and collapsed against him fully, her arms limp around his shoulders, her head resting against his. Her bare breasts were slick against his chest, skin sticky with sweat and heat, her breath fanning over his neck in shallow pants.

“You love it,” she murmured.

“Damn right,” he said, pulling her tighter against him, letting his forehead rest on her shoulder. “You always do this. Like you’re trying to kill me one orgasm at a time.”

“That’s the plan,” she mumbled, shifting slightly. A low whimper escaped her as his softening cock moved inside her. “Fuck—still sensitive.”

“Me too,” he admitted. He stayed still, letting the aftershocks settle, the room finally quieting around them—no more slap of bodies, no more frantic breath. Just the low hum of the Stables outside and the sound of their hearts trying to calm down.

They stayed that way for another minute, locked together, bodies pressed tight, the connection still deep. Kara eventually moved, lifting her head and brushing damp strands of hair out of her eyes. She blinked down at him, her expression soft now—less fire, more haze.

“You okay?” she asked, voice low, her thumb stroking his cheek.

Reid gave a tired smile. “Pretty sure my legs are numb. Might need you to carry me to breakfast.”

Kara snorted and slowly lifted her hips. His cock slid out of her with a wet, slow sound, followed by a rush of warmth as his cum spilled from her and ran down the insides of her thighs. She winced at the sudden sensation, then looked down between them.

“Goddamn,” she said, eyebrows raised. “You weren’t kidding about full.”

Reid chuckled and let his head fall back against the pillow. “You ride like a demon. I didn’t stand a chance.”

Kara flopped beside him, limbs loose, her whole body spent. She sprawled on her back, one arm draped across her forehead, the other resting on her bare stomach as it rose and fell.

They were both drenched—skin slick, hair damp, the sheets under them warm and rumpled. Reid turned his head to look at her, his hand finding her thigh and stroking the inside lazily. Her skin was soft, still quivering occasionally under his touch. He traced a line up to her hip, watching her chest rise and fall with slow, post-orgasmic breath.

“You’re trouble,” he muttered.

She smiled without looking at him. “I warned you.”

He shifted closer, draped an arm across her waist, and pulled the thin blanket over them. The sheets stuck to their damp skin, but neither of them cared. Kara curled slightly into his side, resting her head on his chest, her ear over his heartbeat.

His fingers traced lazy circles on her back. “You know sync’s gonna spike after that.”

She let out a satisfied hum. “Good. I’m not doing all the heavy lifting next match.”

Reid laughed softly, his voice finally settling. “Deal.”

They lay like that for a long stretch—sweaty, tangled, calm. The heat between them had faded into something quieter now, something settled. The air smelled like sex and skin and sweat, their bodies still humming with the aftermath of everything they'd poured into each other. For the first time that day, Reid didn’t feel the pressure of the Mid Tier bracket or the next fight or the weight of what they had to prove.

“Better?” she asked, lifting her head to smirk at him, her hair sticking to her cheeks.

“Yeah,” he said, grinning back. He kissed her softly, his lips lingering on hers, then pulled away. “You’re trouble.”

“Always,” she said, climbing off his lap and flopping onto the bed beside him. She stretched out on her back, arms above her head, her legs sprawling across the mattress. “Worth it, though.”

“Damn right,” Reid said, lying down next to her. He pulled the thin blanket over them, his arm draping across her stomach, and she curled into his side, her head resting on his chest. “Sync’s gotta be through the roof after that.”

She snorted, her fingers tracing lazy circles on his skin. “Better be. I’m not doing all the work next fight.”

“Deal,” he said, his hand sliding up to rest on her shoulder, pulling her closer. They lay there, tangled together, the lamp casting a faint glow over the room as their breathing evened out.


CHAPTER 8

Reid stepped into the simulator room, his boots clomping on the polished steel floor. Shae followed behind, her fire-red hair pulled back in a tight ponytail that swung with each step. She wore a low-cut sports bra that hugged her large breasts and skin-tight techwear pants that clung to her slim waist and curvy hips, her eyes scanning the room. The space was a wide, circular chamber with a domed ceiling, its walls lined with blinking control panels and a row of padded chairs along one side. In the center sat the simulator rig—a bulky setup with two linked stations: a cockpit chair with dual control sticks and a Core Pod.

“About time you’re back on your feet,” Reid said, crossing his arms and leaning against the cockpit chair. His eyes flicked to Shae as she stretched her arms overhead, her sports bra riding up to show a strip of smooth skin above her waistband.

“Three days in the med bay’ll do that,” Shae replied, dropping her arms and rolling her shoulders. She cracked her knuckles, the sound sharp in the quiet room. “Docs cleared me this morning. Figured we’d better get some practice in before I’m stuck frying my brain again.”

Reid nodded, stepping over to the cockpit and sliding into the seat. He buckled the harness straps over his shoulders and chest, the clicks echoing, and gripped the control sticks, flexing his fingers around them. “Sync’s at twenty percent now, right? After that last fight?”

“Yeah,” Shae said, kicking off her boots and setting them by the wall. She unzipped her techwear pants, peeling them down her legs and stepping out, leaving her in a snug neural suit that outlined every curve. She climbed into the Pod, settling into the padded seat and pulling the harness straps over her shoulders, buckling them tight across her chest. “Twenty’s better than ten, but it’s still garbage. Velostra’s gonna lag like hell.”

“Tell me about it,” Reid said, powering up the simulator. The screen in front of him flickered on, displaying a virtual arena—a flat, steel expanse with a pitted floor and a hazy gold sky overhead. He tapped a button on the console, loading a basic Vetrax mech as their opponent: a blocky unit with twin battering arms, slow but tough. “Let’s see how bad it is.”

Shae pulled the Pod’s glass lid down, sealing it with a hiss, and her voice came through his headset. “Locked in. Start it up.”

Reid shoved the sticks forward, and the virtual Velostra darted out, its lightweight frame skittering across the arena floor, twin plasma-edged blades raised. The Vetrax mech lumbered toward them, its arms swinging in a wide arc. He yanked the sticks left, aiming to dodge, but the lag hit—a full second delay—and Velostra stumbled, taking a glancing blow to the shoulder. The screen flashed a damage warning, hull integrity dropping to ninety percent, and Reid cursed under his breath.

“Fuck, that’s slow,” he said, circling Velostra around the bigger mech. “You feeling it too?”

“Yeah,” Shae said, her voice tight. “Inputs are crawling. Twenty percent’s not cutting it—can’t keep up with this thing.”

Reid swung Velostra’s blades, aiming for the Vetrax mech’s side, but the lag threw off his timing again. The plasma edges grazed the armor, barely scratching it, and the opponent countered, slamming a battering arm into Velostra’s chest. The simulator jolted, rocking Reid in his seat, and the hull integrity dropped to seventy-five percent. He gritted his teeth, pulling Velostra back to regroup.

“This is bullshit,” he said, dodging another swing—barely—as the lag dragged Velostra’s movements. “We’re getting pounded, and it’s not even real.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Shae shot back, her breath hitching through the headset. “Pod’s sluggish—can’t sync fast enough. We’re screwed if this is how it goes in the next fight.”

Reid lunged Velostra forward, ducking under a battering arm and slashing at the Vetrax mech’s leg. The blade connected this time, carving a shallow gash, but the lag delayed his retreat, and the opponent’s other arm smashed into Velostra’s back. The screen blared another warning—hull down to fifty percent—and he slammed a fist on the console, the metal rattling under his knuckles.

“Goddamn it,” he muttered, pulling Velostra out of range. “Twenty percent’s a death trap. We can’t move worth a damn.”

“Yeah, it’s trash,” Shae said, her tone sharp. “Sim’s kicking our asses, and it’s not even trying. Shut it down—I’m done.”

Reid hit the kill switch, and the screen went dark, the simulator powering off with a low hum. He unbuckled his harness, the straps snapping free, and climbed out of the cockpit, his boots hitting the floor hard. Shae popped the Pod’s lid, unstrapping herself and stepping out, her neural suit clinging to her sweat-damp skin. She ran a hand through her red hair, loosening the ponytail, and crossed her arms under her breasts, glaring at the rig.

“That was brutal,” she said, pacing a few steps toward the chairs along the wall. She grabbed her techwear pants from the floor, shaking them out, and started pulling them back on, one leg at a time. “We’re not surviving Mid Tier like this.”

“No kidding,” Reid said, slumping into one of the chairs and stretching his legs out in front of him. He rubbed his neck, his fingers digging into the tight muscles there. “Lag’s so bad I can’t even dodge right. Velostra’s fast, but not if we’re stuck in mud.”

Shae zipped up her pants, smoothing them over her hips, and dropped into the chair next to him, leaning back with her arms crossed again. “Twenty percent’s an improvement, sure, but it’s still nowhere near enough. That last win was pure luck—won’t happen twice.”

“Tell me about it,” Reid said, glancing at her. “Titanstrike nearly turned us into scrap. If you hadn’t overloaded the Pod, we’d be desert meat by now.”

“Yeah, and I paid for it,” Shae said, smirking faintly. “Three days flat on my back in the med bay. Not doing that again unless I have to.”

The door slid open with a hiss, and Ryven stepped in, a tablet tucked under his arm. His grizzled face broke into a grin as he crossed the room, his boots scuffing the floor. “Heard you two sucking it up in here,” he said, stopping in front of them and swiping the tablet screen with his thumb. “How’d it go?”

“Like shit,” Reid said, sitting up straighter. “Twenty percent sync—Velostra’s lagging so bad we can’t even fight a sim. Took fifty percent damage in two minutes.”

Ryven nodded, glancing at the tablet. “Yep, diagnostics say the same. Sync’s at twenty after that last match—better than ten, but still crap. Mid Tier’s gonna chew you up at this rate.”

“No kidding,” Shae said, kicking her legs up onto the chair in front of her. “We’re frustrated as hell. Can’t move, can’t hit—nothing works right.”

“Figured,” Ryven said, tucking the tablet back under his arm and scratching his stubbled jaw. “You’re stuck with what you’ve got ‘til it climbs higher. Only one way to fix that, Reid.” He smirked, raising an eyebrow at him. “You know what I mean.”

Reid snorted, leaning back and crossing his arms over his chest. “Yeah, yeah—sex. Real subtle, Ryven.”

“Hey, it works,” Ryven said, shrugging. “Sync’s all about meshing—mental and physical. You and Kara are at sixty-five ‘cause you’ve been at it. Shae’s new—takes time or effort. Your call.”

Shae smirked, dropping her legs back to the floor and standing up. She bent to grab her boots, slipping them on one at a time, her ponytail swinging as she moved. “Guess I’m the weak link here. You gonna step up, junkyard boy?”

“Watch it,” Reid said, grinning despite himself. He stood too, stretching his arms over his head, his t-shirt riding up to show a strip of toned abs. “I’m not the one who passed out last fight.”

“Low blow,” Shae shot back, lacing her boots tight. “I saved your ass out there—overloaded the Pod and everything.”

“Yeah, and now we’re stuck at twenty,” Reid said, dropping his arms and stepping closer to her. “So what’s your plan, hotshot?”

“Keep training,” she said, straightening up and meeting his gaze, her eyes sharp. “Or you could take Ryven’s advice and get me naked. Either way, we’re not dying in the desert over this.”

Ryven chuckled, heading for the door. “You two figure it out. I’ve got repairs to check. Don’t break the sim.” The door slid shut behind him, leaving Reid and Shae alone.

Reid shook his head, running a hand through his black hair. “He’s a bastard, but he’s not wrong. Sync’s gotta go up, or we’re toast.”

“Yeah,” Shae said, crossing her arms again and leaning a hip against the simulator rig. “So what’s it gonna be? More of this crap, or you manning up?”

Reid smirked, stepping toward the door. “Let’s call it a day. I’m not jumping you in here—yet.”

“Tease,” she said, following him out, her boots clicking on the floor. They headed back into the corridor, both still buzzing with frustration from the botched run.


CHAPTER 9

Reid sat at a table in the canteen, his boots propped up on an empty chair across from him. He stabbed a chunk of grilled meat with his plastic fork, popping it into his mouth and chewing slowly, his eyes scanning the room. The canteen buzzed with chatter—pilots and techs hunched over trays of food, the clatter of utensils mixing with the hum of overhead lights. Shae slid into the seat next to him, her fire-red hair loose and brushing her shoulders. She wore a cropped sports bra that hugged her large breasts and a pair of tight techwear pants that outlined her slim waist and curvy hips. She set her tray down—piled with mashed root vegetables and a slab of bread—and grabbed her fork, digging in.

“Food’s still decent,” Reid said, spearing another piece of meat and gesturing with his fork. “Beats that gray slop from The Pitts.”

“No argument there,” Shae replied, tearing off a chunk of bread and stuffing it into her mouth. She chewed, her jaw working fast, then swallowed. “Had enough of that crap to last a lifetime.”

Ryven strode up, his worn jacket flapping against his sides, a tablet tucked under his arm. He pulled out a chair, spinning it around and sitting with his arms draped over the backrest, his grizzled face splitting into a grin. “You two done stuffing your faces?” he asked, nodding at their trays. “Got something better than lunch lined up.”

Reid dropped his boots to the floor, sitting up straighter, and set his fork down on the tray. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Outdoor field,” Ryven said, jerking his thumb toward the exit. “Training. You and Shae, hand-to-hand. Finish eating and meet me there in ten.”

Shae raised an eyebrow, popping a spoonful of mashed roots into her mouth. “Hand-to-hand? What’s the point? We’re mech pilots, not brawlers.”

“Sync,” Ryven said, tapping the tablet against his knee. “You’re at twenty percent—shit for Mid Tier. Fighting blind’ll tune you up, get you feeling each other’s moves. Trust me.”

Reid snorted, leaning back and crossing his arms over his chest. “Blind? You’re kidding.”

“Nope,” Ryven said, standing and tucking the tablet back under his arm. “Blindfolds and all. Ten minutes—don’t be late.” He turned and walked off, his boots scuffing the floor as he headed for the corridor.

Shae smirked, shoving another bite of bread into her mouth. “Guess he’s got a fetish for weird training ideas.”

“Yeah, well, he’s the boss,” Reid said, picking up his fork and finishing off the last of his meat. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then pushed his tray aside. “Better than sitting around, I suppose.”

They scarfed down the rest of their food, stacking their trays on a cart by the wall, and headed out. The outdoor field was a flat, dusty patch behind the Stables, ringed by a low chain-link fence and baked under the pale gold Caldyra sky. Ryven stood in the center, holding two strips of black fabric in his hands, his jacket slung over the fence. Reid and Shae trudged over, their boots kicking up small clouds of rust-colored dirt, and stopped in front of him.

“Here,” Ryven said, tossing a blindfold to each of them. Reid caught his—a rough strip of cotton with frayed edges—and Shae snatched hers out of the air, twirling it around her finger. “Put ‘em on. No peeking.”

Reid tied the blindfold around his head, knotting it tight at the back, the fabric pressing snug against his eyes and blocking out the light. He blinked against the darkness, shifting his weight between his feet, his hands flexing at his sides. “This is dumb,” he muttered, turning his head to listen for Shae.

“Quit whining,” Shae said, her voice coming from a few feet to his left. He heard the rustle of fabric as she tied her own blindfold, her ponytail brushing her shoulders as she moved. “You scared I’ll kick your ass?”

“Not a chance,” Reid shot back, raising his fists in a loose guard, elbows bent. “Bring it.”

“Alright,” Ryven said, stepping back, his boots crunching on the dirt. “No rules—just fight. Go!”

Reid shuffled forward, his boots scraping the ground, arms up and ears straining. He swung a jab where he thought Shae was, his fist cutting through empty air, the momentum throwing him off balance. He stumbled, catching himself, and heard her laugh—a sharp, quick sound to his right.

“Missed me,” she taunted, her voice closer now. He pivoted, throwing a hook, but his knuckles grazed nothing, and then her fist slammed into his shoulder, a solid thump that rocked him sideways. He grunted, stepping back, his boots digging into the dirt.

“Lucky shot,” he said, circling left, his head tilted to track her. He heard her footsteps—light and fast—and lunged, swinging a wide punch. His arm caught something—her elbow, maybe—and she yelped, but then her knee crashed into his thigh, a hard strike that made his leg buckle.

“Luck’s got nothing to do with it,” she said, her voice breathy from the hit. He straightened, shaking out his leg, and charged, arms outstretched to grab her. His hands brushed her sports bra, fingers snagging the fabric, but she twisted away, and her fist smashed into his ribs, knocking the wind out of him.

“Fuck,” he gasped, doubling over, hands on his knees. He sucked in a breath, then rushed her again, blind and reckless. His shoulder clipped hers, and he wrapped his arms around her waist, lifting her off the ground. She squirmed, her elbows jabbing his back, but he held tight, spinning her once before losing his grip. They both staggered, boots scuffling, and he swung a wild uppercut that missed by a mile.

“You’re all over the place,” she said, panting now, her voice shifting as she moved. He tracked it, stepping forward, and threw a jab that landed—his knuckles thudding against her stomach. She grunted, and he pressed in, swinging again, but her hands grabbed his wrist, twisting it hard. He yanked free, stumbling back, and she charged, her shoulder ramming his chest, sending him sprawling onto his back in the dirt.

“Gotcha,” she said, her voice above him now. He rolled, trying to stand, but her boot pressed down on his chest, pinning him. He grabbed her ankle, yanking it aside, and scrambled up, lunging forward. His arms wrapped around her legs, and he tackled her, both of them crashing to the ground in a tangle of limbs, dust kicking up around them. He landed on top, his knees straddling her hips, his hands pinning her wrists to the dirt.

“Done yet?” he asked, breathing hard, his blindfold slipping slightly but still blocking his view.

“Not bad,” she said, her chest heaving under him, her voice strained but grinning. “Guess I’m pinned.”

Ryven’s chuckle cut through the air, a low rasp from a few feet away. “Alright, lovebirds—time’s up.”

Reid reached up, tugging his blindfold off with one hand, the fabric sliding down to hang around his neck. He blinked against the sunlight, his eyes adjusting, and looked down at Shae. Her blindfold was still on, her red hair splayed out in the dirt, her sports bra riding up to show the curve of her underboob. Her eyes peeked out as she pulled her own blindfold down, resting it under her chin, and smirked up at him.

“Not bad for a junkyard grease monkey,” she said, her wrists flexing under his grip. “You’re heavier than you look.”

“Yeah, well, you hit like a truck,” Reid replied, letting go of her wrists and climbing off. He stood, brushing dirt off his pants, his t-shirt streaked with grime. He offered her a hand, and she took it, her fingers wrapping around his as he hauled her up. She stumbled into him, her shoulder bumping his chest, and steadied herself, wiping dust from her techwear pants.

Ryven stepped closer, hands on his hips, still grinning. “See? Told you it’d work. You’re feeling each other out now—rhythms, moves. Sync’s gotta be creeping up.”

Reid crossed his arms, kicking at a clump of dirt with his boot. “You set this up just to get us tangled, didn’t you? Some intimate bonding shit?”

Ryven shrugged, his grin widening, showing yellowed teeth. “Maybe. Worked, didn’t it? You’re not swinging at ghosts anymore.”

Shae snorted, brushing her hair back and retying her ponytail with quick, practiced twists. “He’s got a point. I could tell where you were by the end—kinda.”

“Same,” Reid said, stretching his arms over his head, his shoulders popping. “Still think you’re a bastard for it, Ryven.”

“Call it what you want,” Ryven said, turning to grab his jacket from the fence. “You’re alive—that’s what counts.” He slung the jacket over his shoulder and walked off, leaving them standing in the dust.

Reid glanced at Shae, who was wiping dirt from her arms, her nails scraping off the grime. “Guess we’re stuck with his weird ideas,” he said, smirking.

“Long as they keep us out of the desert,” she replied, meeting his gaze with a grin. They headed back toward the Stables, their boots kicking up more dust, both still catching their breath from the scuffle.


CHAPTER 10

Reid stepped into the locker room. He dropped his gear bag—a worn canvas sack—onto a bench near the back wall, unzipping it with a quick tug. Shae followed him in, her cropped sports bra hugging her large breasts and her techwear pants tight around her slim waist and curvy hips. She tossed her own bag—a sleek black duffel—next to his, the zipper rattling as it hit the bench.

“Still sore from getting tackled?” Shae asked, smirking as she kicked off her boots, the laces already untied. She lined them up against the wall, her bare feet flexing on the cool tiles.

Reid snorted, pulling his t-shirt over his head and tossing it into the bag. His muscles rippled under his skin as he stretched his arms, his eyes flicking to her. “You’re the one who ate dirt. How’s your pride holding up?”

“Better than your aim,” she shot back, peeling off her sports bra and dropping it into her duffel. Her breasts bounced free, full and firm, and she bent to shimmy out of her techwear pants, kicking them aside. She stood in a pair of gray boxer briefs, her toned legs shifting as she rummaged through her bag for a towel.

Reid unbuttoned his pants, letting them fall to his ankles, and stepped out, leaving him in black boxers that hugged his thighs. He grabbed a clean towel from his bag—a faded blue one with frayed edges—and slung it over his shoulder. “That blindfold bullshit actually worked, though. Felt you coming by the end.”

“Yeah,” Shae said, pulling a white towel from her duffel and wrapping it around her neck, the ends dangling past her collarbone. “Sync’s gotta be up a bit. Ryven’s a dick, but he knows his stuff.”

Reid nodded, heading for the showers—a row of open stalls along the far wall, each with a single nozzle and a drain in the floor. He stepped into the first stall, hanging his towel on a hook just outside the spray zone, and twisted the knob. Water blasted out, lukewarm and steady, hitting his chest and running down his abs in rivulets. He tilted his head back, letting it soak his hair, and scrubbed a hand over his face.

Shae took the stall next to him, hanging her towel on the hook and turning on her own shower. Water splashed over her shoulders, darkening her red hair as it plastered to her back, and streamed down her breasts, dripping off her nipples. She ran her hands through her hair, slicking it away from her face, and glanced at Reid. “You’re hogging all the hot water, junkyard boy.”

“It’s barely warm,” Reid said, smirking as he rubbed his hands over his chest, washing off the dust. “Quit complaining—you’re tough, right?”

“Tougher than you,” she replied, grabbing a bar of soap from the ledge and lathering it between her palms. She scrubbed her arms, working the suds down to her elbows, then slid her hands over her breasts, the soap foaming across her skin. “You’re the one who tripped over his own feet out there.”

“Still pinned you,” Reid said, snagging his own soap bar—a chipped gray block—and rubbing it over his shoulders. He worked it down his chest, suds gathering in the creases of his muscles, and rinsed it off, the water sluicing the dirt away. He turned to face her, leaning one shoulder against the stall divider, water dripping from his chin. “Admit it—you liked it.”

Shae grinned, rinsing the soap from her hands and stepping closer, her wet skin brushing the divider between them. “Maybe a little. You’re not half bad when you’re not flailing around.”

“High praise,” Reid said, his eyes dropping to her lips, then back up to her gaze. He reached out, his wet hand sliding onto her hip, fingers curling against her slick skin. “Sync’s gotta be climbing with all this bonding.”

“Yeah?” she said, stepping fully into his stall, her breasts pressing against his chest as the water hit her back. She tilted her head up, her lips inches from his, and rested her hands on his shoulders, nails grazing his skin. “Prove it.”

He didn’t answer. He reached for her.

His right hand slid to her lower back, pulling her into him, her wet skin slick against his. Her breasts pressed fully into his chest now, soft mounds against his firmer frame, and her hips aligned with his. The heat of her body hit him like a second wave—warmer than the water, more immediate. His cock strained against the front of his boxers, pressed between them, thick and rigid now, angling slightly upward as it flattened against her lower belly.

Shae’s smirk broke into something else when she felt it. Her eyes flicked down, then up again. “Mm. Someone’s ready.”

Reid leaned in, his mouth inches from hers. “Told you I liked tackling you.”

He kissed her—rough, wet, hungry. Their mouths met hard, teeth grazing, lips parted instantly. Her tongue slid against his, fast and eager, and he responded with more pressure, pushing into her, one hand splayed between her shoulder blades now, pinning her into the kiss. She groaned against his mouth, not backing off, tilting her head for better leverage, sucking on his bottom lip before biting it gently.

Her hands weren’t idle either. One wrapped around the back of his neck, fingers threading into his soaked hair, the other sliding down his side, then curling around his waist. She tugged his hips toward her, grinding against the bulge in his shorts, water splashing between them with each subtle motion.

The kiss broke with a gasp. Shae was flushed now, her chest rising and falling rapidly, nipples brushing against his chest with every breath. “Off,” she said, voice hoarse, tugging at the waistband of his boxers.

Reid didn’t make her repeat it. He reached down, hooked his thumbs into the waistband, and peeled the soaked fabric down. It clung to him stubbornly, suctioned to his skin by water and friction, but he worked it past his thighs with a firm tug, then kicked it back into the shower’s drain area. His cock sprang free—thick, fully hard now, the head flushed dark, the shaft slick with water.

Shae looked down at it, biting her lip. Her eyes narrowed with interest, not surprise. “Yeah… that’s more like it.”

Reid grabbed her by the hips. “Your turn.”

She lifted her arms as if mocking a surrender, but her grin gave her away. She turned slightly and let his hands slide around her waist, then down over the curve of her ass. He hooked his fingers into the waistband of her boxer briefs, the wet fabric practically painted onto her. He peeled them down slowly, taking his time now that the urgency was humming in the background. Her ass came into view inch by inch—round, firm, water beading along the cleft.

As the fabric cleared her thighs, she stepped out of them carefully, keeping her body close to his. The boxers hit the floor, and she kicked them aside without looking.

Now nothing separated them. Full skin-on-skin contact. Her mound pressed against the base of his shaft, his cock resting against her pelvis, the thick length pinned between their bodies. He could feel the heat radiating from her, the slickness between her legs not just from the shower.

She moved slightly, adjusting her stance, and his cock slid along her skin—down, then up again, catching against her inner thigh, the head dragging along her lips without entering. His breath caught.

Shae watched his reaction with sharp eyes, then rolled her hips again, slower this time. Her pussy brushed along the underside of his shaft, teasing it, coating it. “Feels like you’re about to snap already.”

Reid exhaled hard through his nose. His arms tightened around her waist. “You don’t get to talk shit when you’re this wet.”

“Then shut me up.”

He spun her gently, not throwing her, but shifting her against the wall with a deliberate step. Her back hit the cool tile. She gasped at the contact, arching off it for a split second, then flattening again as he pinned her there.

His body pressed into hers. His hands bracketed her hips, thumbs resting just above her ass. His cock lay between her thighs now, not inside, but nestled perfectly along her slit, the tip nudging just below her clit. He didn’t thrust. He just stood there, watching her face, feeling every twitch of her muscles against his skin, every subtle squeeze of her thighs as she adjusted.

Shae’s hands slid up his chest, fingers splayed, pausing over his pecs. Her breathing was audible now, uneven.

“You gonna fuck me,” she asked, “or just flex on me all day?”

Reid smirked. His abs tensed. His cock twitched, bumping against her entrance.

“Both,” he said.

Shae didn’t wait. She shifted her hips forward, adjusting the angle with practiced instinct. Her inner thighs pressed tighter against his sides, slick from water and arousal. Reid felt the underside of his cock rub against her pussy again—her folds parting slightly, warm and swollen from how turned on she was. The head of his cock caught at her entrance, not inside yet, just nestled there.

“Do it,” she breathed. Her voice had lost its edge—lower now, ragged from restraint. Her nails scraped lightly across his chest, then dug in near his collarbones as she planted her palms flat against him. “Stop teasing.”

Reid didn’t answer right away. He stayed still for half a breath, every inch of him hyper-aware of her body. Her pussy pulsed faintly against the head of his cock—he could feel it, even with the water rushing down around them. His jaw clenched. He guided his right hand to her lower back again, sliding it downward until his palm cupped the curve of her ass. With a slight tilt of his hips, he aligned himself—then pushed forward.

The resistance was instant. She was tight. Not in a way that blocked him, but in a way that gripped. Her body clung to the head of his cock as he pressed in, slow and controlled. Her wetness welcomed him, but it didn’t make it effortless. He had to hold steady, easing deeper inch by inch.

Shae gasped when he breached her. Her head knocked lightly against the tile wall behind her, wet hair sticking to it, mouth open. Her legs twitched, thighs flexing against his hips.

“Fuck—” she muttered, her voice shaky, almost disbelieving.

Reid didn’t stop. He kept pushing, hips driving forward with tight control, eyes locked on her face. Her mouth stayed open, jaw slack, and her brows twitched like she was trying to hold still but couldn’t. He felt every inch as he sank into her—hot, soaked, clutching around him with a pressure that made his knees threaten to buckle.

Halfway in, he paused. Just to feel it. Her inner muscles squeezed him without trying, and his cock throbbed in response. His fingers dug slightly into the soft flesh of her ass, anchoring himself.

“Jesus, Shae…” he muttered, barely louder than a breath.

She looked at him like she was trying to talk but couldn’t get her mouth to work. Then she locked her ankles behind his back and pulled him in harder.

Reid grunted as the rest of him slid in with a wet, tight stroke. Her walls hugged him all the way to the base, his hips pressing flush against hers. He could feel her thighs trembling against his sides, her breath coming in fast bursts against his neck.

They didn’t move for a second. Just stayed there, bodies joined, water pouring over them from above. His cock was buried to the hilt inside her, the base of it pressed against the slick skin of her lower lips. He felt surrounded, claimed. And she looked just as overwhelmed.

Then she moved.

She started to roll her hips—just slightly. Enough to make him twitch, to grind her clit against the top of his shaft with each subtle motion.

Reid groaned. “Hold still.”

Shae smirked, even through the strain on her face. “Make me.”

He gripped her harder, bracing one forearm under her thigh and sliding the other hand up her spine, forcing her to arch back slightly against the wall. The new angle tightened everything—his cock shifted inside her just from the repositioning, making her hiss through her teeth.

Then he pulled out—slow, almost all the way—and pushed back in with a smooth, deliberate thrust.

Shae cried out, eyes slamming shut. Her legs jerked tighter around him, heels digging into his lower back. Her hands found his shoulders again, nails scraping.

Reid’s eyes flicked down to watch where their bodies met. He could see the movement—her skin giving slightly under his pressure, the base of his shaft wet and glistening with their combined slick.

He kept the pace slow. Controlled. Driving into her with measured force, making her take every inch. He wanted her to feel it—not just the sex, but that he was in control now.

But Shae wasn’t passive.

She rocked her hips into him again, trying to meet the next thrust halfway, throwing off his rhythm. Her lips curled like she knew exactly what she was doing. “You fuck this slow during sync tests too?”

He slammed into her harder this time—no warning. She gasped, her whole body jerking from the force.

“I’ll go faster when you earn it,” he growled.

Her answer was a moan she tried to smother by biting his shoulder. He felt her teeth drag against his skin, not hard enough to break anything, but sharp and deliberate.

He responded by tightening his grip under her thigh, spreading her slightly wider. Her pussy clenched in response—tight, rippling pressure that almost made him lose control.

“Still wanna talk?” he asked, voice strained.

She didn’t answer right away. Her eyes fluttered open again, glassy and unfocused. “Keep going. Just like that.”

Her tone had changed. The bravado was still there, but now it was layered with need.

He obeyed. He set a rhythm—deep, even strokes, each one driving her against the wall with a dull thud of skin against tile. Her breasts bounced with each movement, nipples dark and stiff from the heat and friction.

Her moans built slowly, each one louder than the last. She tried to keep her voice steady, but it cracked when he hit a spot deeper inside, angled just right.

Reid’s muscles burned now. His thighs ached from the effort, his abs tightening with every thrust. But he didn’t slow down. Couldn’t. Not with the way she felt wrapped around him. Not with the way her body squeezed him every time he bottomed out.

She leaned forward, forehead resting against his shoulder now, her body starting to shake. “Fuck—Reid—”

He didn’t answer. He just kept moving, his breath harsh in her ear, his hand braced beside her head. His cock throbbed with every thrust, the base of it grinding against her clit, sending soft wet sounds echoing in the stall.

They were both close—but not there yet.

And neither of them was willing to give in first.

Reid adjusted his stance without pulling out, bracing his feet wider against the wet tiles. His thighs burned from holding her up, but the deeper angle was worth it. The shift forced his cock upward inside her, grinding against a new spot that made Shae jolt against the wall with a sudden, sharp gasp.

“Shit—right there,” she hissed, her voice raw, fingernails digging into his shoulders now, leaving faint, crescent-shaped marks on his skin.

Reid gritted his teeth and kept that angle, using the leverage from his widened stance to push harder. His cock slid through her slick heat with thick resistance, her pussy tightening around him like her body was trying to keep him buried. Each thrust drove her ass into the wall, the slap of wet skin mixing with the constant hiss of water pounding the floor around their feet.

He could feel everything.

The tight, wet squeeze of her around his shaft. The bounce of her breasts against his chest with every thrust. The tremble in her thighs where they locked around his waist. And most of all, the way she pulsed around him—subtle, rhythmic contractions that made every stroke sharper, deeper, more intense.

His breath was coming in hot, ragged exhales against her neck. The water soaked his hair, ran down his back, and streamed between their bodies, but he barely noticed it anymore. Every nerve in him was tuned to the sensation of being inside her, buried in heat and pressure and noise.

Shae’s mouth found his jaw, kissing along the edge with quick, messy lips. Then she bit down—not hard enough to bruise, but enough to make him grunt in surprise. She pulled back just far enough to smirk.

“You still holding back?” she whispered, grinding her hips again, tightening her legs to pull him even deeper.

Reid thrust up into her hard enough to make the breath catch in her throat. “Not anymore.”

He grabbed her by the ass with both hands, fingers sinking into her flesh, and started driving into her with sharper strokes. His hips slapped into hers, the rhythm fast now, brutal and clean. She cried out, her head tipping back to thump the tile behind her.

Her voice was unfiltered now—moans and breathy curses tumbling out with every movement.

“Fuck—fuck—don’t stop—”

Her nails raked his back as he leaned forward, his lips dragging down her throat. He kissed her hard there, then again lower, then bit softly just above her collarbone. Her skin tasted like salt and water, slick and hot. She shivered at the contact, then shoved her fingers into his wet hair, dragging him back up to kiss her mouth again.

This one was different.

It wasn’t mocking or playful—it was messy, deep, their mouths wide and gasping between strokes. Her tongue pushed into his, matching his thrusts, her whole body riding the motion of his hips. Her legs locked tighter around his waist, the muscles flexing every time he bottomed out.

He broke the kiss with a sharp breath, forehead pressing into hers. “You close?”

Shae’s eyes flicked open, glassy and dark. She nodded fast, her breath catching. “Yeah—don’t you fucking stop, Reid—just—don’t—”

Her words were broken by another thrust that hit deep and upward, and she cried out loud, her body jerking in his arms.

Reid felt her tighten—hard.

Her pussy gripped his cock with full force now, not just squeezing but pulsing around him. Her thighs trembled where they locked behind his back. Her hands clawed at his shoulder blades, and she let out a loud, raw moan that echoed off the tile walls.

Then she came.

Full-body, head-thrown-back, legs-shaking orgasm.

He felt every wave of it.

The way her inner muscles fluttered around his cock, milking him. The way her body arched, then curled into him. The breathless sound in her throat as she tried to ride it out, gasping and swearing between moans. Her heels dug into his lower back, holding him in place while her cunt clamped down, soaked and quivering around his length.

Reid kept moving—but slower now, letting her ride it out. He didn’t pull out. He stayed buried inside her, grinding gently as her body jerked with each aftershock. He watched her face, memorizing every twitch—her lashes wet and stuck together, her cheeks flushed deep red, her lips parted and trembling.

And through all of it, his own orgasm loomed just behind the edge.

He was holding on by a thread.

His balls were tight, drawn up against the base of his cock. Every stroke now was a fight to delay the inevitable. She was still clenching around him, soaking him in heat and slickness, and it was more than he could take.

“Shae,” he growled, low in her ear. “Gonna come.”

She didn’t hesitate. She pulled back just enough to look at him, eyes half-lidded but focused. Then she shifted her hips again, angling her pelvis up, opening just a little wider.

“Do it,” she said. “Come in me.”

Reid grunted, slammed in one final time, and broke.

His body stiffened, muscles flexing from his calves to his shoulders. His cock throbbed violently as he came deep inside her, release crashing through him like a punch to the gut. He groaned into her neck, voice rough and raw as thick pulses of cum flooded her.

He stayed buried—hips twitching, thighs locked, arms shaking as the pleasure burned through every inch of him. Her hands were still on his back, dragging lightly now, almost comforting. She breathed into his ear, still panting.

“Fuck,” he muttered, eyes squeezing shut, forehead pressing into her shoulder. “Fuck.”

They stayed that way, locked together under the spray, hearts pounding out of sync. His cock still twitched inside her. Her legs finally loosened from around his waist, but her body stayed pressed close, soft and wet against his.

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

There was only the water.

And the slow, ragged sound of their breathing.

Reid’s legs finally began to shake from the exertion—his thighs twitching, calves burning, arms still braced around Shae’s body as if she might fall if he let go. He didn’t move yet. His cock was still buried inside her, slowly softening, the sensation of wet heat and lingering spasms around him keeping him rooted in place.

She breathed heavily against his shoulder, her cheek resting on his skin, hair wet and matted down against her face. Her arms had gone slack around his neck, though one hand still loosely gripped his shoulder. The other hung by his side, fingertips trailing down his spine as if she didn’t even realize she was touching him.

Reid finally exhaled—a long, slow breath through his nose, then a low grunt as he shifted his weight and leaned back just enough to look at her. Water still poured down over both of them, the spray beating against the upper half of his back and misting her chest as they stood wrapped together in silence.

Shae blinked slowly, her eyes unfocused but open, her lips parted and glistening from steam and sweat. Her cheeks were flushed, not just from exertion but from the deep, pulsing climax still echoing through her. Reid watched a drop of water roll from her temple, trace down her jawline, and disappear between her breasts.

“You good?” he asked, voice low and hoarse. It scraped out of him, his throat raw.

Her eyes refocused on his, the edges of her mouth twitching. “Still standing. Sort of.”

He eased his grip under her thighs, and she got the hint. Her legs unhooked from his waist slowly, shakily. As her heels touched the wet tile, she wobbled, catching herself with one hand on the wall and the other still clutching his arm.

Reid slid his cock out of her carefully, both of them instinctively bracing as the sensation hit. Her pussy clenched once more around the withdrawal, then relaxed with a wet, subtle suction sound as he finally pulled free. The air between them felt abruptly colder without the contact.

Shae grimaced faintly, a sharp breath escaping her lips. “Damn. You weren’t gentle at the end.”

“You told me not to stop,” Reid muttered, wiping water from his brow with the back of his forearm.

“Yeah,” she said, straightening up and shifting her stance to stabilize. “I didn’t say rail me through the wall.”

“You said harder. You meant it.”

Shae snorted, rolling her neck and stretching her arms above her head, the motion making her breasts lift and glisten under the water. She glanced down between her legs, watching a few slow, milky rivulets of cum leaking from her and mixing with the spray at her feet before disappearing down the drain.

“Think that did it?” Shae asked, her voice hoarse, her arms loosening around his neck. She unwrapped her legs from his waist, sliding down until her feet hit the tiles, and steadied herself against him, her hands on his chest.

“Better have,” Reid said, stepping back and letting the water rinse him off. He turned the knob, shutting off the shower, and grabbed his towel from the hook, rubbing it over his hair and chest. “Ryven’ll be pissed if we’re still lagging.”

Shae smirked, snagging her own towel and wrapping it around her torso, tucking the end under her arm. “He’ll live. Least we’re not bored.”

Reid chuckled, drying off his legs and stepping out of the stall. He pulled on a clean pair of boxers from his bag, the fabric clinging to his damp skin, and tossed the towel over his shoulder. “True. Beats simulator runs.”

She nodded, slipping into a fresh set of boxer briefs and a loose tank top from her duffel, her wet hair dripping onto the fabric. “Let’s hope it’s enough for the next fight. I’m not frying my brain again.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, zipping up his bag and slinging it over his shoulder. “We’ll find out soon enough.” They headed for the door, their wet footsteps echoing on the tiles, leaving the empty showers behind.


CHAPTER 11

Reid stood in the prep bay, zipping up his black pilot suit, the snug fabric stretching over his toned chest and thighs. His boots clomped on the concrete floor as he adjusted the straps over his shoulders, the buckles clicking into place. His eyes flicked to Kara, who was climbing into Gravehook’s Core Pod. She tugged off her midriff-baring top, tossing it onto a nearby crate, revealing her small, perky breasts under a tight sports bra. She kicked off her tiny shorts, leaving her in a gray neural suit that hugged her figure. She slid into the Pod’s padded seat, pulling the harness straps over her shoulders and buckling them across her chest, her eyes meeting Reid’s through the glass lid as it hissed shut.

“Two-on-one, huh?” Reid said, stepping onto the lift that would hoist him into Gravehook’s cockpit. He flexed his hands, cracking his knuckles, and glanced at the hulking mech—a blocky beast with a reinforced grapple arm and pitted armor.

“Yeah,” Kara’s voice crackled through his headset, sharp and steady. “Twin Vetrax mechs—Bladepoint and Hammerfist. Ryven says they’re fast and hit hard. We’ve got this, though.”

“Better,” Reid muttered, climbing into the cockpit—a cramped space with a single seat, twin control sticks, and a curved screen wrapping around him. He strapped in, the harness snapping over his shoulders and waist, and powered up the system. The screen flared to life, showing the Mid Tier arena floor—a wide, scarred steel circle ringed by tiered stands packed with screaming spectators, their faces a blur under the pale gold sky. Hovering cameras buzzed overhead, red lights blinking.

“Sync’s at sixty-five,” Kara said, her fingers tapping controls inside the Pod. “Solid, but we’ll need every bit of it. Ready?”

“Locked in,” Reid replied, gripping the sticks as the gate ahead rumbled open. Gravehook lumbered out, its heavy feet clanging on the metal floor, the grapple arm cocked and ready. Across the arena, two Vetrax mechs emerged—Bladepoint, a sleek unit with twin serrated blades for arms, and Hammerfist, a bulkier rig with massive hydraulic fists. The crowd roared, the noise vibrating through the cockpit.

“Here they come,” Kara said, her voice tight. “Bladepoint’s fast—watch it.”

Reid shoved the sticks forward, Gravehook charging straight at Hammerfist, the slower of the two. Bladepoint darted left, blades flashing, and swung at Gravehook’s flank. Reid jerked the left stick, raising the mech’s shield arm, and the blades screeched against the plating, carving shallow gouges. He swung the grapple arm with the right stick, aiming for Hammerfist’s chest, but the bulkier mech sidestepped, slamming a fist into Gravehook’s shoulder. The cockpit jolted, rattling Reid’s teeth, and a warning flashed—hull integrity down to ninety percent.

“Shit,” Reid grunted, pulling Gravehook back. “They’re boxing us in.”

“Yeah,” Kara said, her breath quickening. “Hammerfist’s pinning us—Bladepoint’s circling. Surge to seventy—I’ll cover you.”

A jolt ran through Gravehook, the controls snapping sharper in Reid’s hands. He lunged at Hammerfist, swinging the grapple arm again. The hook latched onto the mech’s left fist, clamping tight, and he yanked the stick back, dragging it off balance. Bladepoint darted in from behind, blades slashing at Gravehook’s back, and metal screamed as the shielding over the power pack tore away, exposing the unit beneath.

“Fuck—they got the shield,” Reid said, releasing Hammerfist and spinning Gravehook to face Bladepoint. “Power pack’s wide open.”

“Surge to eighty,” Kara snapped, her voice straining. “We’ve gotta take one out fast.”

Reid dodged a blade swipe from Bladepoint, the lag minimal now, and swung Gravehook’s fist, smashing it into the sleek mech’s side. The plating dented, and he followed with the grapple, snagging Bladepoint’s right arm. He twisted the stick hard, ripping the blade clean off, sparks flying as it clattered to the floor. Hammerfist charged from the side, fist raised, and slammed into Gravehook’s torso. The screen blared—hull down to seventy percent—and Reid stumbled the mech back, barely keeping it upright.

“They’re all over us,” he said, circling away from Hammerfist. “You holding up?”

“Barely,” Kara replied, her voice shaky. “Eighty’s pushing it—Pod’s screaming. Get Bladepoint’s pack—I’ll handle the surge.”

Reid nodded, dodging another fist from Hammerfist and lunging at Bladepoint. The sleeker mech swung its remaining blade, but he ducked under it, shoving both sticks forward. Gravehook’s grapple arm clamped onto Bladepoint’s back, hooks sinking into the power pack’s casing. He yanked hard, tearing it free with a grinding shriek, and sparks erupted as Bladepoint’s systems fried, the mech collapsing in a heap.

“One down,” Reid said, turning Gravehook toward Hammerfist. “You still with me?”

“Yeah,” Kara panted. “Surge to ninety—finish it quick.”

Hammerfist charged, fists swinging, and Reid sidestepped, the surge cutting the lag to nothing. He swung Gravehook’s fist, smashing it into Hammerfist’s chest, then fired the grapple, snagging the bigger mech’s arm. He pulled, dragging it forward, and circled behind, the exposed power pack gleaming under the lights. Hammerfist twisted, landing a glancing blow on Gravehook’s leg—hull down to sixty percent—but Reid shoved the sticks hard, driving the grapple into the pack. Metal tore as he ripped it out, wires snapping, and Hammerfist shuddered, crashing to the floor, dead.

The crowd exploded, their cheers shaking the arena walls. Reid slumped in the seat, wiping sweat from his brow with his sleeve. “We pulled it off. You okay?”

“Tired,” Kara said, her voice faint. “Ninety was rough, but I’m good. Get me out of here.”

Reid unbuckled his harness, the straps snapping free, and the cockpit hatch popped open. The lift lowered him to the arena floor, his boots hitting the steel with a thud. He jogged to the Pod, where Kara was unstrapping herself, her hands trembling as she unclipped the harness. The glass lid slid open, and she climbed out, her neural suit soaked with sweat, her legs shaky. Reid caught her arm, steadying her as she stepped down, her bare feet slapping the floor.

“You sure you’re alright?” he asked, his hand sliding to her back, holding her upright. Her brown hair stuck to her face, and she brushed it away with a shaky hand.

“Yeah,” she said, leaning into him, her shoulder pressing against his chest. “Just wiped. Been a while since I pushed that hard.”

“Too damn close,” Reid said, guiding her toward the tunnel exit, his arm around her waist. “They had us pinned—thought we were done when that shield went.”

“Me too,” she admitted, her voice steadying as they walked, her steps growing firmer. “Good thing we’re synced tight. Pulled us through.”

The tunnel was dim, the roar of the crowd fading behind them as they stepped out into a concrete corridor. Ryven met them halfway, his, a tablet in his hand. He scratched his stubbled jaw, grinning as he fell into step beside them.

“Nice work out there,” he said, swiping the tablet screen with his thumb. “Two-on-one’s no joke, and you still ripped ‘em apart. Crowd’s losing their minds.”

“Lucky we didn’t lose ours,” Reid said, letting go of Kara as she straightened up, crossing her arms under her breasts. “They got behind us—tore the shielding right off Gravehook.”

“Yeah, saw that,” Ryven said, tucking the tablet under his arm. “You’re making a name for yourselves now—people are talking. Good for the bracket, bad if the Vetrax start gunning for you harder.”

“Great,” Kara muttered, rubbing her neck with one hand. “More assholes trying to kill us.”

“Part of the gig,” Ryven replied, shrugging. “Big news, though—you’ve climbed the ladder. That win puts you at the Mid Tier Championships. Next fight’s the final one.”

Reid stopped walking, his boots scuffing the floor, and turned to face Ryven. “The final? Already?”

“Yep,” Ryven said, nodding. “You’re in the big leagues now, kid. One more, and you’re out of Mid Tier—assuming you don’t choke.”

“No pressure,” Reid said, smirking despite the knot in his gut. “Guess we’re fixing that shielding fast.”

“Damn right,” Ryven said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Get some rest—debrief’s tomorrow. You two earned it.” He turned and headed down the corridor, leaving them alone.

Reid glanced at Kara, who was stretching her arms over her head, her sports bra riding up slightly. “You really okay? That surge was brutal.”

“Tired as hell,” she said, dropping her arms and nudging his side with her elbow. “But better than I was after the last one. Recovery time’s doing its job.”

“Good,” he said, slinging an arm around her shoulders as they walked toward their quarters. “Let’s crash—you’ve earned a break.”

“Only if you’re buying dinner,” she teased, leaning into him, her hand resting on his back.

“Deal,” he replied, his fingers squeezing her shoulder. They kept walking, the weight of the win settling in, the championship looming ahead.


CHAPTER 12

Reid pushed open the heavy steel door to the hangar. Kara walked with him. She yawned, rubbing her eyes with the back of her hand, her bare feet slapping the ground as she carried her boots in her other hand.

“Early start after that mess,” Reid said, stopping near Gravehook—a hulking mech with a battered grapple arm and a scarred hull. He dropped a canvas tool bag onto the floor, the clank of metal echoing in the cavernous space, and unzipped it, pulling out a wrench.

“Yeah,” Kara replied, setting her boots down by the bag and stretching her arms over her head, her top riding up to reveal the edge of her sports bra. “Two-on-one’s no joke. Glad we’re still breathing.”

Reid nodded, turning as Shae strode in, her fire-red hair loose and brushing her shoulders. She wore a cropped sports bra that hugged her large breasts and tight techwear pants that outlined her slim waist and curvy hips, her eyes scanning the hangar. She carried a small metal toolbox under one arm, her boots clicking on the concrete as she approached.

“Hey,” Reid said, jerking his chin at her. “Kara, this is Shae—my other Core Pilot. Shae, Kara.”

Shae set her toolbox down next to Gravehook’s leg, straightening up and offering Kara a quick grin. “Heard a lot about you. Nice to finally meet the one keeping this guy alive.”

Kara smirked, crossing her arms under her small breasts. “Same. Heard you’re the new girl who’s been syncing up with him. Good job not dying yet.”

“Thanks,” Shae said, kicking her toolbox open with her boot, revealing a jumble of pliers, bolts, and a handheld welder. “Took a beating with Velostra, but we pulled it off. Your turn yesterday was badass—two mechs down.”

“Had to,” Kara said, stepping over to Gravehook and running her hand along its dented hull. “They ripped the shielding right off this thing. We’re fixing that today, right?”

“Yeah,” Reid said, grabbing a thick steel plate from a stack near the wall—a replacement shield, its edges still rough from the factory cut. He hauled it over to Gravehook’s back, grunting as he hefted it into place over the exposed power pack, the metal clanging against the frame. “Can’t go into the championship with our ass hanging out.”

Shae pulled the welder from her toolbox, flipping the power switch with her thumb, the device humming to life. She grabbed a pair of tinted goggles from the box, sliding them over her eyes, and knelt beside Gravehook’s back. “Hold it steady,” she said, pressing the welder’s tip to the seam where the plate met the hull. Sparks flew, bright orange flecks bouncing off the concrete, and she dragged the tool along the edge, fusing the metal with a steady hand.

Reid braced the plate with both hands, his muscles flexing under his shirt, his boots planted wide to keep it from shifting. “You’re good at that,” he said, watching the weld line form, smooth and even.

“Years of patching junk in The Pitts,” Shae replied, her voice muffled by the goggles as she worked the welder around a corner. “This is clean compared to what I’m used to.”

Kara grabbed a torque wrench from Reid’s bag, spinning it in her hand, and climbed onto a crate to reach Gravehook’s shoulder joint. She slotted the wrench onto a loose bolt, twisting it hard, her arm straining as she tightened it. “This thing’s a tank,” she said, wiping sweat from her brow with her forearm. “Took a hell of a beating yesterday.”

“No kidding,” Reid said, shifting his grip on the plate as Shae finished the bottom edge. “Bladepoint got behind us—ripped the old shield clean off. Lucky we got the packs before they finished us.”

Shae switched off the welder, setting it down and pushing the goggles up onto her forehead, her red hair sticking to her cheeks. “Velostra’s faster, but it can’t take hits like this beast. You two pulled some moves out there.”

“Thanks,” Kara said, hopping off the crate and grabbing another bolt from a pile on the floor. She climbed back up, slotting it into place and cranking the wrench again, her fingers gripping the handle tight. “Sync’s solid with us—sixty-five percent. Helped us dodge just enough.”

Reid let go of the plate, stepping back to check Shae’s work—the weld lines were solid, the new shield locked tight over the power pack. He grabbed a hammer from the bag, tapping it along the edges to test the fit, the dull thuds ringing out. “Looks good,” he said, tossing the hammer back into the bag. “Should hold up now.”

Shae stood, brushing dust off her pants, and pointed at Velostra—a sleeker mech parked next to Gravehook, its twin plasma blades gleaming under the hangar lights. “That’s mine,” she said to Kara. “Light and quick. Reid’s been getting the hang of it.”

Kara glanced over, her wrench pausing mid-turn. “Nice rig. How’s it handle?”

“Like a dream when the sync’s decent,” Shae said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “We’re at thirty percent now—still laggy, but better than the ten we started with.”

“Thirty?” Kara said, raising an eyebrow at Reid as she tightened the last bolt, the wrench clicking with each twist. “You two have been busy.”

Reid smirked, grabbing a rag from the bag and wiping his hands, the fabric smudging black with grease. “Yeah, training and stuff. Ryven’s weird ideas are paying off.”

“Stuff, huh?” Kara said, hopping down from the crate and tossing the wrench back into the bag. She crossed her arms, mimicking Shae’s stance, her eyes narrowing playfully. “Sounds like more than blindfold fights.”

“Maybe,” Shae said, grinning as she bent to pack up her toolbox, snapping the welder into its slot. “He’s not bad company—keeps things interesting.”

“Better be,” Kara replied, stepping over to help Reid lift another steel panel—a smaller piece for Gravehook’s arm. She braced it against the mech’s elbow joint, her hands pressing the edges flat. “Weld this one too, Shae?”

“On it,” Shae said, flipping her goggles back down and firing up the welder again. She knelt by the arm, sparks flying as she fused the panel to the frame, her movements quick and precise. Reid held it steady, his boots scuffing the floor as he adjusted his stance, his fingers gripping the metal tight.

“Teamwork makes the dream work,” Reid said, watching the weld take shape, the heat from the tool warming his hands. “Gravehook’s back in fighting shape now.”

“Damn right,” Kara said, stepping back as Shae finished, the welder clicking off. She grabbed a handheld scanner from the bag—a flat device with a blinking screen—and ran it over the new shield, the display flashing green. “No gaps—solid job.”

The hangar door slid open with a groan, and Ryven walked in, his worn jacket slung over one shoulder. He scratched his stubbled jaw, his boots scuffing the concrete as he approached, his grizzled face breaking into a grin. “Looks like you’re not slacking,” he said, stopping near Gravehook and swiping the tablet screen with his thumb.

“Had to fix the mess from yesterday,” Reid said, tossing the rag back into the bag and crossing his arms over his chest. “Shield’s back on—should hold up.”

Ryven nodded, tapping the tablet and pulling up diagnostics, the screen glowing with lines of data. “Good. Ran the numbers—Gravehook’s solid, but I checked your sync too. You and Shae hit thirty percent. Not great, but climbing fast. Surprised me.”

“Thirty?” Kara said, perking an eyebrow at Reid again, her lips twitching into a smirk. “Guess that ‘stuff’ really worked.”

Reid shrugged, his hands dropping to his hips, his eyes meeting hers. “Told you—Ryven’s weird ideas. Blindfolds, showers, whatever. It’s paying off.”

“Showers?” Kara asked, her smirk widening as she leaned against Gravehook’s leg, her arms crossing again. “You two are getting creative.”

Shae laughed, shutting her toolbox with a snap and standing up, brushing her hands on her pants. “Gotta keep the sync up somehow. He’s not complaining.”

“Not yet,” Reid said, grinning back at her. “Long as it keeps us out of the desert, I’m good.”

Ryven chuckled, tucking the tablet under his arm. “Keep it up, then. Championship’s next—Gravehook’s ready, but you’d better be too. No room for screw-ups.” He turned and headed back toward the door, his jacket flapping as he walked.

Kara watched him go, then turned to Reid, her eyebrow still raised. “Showers, huh? You’re full of surprises.”

“Jealous?” Reid teased, stepping closer and nudging her shoulder with his. “You’ve got me in the Pod—Shae’s just backup.”

“Backup with benefits,” Kara shot back, nudging him harder, her elbow digging into his side. “Guess I’ll have to step up my game.”

Shae smirked, slinging her toolbox over her shoulder. “Plenty of room for both of us. Keeps things lively.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, grabbing his bag and zipping it shut, the tools clanking inside. “Let’s just hope it’s enough for the final.” They headed for the hangar door, the repairs done, the weight of the championship settling in.


CHAPTER 13

Reid lay sprawled on the wide bed in their private quarters. His black boxers clung to his hips, the fabric wrinkled from the day’s wear, and his toned arms stretched out across the mattress, one hand resting palm-up near the edge. The room was dim, lit only by a single lamp on the metal nightstand, its yellow glow casting long shadows over the bare gray walls. Kara slid onto the bed beside him. She wore a loose gray tank top that hung off one shoulder, exposing the strap of her sports bra, and a pair of tiny black shorts that barely covered her thighs. Her brown hair spilled loose over her shoulders as she propped herself up on one elbow, her green eyes fixed on Reid.

“So,” Kara said, her fingers tracing lazy circles on his stomach, her nails brushing the line of hair below his navel. “You and Shae hit thirty percent sync today. How’d that happen?”

Reid shifted, his head turning to meet her gaze, his eyes narrowing slightly. He scratched his jaw with his free hand, the stubble rasping under his fingers, and cleared his throat. “Uh, training mostly,” he said, his voice low and gruff. “Ryven’s got us doing all kinds of weird shit—blindfold fights, simulator runs. It’s adding up.”

Kara’s eyebrow arched, her smirk widening as she slid her hand higher, her palm flattening against his chest, fingers splaying over his pecs. “Training, huh? That’s all? ‘Cause thirty’s a jump from twenty, and Ryven’s been dropping hints about you two getting real cozy.”

Reid’s face flushed, a faint red creeping up his neck, and he shifted again, his arm sliding under her to pull her closer, his hand settling on her lower back. “Yeah, well,” he muttered, his thumb rubbing circles on her skin through the tank top. “There was a shower thing. Locker room was empty, and—look, it just happened, alright?”

“Shower thing?” Kara said, her smirk turning into a full grin as she swung her leg over his hips, straddling him. She sat up, her knees sinking into the mattress on either side of him, her shorts riding up higher as she settled her weight on his pelvis. “You’re blushing, junkyard boy. Was it good?”

“Fuck, Kara,” Reid said, his hands dropping to her thighs, gripping them just above the knees, his fingers digging into her soft skin. “You’re gonna make me spell it out? It was fine—quick, messy. Sync went up, so it worked.”

She leaned forward, her hands pressing into his chest, her nails scraping lightly as she bent down until her face hovered inches from his. “Fine’s not a ringing endorsement,” she teased, her hair brushing his cheeks. “What, she didn’t blow your mind?”

Reid groaned, his head tipping back into the pillow, his hands sliding up her thighs to her hips, pulling her tighter against him. “It was good, okay? She’s—shit, she’s into it, and it got the job done. Happy now?”

“Getting there,” Kara said, straightening up and tugging her tank top over her head, tossing it onto the floor beside the bed. Her sports bra hugged her small breasts, and she reached behind her, unhooking it with a quick twist of her fingers, letting it fall onto his stomach. “Guess I’m cool with it if it keeps us alive. Sync’s the game, right?”

“Yeah,” Reid said, his hands moving to her waist, his thumbs tracing the edges of her shorts. “You’re not pissed? Thought you might be after the hangar today.”

Kara shook her head, her lips curling into a smirk as she kicked off her shorts with a deliberate roll of her hips. The thin fabric slid down her thighs, catching briefly at her knees before she flicked them off the bed with one smooth motion. She was left in just a pair of plain gray panties that hugged the curves of her hips, the cotton clinging slightly to her skin from the lingering heat of the room. She didn’t hesitate. Her thumbs hooked into the waistband, and she arched her back, lifting her hips as she peeled them down. The fabric slipped over the swell of her ass, then down her thighs, leaving a faint line across her skin as she drew them to her ankles and kicked them away, letting them land somewhere near the foot of the bed.

Now naked, she crawled back over him, her knees straddling his thighs as she moved up his body with slow, deliberate control. Her skin was warm from head to toe, flushed slightly pink across her chest and cheeks. The lamplight hit the contours of her bare body—flat stomach, small but firm breasts, soft curves at her hips—as she settled herself back onto his lap. Her pussy pressed against the front of his boxers, grinding slowly against the outline of his cock beneath the fabric. She didn’t say anything at first, just leaned down and kissed the side of his jaw, her lips brushing the rough stubble there, then dragging her mouth just under his ear.

“If banging Shae gets your sync up and we don’t end up desert meat, I’m all for it,” she murmured, her voice low and close. Her breath warmed the shell of his ear. “Just don’t forget who’s been riding shotgun this whole time.”

Reid let out a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. His hands slid up her bare thighs, fingertips trailing slow lines from her knees to her hips. Her skin felt like hot silk under his palms. “No chance,” he said. His voice cracked a little as he sat up slightly, his arms wrapping around her lower back. His fingers spread across the planes of her spine, then pressed higher, splaying between her shoulder blades as he pulled her into him. Their mouths met hard.

Her lips mashed into his with a hunger that wasn’t performative—it was practiced, familiar. She tilted her head slightly, giving him more access, and his tongue slid against hers as he deepened the kiss. Kara kissed like she moved: confident, measured, but always with force behind it. Her nails dug into his shoulders, biting into his skin through the fabric of his shirt as she pressed their chests together.

Reid broke the kiss first, breath ragged against her lips. He grinned despite the pressure in his groin and the thudding in his chest. “You’re the boss, always.”

“Damn right,” she muttered, already tugging at the hem of his shirt. She leaned back, yanking it up his chest and over his head. He raised his arms and let her strip it away, then tossed it somewhere over her shoulder. Her hands immediately found his chest—fingers splayed, nails grazing his skin, palms feeling out the shape of him.

She shifted downward, dragging her hips over his lap again. The fabric of his boxers did nothing to mute the heat radiating from her. She leaned forward and kissed down the side of his neck, sucking lightly just beneath his ear, then biting softly at the base of his throat. Her hands slid lower, down his abs, her fingertips tracing the faint line of hair that led beneath his waistband.

Without looking up, she hooked her thumbs into the band of his boxers. “Lift,” she said simply.

He did, lifting his hips off the bed as she pulled the waistband down. His erection sprang free, the head flushed dark and already slick with precum. She didn’t rush—she let the boxers catch at his knees before peeling them down his legs, pausing briefly as she dragged them over his thighs. Once they were past his feet, she tossed them off the bed and sat back on her heels between his legs, looking him over.

Her eyes raked over him with a lazy kind of ownership, her gaze lingering on his cock before drifting back up to meet his. “Still hard from the Shae talk?” she asked, smirking again.

“Still hard from you stripping,” Reid muttered. His voice was low, tight, and he didn’t bother hiding how much he was staring at her—her bare skin, the curve of her waist, the soft swell of her breasts, the faint shimmer of sweat between them.

She moved back over him, climbing up until she was straddling his hips again. His cock lay thick and heavy between them, nestled against her lower lips, slick with her own arousal now as she rocked her hips once—just once—slow and deliberate. He exhaled through clenched teeth, his hands jumping to her ass, fingers gripping her firmly, spreading the flesh apart slightly as she moved.

“You're greedy,” he said, his voice strained. He rolled his hips up in response to her pressure, dragging the underside of his cock against the full length of her pussy. The heat was maddening.

“Always,” she replied, her breath catching as she reached down between them.

Her fingers wrapped around his shaft, warm and slick and sure. She gave him a slow stroke from base to tip, her thumb sliding over the head, smearing the precum across it. Her grip was firm but controlled, and she took her time—like she wasn’t in a rush, like she enjoyed the weight of him in her hand. Reid’s abdomen flexed, muscles tensing beneath the surface, and his hips twitched in response. His whole body was keyed up—wired like a spring, tight with need.

Kara lined him up to her entrance with one hand, her thumb brushing along the underside of his cock, and let the tip press against her folds. She didn’t push down yet. Instead, she rocked her hips just enough to rub herself along the length of him, back and forth, letting the head slip between her slick lips. Each pass dragged a groan out of his throat. The head of his cock bumped against her clit, sending little sparks up her spine.

Reid’s hands moved from her ass to her waist, thumbs digging into the soft flesh just above her hips. His breathing was shallow, jaw clenched tight, eyes locked on hers.

“Fuck, Kara,” he said. “You’re killing me.”

She grinned, her fingers still curled around his base, holding him steady. Her other hand braced on his chest, palm flat against his sternum. “Good,” she said. “You’ll feel it more.”

She didn’t wait for a response. Her body shifted, and she started to lower herself—slow, controlled, teasing. Just enough for the very tip of him to press into her. Just enough for both of them to feel the first shock of heat as their bodies finally started to connect.

Then she paused, holding herself there, just barely taking him inside, her breath steady but her body tense with anticipation.

“Let’s see if we can push that sixty-five higher,” she whispered.

Reid’s only answer was a groan deep in his throat, his hands tightening around her hips as his eyes threatened to roll back in his skull.

“Let’s see if we can push that sixty-five higher,” Kara whispered, her voice threading right into his spine.

Then she started to move.

Reid felt the head of his cock press against her entrance, the heat of her body swallowing the tip slowly, gradually, like her pussy was dragging him inward on purpose. Kara didn’t rush—she let herself sink down an inch at a time, keeping her hips controlled, keeping her legs tight around his sides. Her inner walls clung to him as she lowered herself, wet and warm and impossibly tight. He felt everything. Every twitch of her thighs, every flex of her core as she adjusted her angle and let more of him slide into her.

Reid’s head tilted back against the pillow. His hands were locked on her hips now, holding her steady, fingers digging into her skin like he was anchoring himself just to keep from losing control. He let out a slow, shaking breath through his nose.

“Fuck, Kara... Jesus...”

She grinned through clenched teeth, her breath catching as she finally bottomed out, his cock fully buried inside her. Her ass settled against his hips with a quiet smack of skin on skin. She paused there, seated deep on him, her palms resting flat on his chest. Her fingers flexed lightly, feeling out the thump of his heart through his ribs.

“You always stretch me just right,” she muttered, almost to herself. She gave a slow roll of her hips, grinding down hard as if adjusting to the fullness.

Reid could feel every inch of her. The slick heat around him, the tightness squeezing him from every side, the way her muscles fluttered as she adjusted her weight. Her pussy gripped him like she didn’t want to let go. His cock pulsed hard inside her, and the pressure made his thighs tense beneath her.

Kara started to move.

It wasn’t fast. Not at first. She lifted her hips just an inch or two, then sank back down again, letting her weight do the work. The rhythm was lazy, deliberate, like she was testing him—testing them—for every inch of control. Her body rocked with each motion, her thighs flexing where they straddled him, her ass rising and falling against his hips. Wet sounds filled the space between them as her slick folds spread around his shaft, the noise lewd and unmistakable.

Reid’s hands slid up from her waist to her lower back, then back down again. He couldn’t keep still. He needed to touch something. Her skin was hot beneath his palms, slick with the first layer of sweat. His fingertips traced the dimples just above her ass, then moved around to grip her hips again, helping her find her rhythm. He didn’t thrust—not yet—but he pushed up gently against her movements, matching her tempo.

Kara leaned forward slightly, her hair falling down around her face as she stared down at him, her lips parted, breath shallow. Each rise and fall of her hips pulled a low grunt from his chest. His jaw was tight, muscles in his arms and stomach taut from trying not to buck up and slam into her.

“Look at you,” she murmured, her voice ragged. “Holding back.”

Reid’s eyes were pinned to her chest. Her breasts bounced gently with every movement, her nipples taut and flushed. He reached up without thinking, cupping one breast with his left hand. His thumb brushed her nipple slowly, feeling it stiffen under the pad of his finger. Kara gasped, biting her lip as her body jerked slightly, and she dropped her hips again, grinding herself hard against his pelvis.

“That’s more like it,” she whispered.

He shifted his right hand to her ass, gripping one cheek firmly, using the leverage to push his hips up harder this time. The movement made her moan, a low and breathy sound that tightened something deep in his stomach.

Kara straightened up more now, sitting upright again, bracing her hands against his chest as she picked up the pace. Her thighs worked steadily, her hips rolling in smooth, practiced motions that had her body sliding along his with an effortless kind of rhythm. She bounced now—still not fast, but hard enough for Reid to feel the full weight of her come down on him with every drop. The wet sounds between them intensified, a mix of skin slapping and the slick slide of her arousal as she rode him.

Reid let out a guttural groan. His fingers dug into her waist, and he gave up trying to stay passive. He began to meet her thrusts, his hips bucking up off the bed to meet the downward drop of hers. The added force made her breath hitch and her moans get sharper, louder.

“Fuck, Kara... your pussy’s so tight,” he grunted. “You’re squeezing the hell out of me.”

She smiled through it, her eyes half-lidded, flushed face shining with sweat. “You’re just big,” she shot back between moans, “and I know exactly what you like.”

She proved it. She leaned forward again, flattening her chest to his, letting her nipples drag across his skin, her breath hot against his cheek as she rode him harder. Her abs tensed, her thighs flexed, and her rhythm quickened. Her hips slammed into his with more force now, their bodies colliding with wet, slick impact over and over.

Reid couldn’t keep quiet. Every few seconds, a grunt or groan slipped out of him. Every time her hips dropped, he felt her walls clench around his cock, the stimulation riding that fine edge between overwhelming and addictive. His fingers found her ass again, squeezing hard, guiding her pace now instead of just following it.

The bed creaked under them in a slow, steady rhythm that matched the slap of Kara’s body against his. The mattress dipped beneath their weight, the sheets twisted beneath Reid’s back, but he didn’t give a damn. His whole body was locked into her rhythm now, blood thundering in his ears, his cock throbbing inside her with every thrust.

Kara pushed herself upright once more, tossing her hair back over one shoulder. Her torso gleamed with sweat now, a bead running down between her breasts. She started grinding her hips in circles between thrusts, adjusting the angle of her ride so that her clit dragged across his pubic bone. Her breath hitched again. Her thighs trembled.

“You feel that?” she panted.

“Yeah,” Reid breathed. “Fuck... I feel everything.”

She rode him faster, harder. Her knees spread wider, the muscles in her thighs flexing with every bounce. The mattress beneath them squeaked louder now, echoing off the metal walls of the room. Kara’s face was flushed red, mouth open, lips slick as she panted through each movement.

Reid’s hand slid from her ass to the small of her back, then down again to where they were joined. His fingers found her clit easily, wet and swollen and begging for attention. He pressed his thumb against it, circling in slow, tight rotations as he thrust up into her.

Kara’s breath caught instantly.

“Shit,” she gasped, her hips stuttering against his. “Don’t stop. Keep doing that.”

“I got you,” Reid muttered, his voice tight, his hips pounding up harder now, matched to the swirl of his thumb on her clit.

Her whole body shuddered. Her mouth opened like she was going to say something else—but all that came out was a ragged moan, loud and unfiltered.

Reid could feel her getting close. Her pussy clenched harder around him, fluttering with each thrust. Her body trembled, sweat running down her stomach, dripping onto his. Every muscle in her looked like it was wired for the jump.

Kara’s breath was jagged, her chest rising and falling fast as her thighs trembled around Reid’s waist. Her palms flattened on his chest again, fingers spread for balance as she tried to keep her rhythm steady, but he could see it slipping. The tight control she always held—over her body, her pace, her expression—was unraveling one motion at a time.

Every time his thumb circled her clit, her hips jerked forward reflexively, her thighs quivering with the effort to stay coordinated. Her pussy was squeezing him tighter now, spasming around his cock with each bounce, every stroke inside her drawing a soft hitch in her throat or a sharp gasp.

“Getting there,” she rasped, eyes locked on his. Her voice cracked halfway through the sentence. “Keep that up.”

Reid didn’t stop.

He pressed harder with his thumb, tightening the circles, adjusting the angle slightly until she gave a high, broken moan and her whole body rocked forward. Her knees shifted, spreading wider on the mattress for more leverage, but that just opened her up to him more. Her pussy felt like velvet fire wrapped around him, dragging against every inch of his cock as she moved.

He groaned, deep and guttural, his hips rising to meet her on every downstroke. His cock was slick with her arousal, sliding in and out of her wet heat with ease now—but she was still tight, still clutching him like she didn’t want to let him go. The pressure was unreal. His balls ached from the strain, and every second she rode him kept him teetering on the edge of finishing.

But not yet. He wanted her to go first.

Kara’s rhythm grew erratic. Her thighs trembled harder now, every muscle in her legs visibly straining to keep her upright. Her mouth dropped open, her breath hitching on every moan, and she started grinding instead of bouncing, rolling her hips against him in messy, uncoordinated circles.

Reid moved his left hand to her hip and gripped it hard, helping stabilize her motion. His thumb never left her clit—just firm, relentless circles, each one sending little aftershocks through her.

Her abs clenched. Her spine arched.

“Oh fuck,” she gasped. Her voice pitched up, high and ragged, her hands clawing into his chest. “Fuck, Reid—don’t stop—I’m—shit—”

Her thighs clenched around him, her body seizing up as she froze on top of him. Then it hit.

She came hard.

Her head dropped forward, hair falling in a curtain around her face as her entire body shook with the force of it. Her pussy spasmed around his cock, gripping him in rapid, uncontrolled pulses. A sob slipped from her lips—not pain, not sadness—just the sound of release. Her fingers dug into his skin, her nails scraping red lines across his chest as she tried to ride it out.

Reid’s hand dropped from her clit to her hip to hold her steady, his other arm wrapping around her back as she slumped forward against him. She collapsed onto his chest, her full weight pressing into him, sweat-slick skin sticking to his. Her face was buried in his neck, breath coming in sharp, shuddering bursts.

“Jesus,” she muttered, muffled against his throat. “Holy shit.”

Reid couldn’t help the grin that spread across his face. He let his hand slide up her back, fingers splaying between her shoulder blades as he held her close. Her body was still trembling against his, small aftershocks making her clench around his cock, still buried deep inside her.

“You alright?” he asked, his voice low, rough from holding back.

Kara laughed breathlessly, then groaned. “I can’t feel my legs,” she said, turning her face slightly so her cheek pressed to his collarbone. “They’re fucking jelly.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Cocky bastard,” she muttered, still breathless.

He felt her smile against his neck, and then—without warning—she shifted her hips.

The movement jolted him. Her inner walls were still fluttering, oversensitive and hot, and the feeling of her grinding back down onto him pulled a deep, helpless groan from his throat. He was still rock hard inside her, soaked in her slick, and the sensation was edging into unbearable.

“I’m not done with you,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “You’re not getting off easy.”

Reid didn’t answer. He couldn’t. His jaw was tight, his pulse pounding in his ears. He let her move again—slow at first, dragging her hips in a forward roll, pulling nearly all the way off him before dropping back down, still unsteady from her orgasm but determined.

She kissed him—sudden and rough, tongue pushing past his lips as she started riding him again. Her legs shook, but she kept moving, every thrust messy, wet, and hot. Her breath stuttered against his mouth.

“You’re gonna cum in me,” she said, pulling back just enough to speak, her lips brushing his. “I want to feel it. Every drop.”

That undid him.

Reid’s hand flew to her ass, gripping hard, slamming her down on him as he thrust up at the same time. His hips moved fast now, grinding into her with purpose, chasing his own release. The bed creaked violently beneath them, metal legs groaning under the force of their collision.

His breathing turned ragged. He was past the point of thinking, of talking. All he could feel was the wet grip of her body milking his cock, her inner muscles twitching and spasming, still aftershocked from her climax. Her tits bounced against his chest with every thrust, sweat slicking their bodies together, and the sounds—the wet slap of flesh, the squeak of the mattress, her low moans in his ear—drove him straight to the edge.

He was so close he felt it building from the base of his spine—tight, electric pressure wrapping low around his hips. His balls drew up, his thighs clenched, and every muscle in his core locked down as the first pulse hit him.

“Fuck, Kara—” he groaned, and then he was there.

His cock throbbed inside her as he came, hard, his cum spilling into her in thick pulses. He couldn’t breathe. His body jerked under hers with each wave of release, his hands gripping her hips to keep her in place, buried to the hilt. She moaned at the sensation, grinding against him as he pumped into her, her pussy milking every drop.

Reid’s body finally slumped back into the mattress, his chest heaving, his abs trembling from the effort. Kara collapsed against him again, this time limp and spent, her body still twitching in small, involuntary movements.

Neither of them spoke for a long moment.

Kara’s body was a limp, sweat-slick weight across his chest. Her cheek rested just below his collarbone, her breath still coming in slow, unsteady pulls against his skin. Reid could feel the faint flutter of her heartbeat through her breast pressed to his sternum, matched to the thudding in his own chest. His arms were still wrapped around her, one hand splayed across her lower back, the other resting on the curve of her ass, fingers twitching in the aftermath.

His cock was still buried inside her—softening now, but not fully—and the warmth of her was overwhelming. Her pussy still clung to him, a snug wet heat that refused to let go, her inner muscles pulsing occasionally in weak, involuntary flutters that made him twitch in return. Every shift of her hips, every small adjustment in how her body lay over his, sent aftershocks through his nerves.

Reid stared at the ceiling, jaw slack, sweat cooling on his skin. His thighs were still trembling from how hard he'd come, and the lingering sensitivity was just short of painful. His entire lower half felt drained, heavy, satisfied in a way that hit down to the bone. He flexed his fingers on her back, dragging his palm in slow lines along her spine.

Kara groaned softly, her voice hoarse and quiet. “Fuck... I think you broke something in there.”

Reid huffed out a laugh, the sound rasping from his raw throat. “Yeah? Felt like you were trying to crush my dick with your whole body.”

She chuckled weakly against him, then winced. “Yeah, okay. Laughing hurts. Muscles I didn’t even know I had are sore.”

Slowly, she started to move. Her hands pressed to his chest, and she lifted herself up an inch, strands of damp hair clinging to her flushed cheeks. Her legs trembled as she shifted her weight, thighs brushing against his as she pushed herself upright. His softening cock slipped out of her with a slick, slow drag, leaving behind a wet trail of their combined release that immediately began to drip down his shaft.

“Think that bumped us to seventy?” she asked, her voice muffled against his shoulder, her fingers tracing idle patterns on his chest as she caught her breath.

“Better have,” he said, his arm wrapping around her, pulling her closer, his hand resting on her lower back. “Championship’s coming—need every edge.”

She lifted her head, smirking down at him, her hair falling into her eyes. “Guess we’ll find out. You’re stuck with me either way.”

“Wouldn’t have it different,” he said, his hand sliding up to cup her face, his thumb brushing her cheek. He kissed her again, softer this time, his lips lingering on hers before pulling back. “Shae’s one of us now, too.”

“Good,” Kara said, rolling off him and flopping onto her back beside him, her legs sprawling across the mattress. She stretched her arms over her head, her body glistening with sweat, and grabbed the blanket from the foot of the bed, pulling it over them. “Keep her safe out there,” she said.

Reid turned onto his side, his arm draping across her stomach, his fingers resting on her hip. “Deal,” he said, his voice quiet as he settled in, the lamp’s glow dimming as they lay there, tangled together.


CHAPTER 14

Reid stepped into the simulator room. Kara followed close behind, her tiny shorts clinging to her thighs. She carried a water bottle in one hand, the cap already unscrewed, and took a quick sip as they approached the simulator rig.

“Morning run,” Reid said, climbing into the cockpit chair and buckling the harness straps over his shoulders, the metal clips snapping into place. He gripped the twin control sticks, flexing his fingers, and powered up the system, the curved screen flaring to life with a virtual arena—a pitted steel floor under a hazy gold sky.

Kara slid into the Pod, kicking off her boots and setting them by the base, her bare feet flexing on the cold metal. She peeled off her top, tossing it onto the floor, revealing her sports bra, and shimmied out of her shorts, leaving her in a gray neural suit that hugged her petite frame. She settled into the padded seat, pulling the harness straps over her shoulders and buckling them across her chest, the glass lid hissing shut. “Sync’s feeling tight,” she said through his headset, her voice clear. “Let’s see what seventy-five percent gets us.”

Reid shoved the sticks forward, the virtual Gravehook charging across the arena floor, its grapple arm cocked. A Vetrax mech—Hammerfist—lumbered into view, its hydraulic fists raised. He swung the grapple, the hook snagging Hammerfist’s arm, and yanked back, dragging it off balance with no lag. “Damn,” he said, grinning. “Seventy-five’s smooth as hell.”

“Told you,” Kara replied, her fingers tapping controls inside the Pod. “Yesterday’s workout paid off. Rip its pack—I wanna see how fast we can end this.”

Reid twisted the sticks, spinning Gravehook behind Hammerfist, and fired the grapple again, clamping it onto the power pack. He pulled hard, the casing tearing free with a virtual screech, sparks flying as the mech collapsed. The screen flashed victory, and he unbuckled his harness, climbing out as Kara popped the Pod lid, stepping onto the floor in her neural suit.

Ryven strode in, a tablet in hand. He scratched his stubbled jaw, nodding at them. “Seventy-five percent,” he said, swiping the screen. “Clean run—no lag, no damage. You two are dialed in.”

“Felt it,” Reid said, grabbing a towel from a rack by the wall and wiping sweat from his neck, the fabric rough against his skin. “Gravehook’s ready for the championship.”

“Yeah,” Kara said, snagging her water bottle and taking another swig, her throat bobbing as she swallowed. “We’re locked in—two-on-one didn’t faze us.”

“Good,” Ryven said, tucking the tablet under his arm. “Keep it that way. I’ll crunch more data later—rest up for now.” He turned and walked out, the door sliding shut behind him.

Reid tossed the towel back onto the rack and headed for the corridor, Kara falling into step beside him, pulling her top back on as they went. “Gym next?” she asked, tugging her shorts up her legs, the waistband snapping into place.

“Nah,” Reid said, his boots echoing in the hall. “Shae’s turn this afternoon. You’re off the hook ‘til tomorrow.”

“Lucky me,” she teased, nudging his arm with her elbow as they parted ways, her heading for their quarters.

Later, Reid pushed through the gym doors, the clang of weights greeting him as he stepped onto the rubberized floor. Shae was already there, her fire-red hair pulled into a high ponytail, her cropped sports bra hugging her large breasts, and her techwear pants tight around her slim waist and curvy hips. She stood by a squat rack, loading a barbell with two twenty-kilo plates, her hands chalked white from the block on the floor.

“Starting without me?” Reid asked, dropping his gym bag—a faded green sack—onto a bench and unzipping it, pulling out a pair of lifting gloves.

“Had to,” Shae said, sliding another plate onto the bar, the metal clinking as she locked it with a collar. “You’re late—been waiting ten minutes.”

“Simulators with Kara,” Reid said, slipping the gloves over his hands, the Velcro straps rasping as he tightened them. “Seventy-five percent now—she’s killing it.”

Shae smirked, stepping under the bar and settling it across her shoulders, her knees bending slightly. “Nice. Guess I’ve got competition.” She squatted, her thighs flexing as she dropped low, then pushed back up, the bar rattling as she racked it.

Reid grabbed a pair of dumbbells—twenty kilos each—from a rack, stepping in front of a mirror bolted to the wall. He curled them, his biceps bulging with each rep, his boots planted wide. “Not really,” he said, grunting mid-curl. “You’re at thirty—different game.”

“Still climbing,” Shae said, adding another ten-kilo plate to each side of the bar, her fingers smudging chalk on the metal. She squatted again, her back straight, her ponytail swinging as she powered through five reps, her breath puffing out with each lift. “Gym helps—keeps me sharp.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, finishing his set and dropping the dumbbells to the floor with a thud. He shook out his arms, the gloves creaking, and grabbed a heavier pair—twenty-five kilos. “Let’s see you match this.”

Shae racked the bar, wiping her hands on her pants, leaving white streaks, and stepped over to the dumbbell rack, snagging two twenty-fives. She mirrored him, curling them slow and controlled, her arms trembling slightly by the tenth rep. “Easy,” she said, smirking as she dropped them, the weights bouncing once on the rubber floor.

“Show-off,” Reid said, grinning as he finished his own set, his forearms burning. He tossed the dumbbells back onto the rack, the metal clanging, and wiped his face with his sleeve. “Hangar next—Velostra needs some work.”

Shae nodded, grabbing a water bottle from her bag—a sleek black duffel—and chugging half of it, water dribbling down her chin. She swiped it away with her wrist and slung the bag over her shoulder. “Lead the way, junkyard boy.”

They trudged to the hangar, the heavy steel door groaning as Reid shoved it open, his boots scuffing the concrete floor. Velostra stood near the back—a sleek mech with twin plasma blades, its hull scratched from the last fight. Reid dropped his bag by its leg, unzipping it and pulling out a torque wrench, while Shae set her duffel down and grabbed a handheld welder from a toolbox on a nearby crate.

“Shielding’s loose here,” Reid said, climbing onto a ladder propped against Velostra’s side, his gloved hands gripping the rungs. He pointed at a dented panel above the power pack, the bolts slightly askew, and slotted the wrench onto one, twisting it tight, the tool clicking with each turn.

“Got it,” Shae said, flipping her welder on, the hum filling the hangar as she pulled tinted goggles from her bag, sliding them over her eyes. She climbed up beside him, her boots clanging on the ladder, and pressed the welder’s tip to a cracked seam on the panel, sparks flying as she fused it shut, her hand steady.

“Nice fix,” Reid said, moving to the next bolt, his arm straining as he cranked the wrench, the metal groaning. “This thing’s taken too many hits lately.”

“Yeah,” Shae replied, finishing the weld and switching off the tool, pushing the goggles up onto her forehead, her red hair sticking to her cheeks. “Thirty percent’s not cutting it for the championship—we need more sync.”

Reid nodded, tightening the last bolt and stepping down, his boots hitting the floor with a thud. “Kara’s at seventy-five—smooth as hell. You and me need to catch up.”

Shae hopped off the ladder, her welder clattering into the toolbox as she wiped her hands on her pants. “Guess I should hang with her more,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Keep things from getting weird between us.”

“Good call,” Reid said, tossing the wrench into his bag and zipping it shut, the tools rattling inside. “She’s cool with you—might help if you two clicked.”

“Think she’d be up for training together?” Shae asked, slinging her duffel over her shoulder, her ponytail swinging as she shifted her weight.

“Yeah,” Reid said, grabbing his own bag and heading for the door, his boots scuffing the concrete. “How about tomorrow? All three of us—simulators or field, whatever works.”

“Love that,” Shae said, falling into step beside him, her boots clicking. “Sync’s the game—might as well make it a party.”

“Done,” Reid said, shoving the hangar door open, the groan of steel echoing as they stepped into the corridor, the day’s work behind them.


CHAPTER 15

Reid climbed into Gravehook’s cockpit, his boots clanging on the metal ladder as he hauled himself up. His black pilot suit hugged his toned chest and thighs, the straps buckling tight over his shoulders with sharp clicks. He settled into the padded seat, snapping the harness across his chest, and gripped the twin control sticks, his gloved fingers flexing around them. The cockpit hatch hissed shut, sealing him in, and he powered up the system, the curved screen flaring to life with a view of the empty Mid Tier arena—a wide, scarred steel circle under a pale gold sky, the stands barren and silent. Kara slid into the Core Pod below, her boots already off, her midriff-baring top tossed onto a crate nearby. She wore a gray neural suit that clung to her petite frame, her brown hair loose as she buckled the harness straps over her shoulders, the glass lid snapping shut with a thud.

“Field test time,” Reid said, his voice crackling through the headset as he shoved the sticks forward, Gravehook lumbering out onto the arena floor, its heavy feet thudding against the steel. “Let’s see what seventy-five percent feels like out here.”

“Locked in,” Kara replied, her hands tapping controls inside the Pod, her eyes visible through the glass as she glanced up at him. “Ryven’s watching—better not screw this up.”

From the observation room—a glass-walled booth perched above the stands—Ryven’s voice cut in, gruff and loud over the comms. “Alright, you two—move it! Circle left, then grapple that dummy target dead center. Go!”

Reid jerked the left stick, Gravehook pivoting smoothly, its hulking frame tracing a wide arc across the floor, dust kicking up under its feet. He eyed the dummy—a blocky Vetrax mech with a bolted-on power pack—and swung the grapple arm with the right stick, the hook shooting out on a steel cable. It clamped onto the dummy’s chest, the metal crunching, and he yanked back, dragging it ten meters before releasing it, the target skidding to a stop.

“Clean hit,” Kara said, her voice steady. “Sync’s tight—no lag. Try a combo—grapple and punch.”

“On it,” Reid said, charging Gravehook forward again, the mech’s legs pounding the steel. He fired the grapple, snagging the dummy’s arm, and pulled it close, then slammed the left stick, driving Gravehook’s fist into the target’s side. The plating dented with a loud clang, and he grinned, releasing the grapple. “How’s that?”

“Solid,” Ryven barked over the comms. “Now dodge—imagine a blade coming from your right. Move!”

Reid yanked both sticks left, Gravehook sidestepping fast, its frame tilting slightly before righting itself, the motion fluid. “Seventy-five’s holding up,” he said, circling the dummy again. “Feels like we could take two-on-one again.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Kara shot back, her fingers adjusting dials in the Pod. “Championship’s no sim—keep it tight.”

“Got it—done here?” Reid asked, pulling Gravehook to a stop, its grapple arm retracting with a whine.

“Yeah,” Ryven said. “Park it and switch to Velostra. Shae’s up next.”

Reid unbuckled his harness, the straps snapping free, and climbed down the ladder, his boots hitting the arena floor with a thud. He jogged to the Pod, where Kara was unstrapping herself, her hands fumbling with the buckles. The lid popped open, and she stepped out, stretching her arms over her head, her neural suit clinging to her sweat-damp skin. “Your turn with the redhead,” she said, smirking as she grabbed her top from the crate, tugging it over her head.

“Be nice,” Reid said, heading for Velostra—a sleeker mech with twin plasma blades, its hull gleaming under the arena lights. He climbed into its cockpit, buckling in as Shae stepped into its Core Pod, her fire-red hair tied back in a ponytail. She kicked off her boots, peeled off her cropped sports bra and techwear pants, and slid into a black neural suit, buckling the harness tight, her eyes meeting his through the glass as the lid sealed.

“Ready, hotshot?” Shae asked, her voice sharp through the headset as Reid powered up Velostra, the screen showing the same empty arena.

“Let’s roll,” Reid said, shoving the sticks forward, Velostra darting out, its lightweight frame skittering across the steel, blades raised. “Ryven, what’s the drill?”

“Speed test,” Ryven said, his voice crackling. “Lap the arena twice, then slice that dummy—left blade, then right. Go!”

Reid pushed the sticks hard, Velostra sprinting in a tight circle, its feet clanging fast, the arena blurring past on the screen. He completed the first lap, then the second, pulling back to face the dummy. He swung the left stick, the left blade slashing down, carving a gash across the target’s chest, then flicked the right stick, the second blade hacking off the dummy’s arm, the metal clattering to the floor.

“Thirty percent’s sluggish,” Reid said, circling Velostra back. “Lag’s there—barely hit that second strike.”

“Yeah,” Shae replied, her hands tweaking controls in the Pod. “Felt it too—inputs are crawling. Needs work.”

“Agreed,” Ryven cut in. “Try a dodge—backstep, then lunge. Now!”

Reid pulled the sticks back, Velostra leaping backward, the lag delaying the landing by a half-second, then shoved them forward, lunging at the dummy. The blades stabbed its torso, but the timing was off, the mech stumbling slightly. “Fuck,” he muttered, steadying Velostra. “Thirty’s not cutting it.”

“Data’s logged,” Ryven said. “Shut it down—I’ll crunch the numbers, figure out which mech’s got the edge for the championship.”

Reid unbuckled, climbing out as Shae exited the Pod, her neural suit slick with sweat. She stretched her arms, her ponytail swinging, and grabbed her sports bra, pulling it on over her head. “We’re rusty,” she said, stepping into her techwear pants, zipping them up. “Need more sync.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, grabbing a towel from a crate and wiping his face, the fabric rough against his skin. “Let’s hit the quarters—talk it out with Kara.”

They trudged to the private quarters, Kara already there, sprawled on the wide bed in her tank top and shorts, her legs stretched out. Reid pushed the door open, his boots scuffing the concrete, and dropped onto the bed beside her, kicking off his boots and letting them thud to the floor. Shae followed, tossing her bag—a black duffel—by the nightstand and flopping into a metal chair, crossing her legs.

“How’d it go?” Kara asked, sitting up and tucking her legs under her, her eyes flicking between them.

“Gravehook’s smooth,” Reid said, leaning back against the headboard, his hands behind his head. “Seventy-five percent—no lag, clean moves. Velostra’s at thirty—laggy as hell, barely hit the dummy right.”

“Figures,” Kara said, smirking at Shae. “You two need more shower time.”

“Ha,” Shae shot back, kicking her boots off and setting them by her bag, her bare feet flexing on the floor. “Not wrong—thirty’s crap for the championship. We’re working on it.”

“Good,” Kara said, scooting closer to Reid, her shoulder brushing his. “’Cause I’m not losing to some Vetrax asshole ‘cause your sync’s off.”

Reid snorted, dropping an arm around Kara’s shoulders, his fingers resting on her arm. “Nobody’s losing. Just gotta figure this out—three of us, two mechs, one championship.”

“Yeah,” Shae said, leaning forward, her elbows on her knees, her hands clasped. “Which is why I’m cool with this setup—sharing you, I mean. Sync’s gotta climb, and it’s not weird with Kara around.”

“Same,” Kara said, nudging Reid’s side with her elbow, her nails grazing his ribs. “Shae’s alright—keeps you busy when I’m recovering. Plus, she’s not a bitch, so I’m fine splitting the load.”

“Aw, thanks,” Shae said, grinning as she stood, stretching her arms over her head, her sports bra riding up slightly. “Sync’s the priority, but I’m not gonna lie—it’s fun hanging with you two.”

“Works for me,” Reid said, his hand sliding down Kara’s back, resting on her hip. “Seventy-five with you, thirty with Shae—both need to be championship-ready. This sharing thing’s keeping us alive.”

“Damn right,” Kara said, leaning into him, her head resting on his shoulder. “And I like her—makes it easy. We’re a team now, right?”

“Yep,” Shae said, dropping back into the chair, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Team Reid—kicking ass and syncing up. Championship’s ours if we play it smart.”

“Ryven’s picking the mech soon,” Reid said, his fingers tapping Kara’s hip. “Gravehook’s got the edge now, but Velostra could catch up if we push it.”

“Let’s push, then,” Kara said, lifting her head to smirk at Shae. “You’re not stealing my spot yet, red.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Shae replied, winking as she leaned back, her ponytail brushing the chair. “Just here to keep the desert off our backs—and maybe steal a few rounds with him.”

Reid chuckled, pulling Kara closer, his arm tightening around her. “Plenty of me to go around. Let’s keep the sync climbing—championship’s too close to slack off now.” They settled in, the room quiet, the three of them hashing out the dynamic, ready for what came next.


CHAPTER 16

Reid sprawled across the wide bed in their private quarters, his bare chest slick with sweat from the day’s field tests. Kara sat cross-legged beside him, her petite frame tucked into a loose gray tank top and tiny black shorts. She leaned forward, her hands resting on her knees, her eyes flicking to Shae, who lounged in a metal chair by the bed, her cropped sports bra hugging her large breasts, and her techwear pants tight around her curvy hips.

“So,” Reid said, propping himself up on his elbows, his abs flexing as he shifted, “we’re all cool with this setup—sync’s up, and nobody’s punching anybody. Championship’s tomorrow, so let’s keep it tight.”

“Yeah,” Kara said, scooting closer, her knee brushing his thigh. She tugged her tank top over her head, tossing it onto the floor by the nightstand, her sports bra clinging to her small breasts. “Seventy-five with me, thirty with Shae—works if we don’t screw it up.”

Shae smirked, kicking off her boots and letting them thud to the concrete, her bare feet flexing as she stood. “Thirty’s climbing,” she said, peeling off her sports bra and dropping it beside her bag, her full breasts bouncing free. “And I’m not complaining—team vibe’s solid.”

“Good,” Reid said, sitting up fully, the muscles in his abdomen flexing as he leaned forward. His hands hooked into the waistband of his black boxers, and he peeled them down over his thighs in one slow, deliberate motion. The elastic dragged across the sweat-slicked lines of his obliques, then caught briefly on the curve of his half-hard cock before slipping free. He pushed the fabric down past his knees, over his ankles, and kicked it aside onto the floor. His cock hung heavy, already thickening, twitching once as he leaned back against the headboard and spread his legs slightly. His eyes flicked between the two women like a man surveying territory he already owned.

“Let’s make it better—sync’s the game.”

Kara was already in motion. She knelt on the bed facing him, the hem of her tank top riding high, exposing the flat of her stomach and the soft curves beneath. Her lips curled into a grin that was both eager and mischievous. Without hesitation, she reached behind her back, her fingers moving with practiced ease as she unclasped her sports bra. She tugged the fabric forward and off, letting it drop to the bed beside her. Her small breasts lifted slightly as the cool air hit her skin, her nipples already hard from anticipation.

Then, in one smooth motion, she pushed her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and panties together, shimmied her hips, and slid both articles down her legs. Her bare ass swayed as she bent forward to pull them over her ankles and toss them aside. She moved like a cat—graceful, light, but focused.

Naked now, she crawled toward Reid on all fours, her knees parting naturally as she climbed into his lap. Her thighs settled astride his hips, knees digging into the mattress, her skin warm against his. The weight of her body pressed down onto his pelvis, and he felt the wet heat of her pussy brushing the base of his shaft as she shifted into place.

“You’re bossy tonight,” she teased, her voice low and breathy as she leaned into him. Her nails traced a slow, teasing path down his chest, scraping over the faint hair there and stopping just above his navel.

“Gotta be,” Reid murmured, his voice deeper now, his hands sliding up her thighs, fingers spreading wide to grip her hips. Her skin was soft and damp with anticipation, and he felt the twitch of her muscles as he pulled her down tighter against him. His cock twitched again, the head rubbing against the slick entrance of her pussy, not quite inside yet, just teasing.

“Championship’s no joke—need every edge.”

Behind them, Shae moved with less urgency but just as much intent. She stood beside the bed, hands slipping under the waistband of her techwear pants. She pushed them down slowly, the black material hugging her thick curves before peeling away. Her sports bra stretched tight across her chest, her large breasts threatening to spill out as she stepped free of the pants and kicked them toward her gear bag. Then she reached behind her back, popped the clasp, and let the bra slide down her arms, exposing herself fully. Her full breasts bounced free, her dark nipples already firm.

Shae bent over and dragged her boxer briefs down last, her ass flexing as she peeled the snug fabric off. She straightened, naked now, and let her fingers rake through her fiery red ponytail before walking to the bed.

Reid was already immersed in Kara. His hands slid up her sides, over the gentle curve of her waist and the flare of her hips. Her skin was soft but warm with tension, like a wire pulled taut. She leaned forward, her breasts pressing to his chest, and tilted her pelvis so the head of his cock nudged against her entrance.

He sucked in a breath.

The wet heat of her folds kissed the tip of his cock, the first contact slick and electric. Her hand reached between them, fingers wrapping around his shaft with a firm but careful grip, guiding him into place. She shifted her hips and began to lower herself, her inner muscles stretching around him inch by slow inch.

Reid felt everything.

The tight squeeze, the slick glide, the way her walls hugged him as she sank down. His hands gripped her hips tighter, thumbs pressing into her skin. His head fell back slightly, jaw tight, breath caught in his throat.

“Fuck,” he muttered.

Kara was panting softly, her brow furrowed in concentration as she took him fully. When her thighs pressed flush to his hips, she paused there, letting herself adjust, her pussy clenching around him.

“That’s it,” Reid said, his voice ragged. “Just like that.”

She exhaled a shaky breath, then started to move—just her hips at first, rolling in small circles, then lifting and dropping with short, controlled motions. The friction was exquisite. Her slick folds dragged against every inch of him as she moved, slow at first, her thighs tensing and relaxing with each rise and fall.

Shae climbed onto the bed, her bare knees sinking into the mattress to Reid’s right. She reached out and let her nails trail down his shoulder, leaving light red lines that made him shiver. Then she leaned in and kissed the side of his neck, her lips brushing the stubble, her breath hot.

“Edge like this?” she asked, her voice a sultry murmur, her chest brushing his arm as she hovered beside him.

Reid turned his head and caught her lips in a hard kiss. Her mouth opened to him instantly, tongue sliding against his as she pressed in. He kept his left hand on Kara’s hip, steadying her rhythm as she bounced slowly in his lap, and brought his right up to cup the back of Shae’s neck, holding her in the kiss.

Kara picked up her pace slightly, her breath catching each time she dropped down, the slap of skin against skin soft but building. Her arms wrapped around Reid’s shoulders, her body arching as she pressed her breasts against him.

Shae pulled away from the kiss, her lips slick. She crawled over his lap and planted one knee on either side of his chest, her bare thighs framing his ribs. She reached up and gripped the headboard behind him, steadying herself as she lowered her pussy toward his face.

Her folds were glistening, her scent thick and heady, and Reid didn’t hesitate. He tilted his head forward, tongue flicking out to taste her. The first contact was wet and immediate—his tongue dragged upward, slow and firm, from the bottom of her slit to the top, circling her clit before dipping back down.

She moaned above him, her thighs trembling slightly.

Reid’s hands slid to her hips, pulling her closer, locking her in place as he started to work her in earnest—long, confident licks, tongue pressing deep, jaw flexing with the effort. Her thighs tensed around his head as she began to rock against his mouth.

He was fully locked in now—Kara’s pussy squeezing his cock with every bounce, Shae’s wetness grinding on his tongue, both women using him in perfect sync.

Shae’s thighs trembled slightly as she found her balance on Reid’s chest, her knees digging into the mattress on either side of him, her hands gripping the steel headboard for support. Her abs tightened visibly as she rocked forward, pushing her pussy down against his mouth. The first touch had made her moan, but now her body started reacting with practiced rhythm, her hips shifting in tight, controlled motions to guide his tongue exactly where she wanted it.

Reid kept his mouth open and tongue working, adjusting to her movement, flattening his tongue on each upward stroke so the full length of it dragged through her slit. Her taste coated his mouth—slick, salty, sweet—and the heat radiating from her core flushed against his lips. He flicked the tip of his tongue in slow circles around her clit before switching to longer licks that dragged from the base of her pussy up to the nub again, sucking it softly between his lips as she rolled forward.

Her weight settled onto his face with each pass, thighs clenching tighter as she started to grind harder. Her breathing picked up, uneven and shallow, her red ponytail swinging with each bounce. Her full breasts jiggled slightly with her movements, and her fingers curled tighter around the cold metal bars above her.

“F-fuck,” Shae whispered, her voice already hoarse. “Just like that—keep your tongue right there.”

Reid didn’t answer—couldn’t—but he pushed his face up harder into her pussy, tongue flexing with focus, letting her move against him freely. His nose pressed into her skin, catching her scent raw and unfiltered, while the stubble on his cheeks scraped gently against her inner thighs. She was so wet now it was dripping off his chin.

And below that—Kara.

Her pace had increased gradually, but now she was riding him in a steady, grinding rhythm. She wasn’t bouncing wildly—this wasn’t frantic—but the deliberate, focused way her pussy worked his cock had Reid’s brain white-hot with sensation. Each time she dropped her hips, she took him in all the way, her slick folds swallowing him to the base, her inner walls squeezing and pulsing around him like a fist. Then she’d rise just an inch or two, rock her hips in a tight figure-eight, and slide back down again.

Her hands were on his chest, fingers splayed wide, nails digging lightly into his skin every time she pressed herself all the way down. Her forehead had a sheen of sweat, her short blonde hair sticking slightly to her temple as she moved. Her breath came in short huffs, little gasps escaping each time the tip of his cock hit that spot inside her that made her legs shake.

“Feels so fucking good,” she muttered, voice tight with effort. “You’re... fuck, you’re thick today.”

Reid’s hands stayed locked to Shae’s hips as he ate her out, but his attention was split. The intense wet grip of Kara’s pussy around his cock was impossible to ignore. The base of his shaft was slick with her arousal, and each stroke brought a fresh wave of heat through his core. His balls tightened already from the stimulation—fucked from below, smothered from above—and he grunted low against Shae’s clit as his hips reflexively bucked upward to meet Kara’s grind.

Kara gasped and braced harder, her knees sliding up to flank his hips more tightly. Her pussy clenched around him at the sudden deeper thrust, and she let out a strained laugh, her eyes half-lidded as she looked down at him.

“Greedy bastard,” she said breathlessly. “Getting worked on both ends and still trying to take control.”

Shae heard that and laughed, too, a throaty, breathy sound that cracked into a moan as Reid latched onto her clit again with firmer suction. She rocked her hips forward harder now, not holding back, riding his tongue with the same determination Kara used on his cock.

“Let him be greedy,” Shae gasped. “He’s fucking earning it.”

Reid let his tongue alternate between flicking rapidly across Shae’s clit and dipping deep into her entrance, spreading her open with his mouth, drinking in the way her body reacted. He could feel her pulse quickening, her thighs twitching every few seconds now. His cock throbbed inside Kara, who was now rolling her hips in long, grinding arcs, not lifting off him anymore—just staying seated fully and moving to maximize every inch.

“Shit, Shae,” Kara said suddenly, her breath catching as she looked up and met the other woman’s gaze. “You’re really into this, huh?”

Shae looked down, face flushed, ponytail clinging to her neck from sweat. “He’s good with his tongue,” she said, her voice breaking slightly on the words. “Fucking... better than I thought.”

Kara reached up, hand brushing over Shae’s thigh, then moved further, curling around the back of her leg and pulling her down lower, closer to Reid’s face.

“Then sit on it,” Kara whispered. “Let him feel how much you like it.”

Shae groaned and shifted her knees, dropping her full weight onto Reid’s face, grinding her pussy across his tongue with zero hesitation now. Her clit dragged against his lips, then his chin, as she rolled her hips forward, gasping when his tongue followed, flicking up to meet her in perfect rhythm. Her thighs locked around his head, closing his world down to scent, heat, and wetness.

Reid’s lungs burned, but he didn’t stop. Couldn’t. Kara’s pussy clenched tighter around him as she watched, her own stimulation clearly rising just from seeing Shae writhe above him. Her hand dropped between her thighs for a second and circled her clit once, twice, before returning to brace on Reid’s chest. She leaned forward, her bare breasts sliding over his torso, and tilted her head up.

She didn’t even say anything—just caught Shae’s mouth in a kiss.

Shae moaned into it, her rhythm faltering slightly as Kara’s lips pressed to hers, tongues slipping together, hot and messy and full of hunger. The kiss deepened fast, Shae’s hips stuttering while she kept grinding on Reid’s mouth, her nails scraping the headboard harder with every pulse of pleasure shooting through her.

Reid’s mind was half fog and half fire. His jaw ached from effort, his cock throbbed from the constant wet clutch of Kara’s pussy, and his lungs screamed for air—but he didn’t stop. The feel of both girls on him, above him, against him, was almost too much. His hips flexed up again, deeper this time, burying himself to the base in Kara as she broke the kiss with Shae and gasped, her thighs squeezing his hips in response.

Kara’s nails dragged down his chest again, and she leaned in close, her lips near his ear.

“Switch?” she asked, her voice breathy and unsteady. “I wanna watch her take you.”

Reid’s eyes flicked up to Shae’s as she looked down at him, her breath still ragged, sweat dripping from her collarbone.

Shae grinned.

“Yeah,” she panted. “My turn.”

Kara pushed herself upright with a grunt, her thighs trembling slightly as she lifted off Reid’s cock. A wet sound followed her as his shaft slipped free—slick with her arousal, glistening in the low light. Her legs shook from the steady grind she'd kept up, and as she shifted to the side, she let her hand trail down his abs to his pelvis, fingers tracing the faint line of sweat and muscle as she moved.

“Fuck,” she breathed, flopping onto her back beside him, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Her inner thighs were shiny with her own wetness, her pussy flushed and twitching. One hand slid automatically between her legs, fingertips finding her clit in slow, tight circles. She wasn’t done—not even close.

Shae didn’t hesitate. The second Kara moved off, she slid down from Reid’s chest and crawled lower, dragging her body across his in a slow, deliberate path. Her breasts brushed his chest, her hardened nipples scraping lightly over his skin as she shifted downward, knees planting on either side of his hips. She reached back, her fingers wrapping around the base of his cock, gripping him with firm pressure.

Reid groaned through clenched teeth.

Her grip was stronger than Kara’s had been—more possessive. She guided his cock into position with practiced control, lining him up with her soaked entrance. She was already dripping from the work he’d done with his mouth, and when she lowered herself, there was no resistance—just heat and pressure.

Reid’s head tipped back hard against the mattress.

The moment her pussy swallowed the head of his cock, his vision blurred. She didn’t sink down slow—Shae moved like a woman who knew exactly what she wanted. Her hips dropped fast, taking him in deep, all at once, and the tight, wet grip of her made his back arch slightly off the mattress. His hands flew to her waist, gripping her just above the curve of her ass as she bottomed out, his cock fully seated inside her in one smooth motion.

“Fuck, Shae,” he hissed, his voice thick and strained. “You’re tight as hell.”

She let out a throaty moan as she settled onto him fully, her thighs spread wide, her hands braced on his chest. Her large breasts hung just above him, swaying slightly with each shift of her hips. She rolled her pelvis once, letting his cock grind against her inner walls, and then did it again, slower this time, testing her control.

“You feel bigger than you did in the simulator,” she muttered, her voice husky. “Either that, or I’m just that fucking worked up.”

Reid laughed—short, ragged—and thrust his hips upward once, hard, burying himself even deeper. The response was immediate—Shae’s breath hitched, her nails digging into his chest.

“You tell me,” he growled. “Still feel like thirty percent?”

Shae’s eyes flared. She started to move.

Her rhythm was different from Kara’s. Where Kara had ridden him in smooth, teasing rolls, Shae took control with a firm, aggressive grind. Her hips slammed down hard, her thighs flexing, ass bouncing each time she met his thrust. She wasn’t trying to build slow—she wanted pressure, speed, friction. Every slap of skin-on-skin echoed off the walls, fast and wet.

Reid matched her pace without thinking. His hands locked onto her hips, guiding her rhythm, thrusting upward to meet her every time she came down. The bedframe started to creak, headboard rattling against the wall in sync with their bodies.

To his left, Kara was still sprawled out, one leg bent at the knee, her fingers moving fast and tight over her clit. Her other hand pinched her nipple, rolling it between her fingers. Her eyes were locked on them—watching the way Shae’s breasts bounced with each impact, the way Reid’s hands gripped and shifted to control her movements.

“Don’t hog him,” Kara called out, breathless and teasing. Her pussy glistened under the lights, her thighs slick and twitching. “Some of us still need another turn.”

Shae looked over her shoulder and gave a wild, flushed grin.

“Plenty to go around.”

Reid’s cock pulsed inside her as she spoke. He could feel everything—how her pussy clenched just slightly tighter after she said it, how the angle of her hips adjusted when she leaned forward to give Kara a better view. Her hands slid up his chest and braced on his shoulders now, giving her more leverage as she rode him harder, faster. Her ponytail swung wildly behind her, sticking to her back and neck with sweat.

Reid gritted his teeth, jaw locked as the sensations overloaded his system.

Her pussy was tighter than he’d expected—velvety, soaked, and so goddamn hot he could barely think. Every time she slammed down, he felt the slap of her ass against his thighs, the ripple of her inner muscles milking his cock. His core tensed, sweat dripping down his sides. His balls ached from how close he already felt—but he held back, biting the inside of his cheek.

Then Kara’s hand touched his.

She reached across his body, grabbing his wrist and guiding his hand down between her legs, replacing her fingers with his. He slid two fingers against her slick folds immediately, his thumb rubbing tight circles around her clit, his middle finger slipping inside her without resistance.

“Keeping it fair,” he said between gritted teeth, his hips still snapping up into Shae.

Kara gasped, her back arching, her legs spreading wider as his finger curled inside her. “Shit—Reid…”

Shae looked down, her lips parted, breath catching as she saw what he was doing—fucking her with one hand while fingering Kara with the other, all while pinned under her. The rawness of it made her hips jerk faster, the slap of her thighs against his louder now, her breath coming in ragged bursts.

Reid was starting to lose control.

His abs clenched, his thighs flexed, and he grit his teeth hard to hold off the orgasm clawing at his spine. Every muscle in his body was firing—driven by the heat of Shae’s pussy, the squeeze of Kara’s walls around his fingers, the smell of sex thick in the air, and the damp press of sweat and skin.

“Fuck,” he muttered, head tipping back. “You’re gonna fucking drain me.”

“Good,” Shae whispered, leaning down to kiss him, her breasts pressing into his chest again. “That’s the fucking goal.”

She kissed him hard—tongue pushing into his mouth, lips slick with sweat. He kissed back, grunting into her, his left hand working Kara faster, deeper, thumb rubbing tight, perfect circles. Kara moaned loud, her back arching violently, her thighs clamping down.

And then she came.

Her body locked up around his fingers, muscles spasming as she let out a broken, high-pitched gasp. Her hips bucked once, twice, before slamming back against the bed. Her chest rose in frantic heaves, her nipple still pinched between two fingers as her orgasm surged through her.

Reid didn’t stop moving.

His hand slowed only slightly, keeping her stimulated, drawing out the twitching pulses of her climax. Shae’s hips faltered for just a second as she felt him tense harder beneath her, felt the way he stiffened as he got closer.

She knew he was right on the edge.

And she wasn’t letting him off easy.

Shae’s breath was sharp and uneven as she lifted herself just a few inches, cock still deep inside her, then slammed her hips back down hard, making Reid grunt beneath her. The motion jolted through his entire body. His cock twitched deep inside her, fully rigid, and she felt the pulse against her inner walls. She rocked forward again, then dropped down harder, tightening her thighs to brace the motion. Sweat gleamed across her chest, the bounce of her breasts timed perfectly with every impact of her hips on his.

She wasn’t riding him for show anymore—she was chasing the edge.

“Fuck, Shae, slow down,” Reid muttered, breath ragged. His head was tipped back, jaw clenched, neck corded with tension. His hands slid from her hips up to her ribs, thumbs tracing the edge of her breasts before gripping tight, steadying her against the driving rhythm.

“No,” she panted, leaning forward, her voice rough and low right near his ear. “You’re staying in this until I’m done.”

Reid’s cock twitched again, and a groan escaped him before he could catch it.

She bit his shoulder—hard enough to make him tense but not enough to mark. Then she braced her hands on his chest and really started working.

Her thighs flexed with each movement. Her rhythm turned relentless—grind, drop, slap—her slick folds spreading and gripping with each thrust. His cock was buried so deep inside her now, and her inner muscles squeezed and fluttered in perfect cadence with her motion. She angled her hips downward on the descent, forcing him to press into her at a new angle—deeper, sharper—and Reid’s eyes rolled back at the change.

To his side, Kara hadn’t fully recovered. She lay on her back, skin flushed, one leg draped lazily over Reid’s thigh. Her chest still heaved from her climax, but her hand hadn’t left her clit. She watched them both, eyes half-lidded, mouth parted, fingertips idly teasing herself as her breathing steadied.

Reid’s left hand left Shae’s waist, drifting toward Kara again. His fingers found her slick folds without hesitation, two sliding inside, deeper this time, curling upward. Kara gasped, her thighs twitching again, her body jolting with surprise as she arched her hips to meet the touch.

“You’re... fuck... multitasking again?” she groaned, her voice thin with overstimulation.

Reid didn’t answer—his own focus narrowed to a pinpoint. The wet heat around his cock, the rhythm of Shae’s hips, the slick grip of Kara’s pussy around his fingers—it all fused into a singular burn behind his eyes. He was on fire, every nerve lit, every breath shallow. His balls were drawn tight now, heavy and aching. Every thrust into Shae sent a deep, heavy thud of pressure spiraling through his core.

Shae planted both hands on his chest, bent forward low over him, her breasts dragging across his slick skin. Her ponytail stuck to her back, darkened with sweat. She was flushed, glistening, legs shaking now from the sheer force of her own pace.

“I’m fucking coming,” she growled, voice shaking.

Reid could feel it—her pussy tightening, rippling, the suction increasing as she rode harder. She wasn't grinding anymore. She was slamming down with everything she had, fucking him like she was trying to milk every drop from him. Her nails scraped his chest, her ass smacked against his hips, and her breath choked out in gasps.

“Then fucking come,” Reid snapped, voice strained, thrusting up to meet her with a brutal, final push.

Shae let out a strangled moan—loud, raw, the kind that came from deep in her chest. Her thighs locked down, her hips jerked once, twice, then froze. Her entire body seized, her pussy clenching like a vise around him. She was coming hard—spasming around his cock, muscles rippling, her head dropped forward onto his chest as she trembled.

“Fuck—fuck,” she panted, her voice high and tight, body completely overcome.

Reid gritted his teeth, barely holding on. He held her hips firm, buried deep inside her, letting her ride out every twitch, every pulse, every last clench. His balls throbbed with the urge to release. The need was right there—boiling.

Shae collapsed against him, chest heaving, her pussy still fluttering around his cock, every movement from her making it harder to hold back.

But he did.

He slid his arm under her thighs, gripping just below her ass, then rolled his hips slowly, pulling back a few inches and thrusting again. She groaned into his neck, overstimulated, twitching—but not stopping him.

Reid exhaled a sharp breath and turned his head toward Kara.

“You want another turn?” he asked, voice rough, low, strained like a taut cable.

Kara smiled. “Obviously.”

She sat up slowly, muscles still tender, and crawled across the bed. Her body brushed against Shae’s as she repositioned herself, one hand on Reid’s shoulder, the other guiding Shae gently to the side. Shae let herself be eased down, her body limp and loose with aftershocks. She flopped onto her side with a satisfied moan, one leg still resting across Reid’s thigh.

Kara straddled his hips again, the move slower this time, more deliberate. She glanced down at where his cock was still rock-hard, slick and shiny from the last round.

“You didn’t come yet?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“No,” Reid growled. “Thanks for noticing.”

Kara grinned and reached down, gripping his shaft, giving him one tight, slow stroke from base to tip. His whole body twitched under the touch.

“Let’s fix that,” she said.

She lifted her hips, positioned him at her entrance, and sank down again—slower than before, more control, but no less intense. Her wet heat engulfed him inch by inch until he was fully buried inside her once more. She exhaled a long, shaky breath as she settled onto his lap, her pussy gripping him just as snug as before—maybe even tighter, swollen from the first orgasm.

Reid’s hands found her waist, fingers pressing into her hips. He was trembling now—just slightly, deep in his thighs and abs from holding back so long.

Kara was moaning now, her rhythm tightening, losing a bit of the teasing control. Reid’s cock swelled again inside her, and she started bouncing faster, her ass slapping hard against his hips, the wet impact loud and steady. Her breath caught with each impact, her hands grabbing his forearms now to brace herself as her thighs flexed and burned.

“You close?” Shae asked, her voice more strained now as Reid’s tongue worked her relentlessly.

“Yeah,” Kara gasped. “Fuck, yeah.”

Reid could barely hold back. His entire body was clenched, the strain in his core unbearable. Kara was slamming down harder now, her pussy tightening every time she bottomed out. The sensation was unbearable—every squeeze, every grind sent lightning up his spine.

Then Kara came.

She gasped loud, her body seizing above him as her pussy clamped hard around his cock. Her hands slammed down onto his shoulders as she jerked once, twice, hips locked in place, thighs trembling. Her pussy pulsed around him—tight, wet spasms that triggered a raw, desperate moan from Reid beneath her.

She came hard—grinding down onto his face, pussy clenching around his tongue. Her whole body shook, back arching, her cry broken and breathless as she rode it out. Reid didn’t stop—kept licking, kept flicking—drawing every twitch, every pulse out of her.

And that broke him.

His hands trembled, his balls drew tight, and his hips jerked once—twice—then a third time as he finally came.

He couldn’t stop it.

A guttural growl ripped from his throat, muffled beneath Shae’s thighs as he exploded inside Kara. His cock pulsed hard—hot, thick ropes of cum shooting deep into her, each contraction more intense than the last. His abs clenched tight, back arching under them both as his orgasm crashed over him.

Kara moaned again at the feeling of him filling her, her body spasming slightly as aftershocks hit. She leaned forward, chest collapsing against his as her hands slid to his face, stroking his sweat-soaked hair.

Reid collapsed fully, arms spread wide, chest heaving. His cock still throbbed inside Kara, who lay draped over him, her breath warm on his throat. He could feel her pussy twitching around him—small, rhythmic squeezes that dragged out every last drop.

No one said anything for a long moment.

The only sounds were breathing—ragged, exhausted, and deeply satisfied.

“Think that bumped us up?” Shae asked, her voice hoarse as she lifted her head, smirking down at him, her hands sliding off his chest to brace on the mattress.

“Better have,” Reid said, his breath ragged, his hands dropping to his sides, fingers brushing the blanket. “Championship’s tomorrow—sync’s gotta be peak.”

Kara chuckled, her hand sliding up to his chest, resting over his heart. “Seventy-five might hit eighty,” she said, her voice soft. “Thirty’s probably forty now—team effort.”

“Yeah,” Shae said, climbing off Reid, her knees wobbling as she flopped onto her back beside him, stretching her arms over her head, her breasts rising with the motion. “Team Reid’s ready—Vetrax won’t know what hit ‘em.”

“Good,” Reid said, pulling the blanket up from the foot of the bed, draping it over all three of them, his arm wrapping around Kara’s shoulders, his other hand resting on Shae’s thigh. “Let’s crash—big day coming.” They settled in, tangled together, the lamp’s glow dimming as they caught their breath, the sync between them tighter than ever.


CHAPTER 17

Reid trudged into the debrief room, his boots scraping the concrete floor, leaving faint streaks of dust from the previous day’s field tests. His gloved hands flexed as he adjusted the straps on his wrists, the Velcro rasping. Shae followed close behind, her fire-red hair pulled into a tight ponytail, bouncing with each step, Kara trailed them, her midriff-baring top riding up slightly to show the edge of her flat stomach, her tiny black shorts barely covering her thighs, her bare feet walking silently on the cold floor.

Ryven stood at the front of the room, leaning against a metal table bolted to the floor, his worn leather jacket slung over one shoulder, the sleeve dangling. He held a tablet in his left hand, swiping the screen with his thumb, and scratched his stubbled jaw with his right, the nails rasping against the coarse hair. He looked up as they entered, his grizzled face splitting into a grin, his yellowed teeth showing as he set the tablet down with a soft clack.

“Alright, champs,” Ryven said, straightening up, his jacket sliding down his arm to catch at his elbow, “sit down—big day ahead. Championship’s tonight, and we’ve got shit to hash out.”

Reid grabbed a folding chair from a stack by the wall. He sank into it, his legs sprawling wide, his hands resting on his thighs, fingers drumming the fabric of his pants. “Who’s the bastard we’re scrapping?” he asked, his eyes narrowing at Ryven, his voice rough from the morning’s coffee still coating his throat.

Shae snatched another chair, her arms draping over the backrest, her elbows digging into the metal bar, her eyes glinting as she leaned forward. “Yeah, give us the rundown,” she said, her boots tapping the floor, the soles scuffed from the hangar work. “Vetrax heavy, right?”

Kara took a third chair, sitting down, her knees pressed together, her hands clasped in her lap, fingers twisting the hem of her top. “Better not be some two-on-one bullshit again,” she muttered, her eyes flicking to Reid, then Ryven, her bare toes curling against the concrete.

Ryven swiped the tablet again, his thumb smudging the screen, and tapped it, a holo-display flickering to life above the table—a 3D model of a Vetrax mech, Gorefang, its spiked armor gleaming, its right arm ending in a massive drill, the left a hydraulic fist. “This ugly fucker’s Gorefang,” he said, jabbing a finger at the holo, zooming in on the drill, the tip spinning in the projection. “Slow as hell but hits hard—armor’s thick everywhere but the back. You’re taking it on with Velostra, Reid, Shae.”

“Velostra?” Reid said, leaning forward, his hands gripping his knees, the gloves creaking. “Gravehook’s at seventy-five with Kara—why not roll with that?”

“Gravehook’s a beast,” Ryven said, swiping the holo away, the image dissolving into a burst of static, “and seventy-five’s damn smooth—cleaned up yesterday’s test. But Velostra’s speed’s what we need. Gorefang’s a slug—can’t keep up if you zip around it. Data from the field runs says Velostra’s the play.”

Shae smirked, shifting in her chair, her sports bra tugging up slightly, showing a sliver of underboob as she stretched her arms back, then dropped them to the backrest again. “Guess that group session last night paid off,” she said, winking at Reid, her ponytail swinging. “Sync’s at fifty now—decent jump.”

“Fifty?” Kara said, her eyebrow arching, her smirk twitching as she glanced at Reid, her fingers stilling on her top. “You two got busy after I tapped out, huh?”

“Yeah,” Reid said, scratching the back of his neck, his fingers rasping against the short stubble, his face flushing slightly. “Team effort—sync’s up, so it’s working.”

Ryven chuckled, a low rumble, picking up the tablet and flipping it over in his hand, the screen glinting under the light. “Fifty’s solid—caught me off guard, honestly. Not Gravehook territory, but Velostra’s blades’ll slice Gorefang if you don’t fuck around.”

“What’s the plan, then?” Reid asked, uncrossing his arms and resting his elbows on his knees, his gloves pressing into his thighs, leaving faint imprints. “Dodge and stab?”

“Hit and run,” Ryven said, stepping to the whiteboard and snagging a blue marker from the tray, uncapping it with a quick pop between his teeth, spitting the cap onto the table where it rolled to a stop. He scratched out a rough circle for the arena, then drew two stick mechs—Velostra with blades, Gorefang with a drill arm. “Gorefang’s front and sides are a wall—don’t bother. Power pack’s back here,” he tapped the marker on the board, dotting a square behind Gorefang, “shielded, but you can crack it. Dodge the drill—it’s got ten meters reach, spins up fast—and flank it. Velostra’s light, so keep moving.”

“That drill’s the real shitshow, huh?” Shae said, tilting her head, her ponytail brushing her shoulder as she studied the sketch, her hands gripping the chair’s backrest, nails digging into the metal. “How fast we talking?”

“Fast enough to shred you,” Ryven said, drawing a jagged line from Gorefang’s arm across the board, the marker squeaking. “Ten meters in a blink—tears steel like nothing. Stay back ‘til it swings, then dart in. One hit, and Velostra’s a pile of junk.”

“Awesome,” Reid muttered, rubbing his hands together, the gloves rasping, his boots shifting on the floor. “So we dance ‘til it screws up, then gut it.”

“That’s the gist,” Ryven said, recapping the marker with a snap and tossing it back onto the tray, where it clattered against the edge. “Oh, and stakes are high—winner’s setting trade terms. Kestral and Vetrax officials are glued to this one. Food rations for the city hang on it.”

“No pressure, then,” Kara said, leaning back, her arms crossing under her breasts, her top shifting up further, her smirk sharp. “I’m sidelined, and I’m still stressing—thanks, Ryven.”

“You’ll survive,” Shae teased, nudging Kara’s chair with her boot, the toe scuffing the metal leg, a faint scrape echoing. “I’ve got him covered—fifty’s not ten, relax.”

“Better not let that drill skewer him,” Kara shot back, kicking Shae’s boot away with her bare foot, her toes flexing as she grinned. “I like him in one piece.”

“Won’t happen,” Reid said, smirking at them, his hands dropping to his sides, fingers brushing the chair’s edge. “Velostra’s quick—fifty’s enough to weave and hit. We’re good.”

Ryven nodded, stepping back to the table, his boots thudding, and leaned against it again, crossing his arms, the jacket bunching at his elbows. “Keep that confidence. Sync’s at fifty—big leap from thirty. You two stay tight, Gorefang’s done. Hit the simulator after this—drill it ‘til your hands bleed.”

“All day in the sim?” Shae asked, standing up, her chair scraping back as she stretched her arms over her head, her sports bra riding up fully, her breasts straining the fabric before she dropped her arms. “Thought we’d get a breather after last night.”

“No rest for champs,” Ryven said, his grin widening, his hand patting the tablet on the table. “You’re in the big leagues—deal with it. Catch you at the arena.” He grabbed his jacket, slinging it over his shoulder, and strode out, the door sliding shut behind him with a soft hiss, his boots echoing down the corridor.

Reid stood, folding his chair with a quick snap of his wrists, the metal clanging as he stacked it against the wall, his boots scuffing the floor. “Guess we’re grinding,” he said, turning to Shae, his gloves flexing as he cracked his knuckles. “Sim’s up—let’s get that fifty locked in.”

“Yeah,” Shae said, folding her chair and hefting it onto the stack, her hands gripping the frame, her boots thudding as she set it down. “Gorefang’s slow—speed’s our edge. Drills ‘til we’re dead.”

Kara stayed seated, swinging her legs up onto Reid’s empty chair, her bare feet resting on the seat, toes curling over the edge, her smirk lazy. “You two enjoy that,” she said, stretching her arms back, her top sliding up to her ribs. “I’m crashing—don’t bug me unless you’re bleeding.”

“Slacker,” Reid teased, stepping over and ruffling her hair with his gloved hand, his fingers tangling in the strands, tugging lightly before letting go, her swatting at him with a quick flick of her wrist, her nails grazing his arm.

Shae grabbed a water bottle from her black duffel by the door, unscrewing the cap with a twist of her fingers, chugging half of it, water dribbling down her chin, which she wiped with the back of her hand, smudging her jaw. “Let’s roll,” she said, slinging the bag over her shoulder, the strap digging into her skin as she headed for the door, Reid following, his boots echoing.

They pushed into the simulator room, a tight space with a cockpit chair and a Core Pod linked by thick black cables, the walls lined with blinking control panels, the floor scuffed from heavy use. Reid climbed into the chair, buckling the harness straps over his shoulders, the metal clips snapping shut, his hands gripping the twin sticks, powering up the system with a flick of his thumb, the screen flaring to life, showing a virtual Gorefang lumbering across a steel arena floor, drill spinning.

Shae kicked off her boots, tossing them by the Pod with a thud, and tugged off her sports bra, dropping it onto the pile, her breasts bouncing free as she unzipped her techwear pants, stepping out of them, leaving her in gray boxer briefs. She grabbed a black neural suit from a locker, pulling it up her legs, the fabric snapping over her hips, zipping it to her collarbone, and climbed into the Pod, buckling the harness tight, the glass lid hissing shut. “Ready,” she said through the headset, her voice crisp, her hands on the controls, fingers tapping.

“Go,” Reid said, shoving the sticks forward, Velostra darting across the virtual floor, blades raised, dodging a drill swipe with a quick jerk left, the lag at fifty percent minimal, swinging the right blade at Gorefang’s flank, carving a virtual gash, sparks flying on the screen.

“Faster,” Shae said, her fingers adjusting the surge dials, her eyes locked on the readouts, tweaking the power to sixty, Velostra’s response sharpening. “Drill’s slow—tighten the circle.”

Reid pulled the sticks, Velostra weaving closer, blades slashing Gorefang’s side, the rhythm building, hours slipping by as they drilled, his hands cramping, her voice steady, the sync tightening. Later, they trudged back to the quarters, the door creaking as Reid pushed it open, his boots dragging. Kara lay on the bed, sprawled on her stomach, her tank top bunched at her waist, shorts riding up, her breathing slow, legs dangling off the edge.

“She’s out,” Shae whispered, dropping her bag by the nightstand, her boots thudding softly as she set them down, her neural suit still clinging to her sweat-damp skin.

“Yeah,” Reid said, easing onto the bed’s edge, his hand resting on Kara’s calf, shaking her gently, his glove rasping against her skin as she stirred, rolling onto her back, blinking up at him, her eyes bleary. “Hey, lazy—sim’s done. We’re set.”

“Good,” Kara mumbled, sitting up, rubbing her eyes with her knuckles, her hair falling into her face, which she shoved back with a swipe of her hand. “You’re alive?”

“Barely,” Reid said, smirking, his hand sliding to her knee, squeezing lightly. “Fifty’s solid—Velostra’s ready. Just gotta win.”

“Don’t fuck it up,” Kara said, swinging her legs off the bed, her bare feet hitting the floor with a soft slap, stretching her arms over her head, her top riding up to her bra. “I’m not hauling you outta the desert.”

“Won’t need to,” Shae said, leaning against the wall, her arms crossing, her ponytail brushing her shoulder. “Gorefang’s ours—speed’s the trick.”

Reid stood, his boots scuffing, stepping closer to Kara, his hands on her shoulders, thumbs pressing into her skin. “We’re fine,” he said, his voice low, pulling her into a quick hug, her arms wrapping around his waist, her fingers gripping his shirt. “Championship’s locked—chill.”

“Alright,” Kara said, pulling back, her hands dropping to her sides, her smirk returning as she nudged his chest with her fist, her knuckles brushing his shirt. “Just keep your ass intact—I like it where it is.”

“Deal,” Reid said, stepping back, grabbing a water bottle from the nightstand, unscrewing the cap with a twist of his fingers, chugging it, water spilling down his chin, which he wiped with his sleeve, the fabric rasping. “We’ve got this—Gorefang’s scrap tonight.” They settled in, the tension easing, the plan set, the day ticking down to the fight.


CHAPTER 18

Reid climbed into Velostra’s cockpit in the prep bay, his boots clanging on the metal ladder as he hauled himself up. His black pilot suit stretched tight over his chest and thighs, the straps buckling over his shoulders with sharp snaps. He settled into the padded seat, snapped the harness across his torso, and gripped the twin control sticks, his gloved fingers curling around them. The cockpit hatch hissed shut, sealing him in. A low hum rolled through the frame as the screens flared to life, painting the Mid-Tier arena across the curved glass—a wide steel circle scarred with gouges, ringed by tiered stands packed with spectators, their faces a restless blur under the pale gold sky. Hover-cams drifted overhead, red lights blinking like angry insects while the stadium announcer’s voice boomed through distant speakers, stoking the crowd into a fresh wave of noise.

Below, Shae kicked off her boots, the thump echoing across the concrete floor. She peeled off her cropped sports bra and shimmied out of her tech-wear pants, revealing the black neural suit clinging to her hips and slim waist. Sliding into Velostra’s Core Pod, she cinched the harness tight across her chest, her fire-red ponytail swinging as the glass lid snapped shut. “Sync’s at fifty,” she said through the headset, her voice sharp and steady while her hands danced over the capacitive keys. “Hold it here till we need more.”

“Copy,” Reid answered, flexing his fingers on the sticks. Ahead, the arena gate rumbled open, steel teeth grinding as the panels split. He eased the throttles forward, Velostra stepping out into blinding sunlight that bounced off the metal floor. The mech’s lightweight frame hissed on its shock pistons, twin plasma blades holstered at its sides, blue cores pulsing.

Across the circle, Gorefang emerged from its bay in a slow crawl—a hulking Vetrax brute plated in jagged, soot-black armor. A rotary drill the length of a sedan spun on its right arm, edges glinting each time it caught the light. The mech’s heavy boots hit the deck with a bass thud that vibrated through Velostra’s cockpit.

For a long beat neither pilot rushed in. Reid rolled Velostra left, engines idling at a steady growl. Gorefang mirrored the motion, the bigger chassis pivoting with ponderous menace. They circled at thirty meters, each mech throwing overlapping shadows on the pitted deck. Spectators stomped their feet, demanding blood, but Reid kept his throttle shallow, reading every hitch in Gorefang’s gait.

“Drill’s hot but that chassis is slow,” Shae observed, her tone clinical. “Armor’s built to absorb frontal strikes. Flanks look patched.”

“Patched means brittle.” Reid let Velostra drift wider, blades still sheathed. The constant roar of the crowd faded to a muffled rumble in his ears as focus narrowed to the opposing hulk. “Wait for him to commit. He swings, we slice.”

Another half-lap. Gorefang’s pilot finally grew impatient—armor servos whined as the drill spun up, the bit glowing orange at the tip. Reid felt the vibration before the first lunge, a sub-audible tremor transmitted through the steel floor. He punched the left pedal, kicking Velostra into a diagonal skid. Gorefang stabbed forward, the drill missing by a meter and gouging a trench through the deck plating. Shards of metal clanged off Velostra’s shin guards.

“Contact logged,” Shae called. “Hull intact. Keep dancing.”

Reid reversed thrust, circling tighter. Gorefang tried to track, but its torso rotation lagged behind the smaller mech’s sidestep. The moment the drill withdrew, Reid flicked a thumb switch—Velostra’s right blade snapped free, plasma edge roaring to full heat.

He didn’t strike yet. Instead he feinted, letting the blade trail a glowing arc just outside Gorefang’s reach. The crowd gasped, hungry for the clash. Gorefang’s pilot jerked the massive weapon sideways, overcorrecting. Reid saw the opening but forced himself to hold back.

“Patience,” Shae warned, reading his impulse. “Overextend him again. Two feints, third strike.”

Reid exhaled slow. He rolled right, then cut across his own path, skating Velostra’s feet over scarred steel. Gorefang lunged a second time, drill spinning faster, sparks showering as it clipped the deck. A hiss of steam vented from its elbow joint—overheating hydraulics struggling to keep pace.

“Lag confirmed,” Shae said, tapping surge trims. “Next swing will stall the elbow. That’s our cue.”

Reid snapped the left blade loose, twin blue arcs flanking the mech’s arms. He throttled up, Velostra sprinting in a widening circle. The third lunge came—Gorefang drove the drill straight for Velostra’s chest. Reid dumped power into the jump jets, popping the lighter frame into a half-meter hop. The drill roared beneath, missing entirely and biting into the floor with a scream of tortured metal.

“Now,” Shae said, voice low and urgent.

Reid landed, rolled Velostra inside the drill’s arc, and cracked the right blade across Gorefang’s flank. The plasma edge sheared a row of decorative spikes, spraying molten fragments. He snapped a reverse slash with the left blade, but Gorefang’s pilot twisted the torso just in time—the blow skidded over armor, throwing sparks but doing little damage.

“Tag, not bite,” Reid muttered, planting Velostra’s feet and back-stepping out of reach. Hull integrity flashed ninety-eight percent after a stray spike bounced off Velostra’s forearm.

“First blood is yours,” Shae said, pushing a small surge that tightened stick response. “Same pattern. Make him swing wide again.”

They resumed the circling dance, but faster now, the crowd sensing the rhythm shift. Every footfall echoed like a drumbeat. Gorefang’s drill spun up, whining louder, desperate to land a decisive hit. Reid kept Velostra just outside the danger cone, letting the brute waste energy.

A sudden voice crackled over the arena PA, commentator hyping the duel. Reid barely heard it. His world narrowed to distance, angle, and timing. Gorefang stomped, feinted left, then committed right. Reid saw the elbow actuator quiver—overheated and sluggish. He jinked left, baiting the stab. The drill thrust forward, overshooting. Metal screeched as the bit jammed into the floor and stuck for half a heartbeat.

Reid pounced. He drove Velostra inside the trapped arm and slashed the bigger mech’s ribs—one blade, two, carving bright gashes that oozed molten slag. Alarms flashed on Gorefang’s torso displays. The brute ripped the drill free, but its flank smoked.

“Seventy-five percent on enemy hull,” Shae reported, adrenaline threading her voice. “Keep the pressure.”

Gorefang retaliated with a backhand from its left fist. Reid ducked under, though the knuckles scraped Velostra’s shoulder, rattling the cockpit and dropping hull to ninety. He boosted clear, skated sideways, and reset the dance.

They circled again, closer than before, both mechs bleeding heat. Reid’s visor HUD warned of rising core temps, but the lag stayed tolerable. Gorefang’s armor steamed where plasma had kissed it, black plating now streaked with dull orange scars.

“Drill cycle dropping RPM,” Shae noted. “Hydraulics whining. He’s losing torque.”

“Good,” Reid said, rolling Velostra into another loop, blades raised. “Time to carve.”

Gorefang charged, desperate. Reid slid under the sweeping drill, sparks spraying over the cockpit glass. He counter-slashed, right blade carving deep into the brute’s hip joint, left blade nicking the power-pack shroud. The armor dented with a metallic howl.

The brute staggered, but its left fist slammed Velostra’s chest, rattling Reid’s teeth and dropping hull to ninety. He recoiled, breath tight.

“Close one,” Shae said, fingers flying across the Pod’s dials. “I’m pushing surge to sixty. Feel that snap.”

The controls sharpened. Reid dove into a tight spiral, Velostra’s feet drumming the deck in a staccato rhythm. Gorefang swung again, but the drill overshot, digging a trench. Reid stepped in, twin blades flashing—a deep slash across Gorefang’s leg, a second across its hip. Enemy hull read eighty-five percent.

“Too slow,” Shae clipped. “Circle tighter. Wait for the drill to overextend.”

Reid nodded, muscles coiled. He looped Velostra around Gorefang’s lumbering frame, each stride precise despite the mech’s lightweight jitter. Gorefang stabbed, missed, and left itself wide open. Reid’s right blade carved a glowing furrow along the power-pack shield, scoring the casing but not breaching.

“Pack’s exposed,” he said, backing off as Gorefang’s fist whiffed past Velostra’s nose. “Need a cleaner angle.”

“Hold distance,” Shae said, breath quickening. “I’ll edge surge to seventy. Use the boost on the next dodge.”

Reid circled, feeling the sync hum through the controls. Gorefang spun the drill, gears screaming. It lunged, the bit arcing straight for Velostra’s torso. Reid triggered the surge. Velostra blurred sideways, almost teleporting. The drill missed and slammed the deck, cracking metal. Reid darted in, blades crossing in an X-strike. One plasma edge sliced the pack’s shroud wide open, exposing cables and coolant lines. The other carved a wedge into Gorefang’s thigh, sparks geysering.

“Hit confirmed,” Shae said, her voice taut. “Pack integrity down twenty. One more pass.”

Reid felt sweat drip inside his helmet. He rolled clear, Gorefang thrashing in frustration. The brute’s fist clipped Velostra’s shoulder, dropping hull to ninety again, but Reid kept distance. He watched the pack’s ragged opening spit sparks. Smoke coiled skyward.

“Finish it,” Shae urged, dialing surge to eighty. “Drill’s winding down—now!”

Reid slashed down—then yanked both sticks hard left when Gorefang’s pilot jolted the torso servo in a last-second spin. The plasma edges scraped armor but failed to bite into the exposed core, showering slag across the deck. Gorefang’s elbow jackknifed backward, wrenching the jammed drill free with a grinding shriek. The brute lurched, gyro whirling, and backhanded with its free arm. Velostra caught the blow on its forearm plate, but the impact still rocked the cockpit and shaved hull integrity to eighty-four percent.

“Pack’s still open but not breached,” Shae reported, her voice clipped and steady even as she throttled the surge back to sixty to keep temps in check. “Hydraulics on that drill are almost cooked. Expect a desperation charge.”

Reid kicked Velostra into reverse, skimming the perimeter at a brisk jog rather than a full sprint to let the cooling pumps catch up. Gorefang tracked him with broad, stomping strides, sparks flicking off the damaged hip joint each time the leg took weight. The announcer’s voice thundered across the arena, but Reid filtered it out, eyes fixed on the rotating hazard markers blinking red on his HUD—debris fields, torn deck plates, and the fresh trench gouged by the drill.

“Angle him toward the torn floor,” Shae suggested, tapping quick commands that trimmed Velostra’s center-of-mass profile. “If he oversteps, the plate should buckle and stall his turn.”

Reid pivoted, feinting an advance that drew Gorefang into a straight-line rush. The brute obliged, drill spinning, shoulder actuators whining. Mid-stride, Velostra sidestepped onto clean steel while Gorefang’s right foot slammed onto the warped section. The plate collapsed, sinking a few centimeters and locking the heel actuator in twisted metal.

Reid lunged, driving the right blade for the dangling power pack—but the left fist snapped up, forcing him to parry instead of strike. Plasma met reinforced knuckle guard in a crackle of ionized air, pushing Velostra back a full step. Hull integrity flashed eighty-one percent.

“He’s pinned but not helpless,” Shae warned, nudging surge to sixty-five to tighten Velostra’s limb response. “Hit the knee. Disable his pivot.”

Reid slashed low, aiming for the exposed knee piston. Sparks flew, the blade biting halfway through before the drill whirled overhead in a blind sweep. Reid ducked clear, but the drill’s tip clipped Velostra’s shoulder fairing, ripping off a shard of armor and dropping hull to seventy-seven percent.

“Shoulder actuator red-lined,” Shae said, rerouting control signals on the fly. “We still have full range, but torque is limited on the left arm. Don’t commit both blades at once.”

Gorefang wrenched its trapped foot free, tearing the floor panel entirely out of its housing. It staggered, almost toppled, then drove forward in a brutal shoulder charge that turned the drill into a spinning ram. Reid boosted laterally, Velostra clearing the rush by half a meter, heat alarms screaming as jump jets exceeded safe cycle limits.

Landing hard, he stabbed the right blade across Gorefang’s back, scoring a fresh gash that bled coolant vapor. Before he could follow up, the brute whirled, hammer-fist leading. Velostra raised its weakened left arm to block; servos groaned, impact lights flared, and hull integrity dipped to seventy-one percent.

“Left actuator barely holding,” Shae said, breath hitching. “One more direct hit will lock that elbow solid.”

Reid backed off, circling again. Both mechs now limped—the lightweight Velostra from cumulative shoulder strain, the heavier Gorefang from the shredded hip and knee. The crowd sensed the attrition and roared louder, stomping in unison until the whole arena vibrated like a drumhead.

“Options?” Reid asked, eyes scanning threat overlays.

“Drill is your window,” Shae replied, fingers dancing across her console despite the tremor in her arms. “He’s down to thirty percent torque. If he revs it one more time, the motor’s going to stall. Bait the thrust, dodge inside, and carve the knee clean off. Without that leg, he can’t rotate to protect the pack.”

“Copy. We’ll make him swing for the fences.” Reid throttled up, Velostra darting forward in a shallow zigzag that left streaks of melted deck behind each footfall. At ten meters he cut hard right, feigning a torso stab. Gorefang bit on the bait and rammed the drill straight ahead, motor shrieking, sparks geysering from overloaded bearings.

Reid punched jump jets, vaulted over the drill, and brought the right blade down toward the knee piston—only to have a hidden pop-out spike shield slam up from Gorefang’s shin, blocking the slash with a burst of kinetic foam. The impact jolted Velostra sideways, dumping the mech into a skid that chewed another trench into the floor and sliced hull integrity to sixty-seven percent.

“New hardware,” Shae snapped, eyes wide. “Shield deploy cost him a power spike. His pack output just dipped by five. That knee’s still reachable, but we need another angle.”

Reid righted Velostra, breathing hard, sweat stinging his eyes. Across the arena, Gorefang’s drill finally sputtered, the bit slowing to a wobble as smoke vented from the arm joint. The brute’s pilot retracted the useless weapon, shifting stance to guard the power pack with the battered left side.

“One shot at the knee, then finish,” Shae said, voice steel-hard despite the strain. “He’s on fumes. But so are we.”


CHAPTER 19

Reid gripped the twin control sticks in Velostra’s cockpit. The stands packed with screaming spectators, their roars vibrating through the mech. Velostra’s hull integrity flashed at sixty-five percent, the left leg limping from Gorefang’s last hit, the plasma blades glowing dim blue at its sides. Shae sat in the Core Pod below, her hands trembling slightly on the controls as she pushed the surge past eighty.

“Fuck, we’re taking a beating,” Reid said, his voice crackling through the headset, his eyes darting to the screen as Gorefang lumbered forward, its spiked armor gleaming, its massive drill spinning slow but steady, the power pack dangling half-torn from its back, sparks spitting from severed wires. He jerked the sticks left, Velostra skittering sideways, the damaged leg dragging, scraping the steel floor with a screech, hull dropping to sixty-two percent as the drill stabbed out, missing by inches, slamming into the ground, cracking the metal.

“Still kicking,” Shae replied, her voice hoarse, her fingers tweaking the surge dials, a jolt running through Velostra, sharpening its response despite the strain. “Pack’s loose—hit it again!”

Reid shoved the sticks forward, Velostra darting in, its lightweight frame wobbling, the limp slowing its pace. He swung the right blade, aiming for the pack, but Gorefang twisted, its left fist smashing into Velostra’s chest, the impact slamming Reid back into the seat, his teeth clacking together, hull flashing down to fifty-five percent, warning lights blaring red. “Shit,” he grunted, pulling back, the mech stumbling, its leg buckling slightly, the crowd’s roar shaking the stands. “This thing’s a tank—fifty’s not cutting it anymore.”

“Surge to ninety,” Shae said, her breath ragged through the headset, her hands shaking as she cranked the controls, her chest heaving under the harness. “I can handle it—keep moving!”

Reid circled right, Velostra limping fast, its blades raised, the surge cutting the lag to near zero, but the mech’s frame groaned under the damage, the left leg sparking with each step. Gorefang charged, its drill whirring, and he dodged left, the tip grazing Velostra’s arm, carving a deep gash, hull dropping to fifty percent, the cockpit jolting hard. He swung the left blade, slashing Gorefang’s side, denting the armor, then pulled back as the drill stabbed again, the reach forcing him to retreat, the steel floor gouged beneath them.

“Too close,” Reid said, his hands sweaty, slipping on the sticks, his boots braced against the cockpit floor. “Leg’s fucked—speed’s gone.”

“Yeah,” Shae panted, her fingers slipping then regripping the dials, her voice straining. “Pack’s right there—flank it, now!”

Reid darted right, Velostra hobbling, its right leg compensating, the left dragging a trail of sparks. Gorefang swung its drill, overextending, and he lunged, swinging both blades, the right slicing into the pack’s shielding, the left stabbing deep, hooks catching, but the bigger mech pivoted, its fist smashing Velostra’s shoulder, hull crashing to forty-five percent, the screen flickering, static buzzing loud. “Fuck!” Reid yelled, pulling back, Velostra staggering, the crowd’s cheers deafening, cameras zooming in overhead.

“Hold it together,” Shae said, her voice breaking, her hands pushing the surge to ninety-five, her breath hitching as the Pod’s systems whined, red lights flashing inside. “One more—get behind it!”

Reid circled again, Velostra limping wide, its blades flickering, the surge pushing it past its limits, the left leg sparking worse, metal grinding metal. Gorefang lunged, its drill stabbing out, and he dodged right, the tip slashing Velostra’s chest, hull dropping to forty percent, a crack splitting the screen’s edge, the cockpit shaking hard, his harness cutting into his shoulders. He swung the right blade, carving into Gorefang’s hip, then the left, slashing the pack, tearing it wider, sparks flying, but the bigger mech kept moving, its fist swinging wild.

“Shit, it’s not dying,” Reid grunted, pulling Velostra back, its limp slowing the retreat, the steel floor littered with debris. “Sync’s all we’ve got—fifty’s gotta pull us through.”

Then the screen went dark, the headset screeching static before cutting out, Gorefang’s drill slicing through Velostra’s side, severing the Pod’s cable link, hull flashing to thirty-five percent, the cockpit jolting so hard Reid’s head snapped forward, his helmet cracking against the console, a sharp pain shooting through his skull. “Shae?” he shouted, his voice echoing in the dead headset, his hands yanking the sticks, Velostra responding sluggish, the surge gone, the fifty percent sync all he had left.

No answer came, the comms dead, Shae’s voice gone, the Pod silent below. Reid gritted his teeth, his mind flashing to that blindfold sparring session—Shae’s punches, her rhythm, the way she moved when he couldn’t see her, their sync building through feel alone. “Alright,” he muttered, his hands tightening on the sticks, his boots stomping the pedals, forcing Velostra to move, the mech hobbling left, its leg dragging, sparks spitting. “We’ve done this blind—let’s finish it.”

Gorefang charged, its drill whirring slow, the half-torn pack dangling, and Reid dodged right, guessing Shae’s surge would’ve pushed him there, Velostra’s limp making it a clumsy sidestep, the drill missing by a hair, slamming the floor. He swung the left blade, slashing Gorefang’s side, feeling the rhythm they’d built, the sync holding despite the silence, the blade carving a gash, sparks flying, the crowd roaring louder. “Come on, Shae,” he said, his voice low, his hands moving on instinct, pulling Velostra back as Gorefang’s fist swung, grazing the mech’s arm, hull at thirty-two percent.

He circled left, Velostra staggering, its right leg taking the weight, the left a useless drag, the steel floor gouged beneath them. Gorefang turned, its drill stabbing out, and Reid dodged right again, the sync guiding him, Shae’s patterns in his head—fast, tight, relentless. He lunged, swinging both blades, the right slashing the pack’s edge, the left stabbing deep, hooks catching, tearing it wider, smoke billowing, the bigger mech shuddering but still standing, its fist smashing Velostra’s chest, hull crashing to twenty-eight percent, the cockpit shaking, a panel popping loose above him, dangling by a wire.

“Fuck, hang on,” Reid grunted, pulling back, Velostra wobbling, its blades flickering, the sync all that kept it moving, Shae’s silent presence driving him. He darted in again, guessing her next surge, circling behind Gorefang as it lumbered to turn, its drill swinging wild, overextending. He swung the right blade, slashing the pack, then the left, stabbing hard, hooks sinking in, yanking back, tearing it halfway out, sparks and smoke erupting, the crowd’s roar shaking the stands.

Gorefang stumbled, its systems faltering, and Reid pressed forward, Velostra hobbling, its leg sparking worse, hull at twenty-five percent, the screen cracked but still showing the fight. “Almost there,” he said, his voice rough, his hands trembling on the sticks, his boots braced hard. He dodged a weak drill swipe, the tip grazing Velostra’s side, hull dropping to twenty-two percent, and flanked left, swinging both blades, the right carving into the pack’s core, the left ripping it free, hooks pulling it out with a final shriek of metal, wires snapping, smoke pouring out as Gorefang collapsed, its frame crashing onto the steel floor, the impact rumbling through the arena, the crowd exploding in cheers.

Reid slumped in the seat, his hands loosening on the sticks, his chest heaving, sweat dripping inside his helmet, the cracked screen flashing victory, Velostra’s hull at twenty-two percent, barely upright, its leg a twisted mess, blades dim. “We did it,” he said, his voice hoarse in the dead headset, his fingers fumbling with the harness buckles, snapping them free as the cockpit hatch popped open, the crowd’s roar flooding in, cameras buzzing overhead.

He climbed down the ladder, his boots slipping slightly, hitting the concrete with a thud, and jogged to the Pod, where Shae was unstrapping herself, her hands shaky, the glass lid already open, her neural suit soaked, her face pale as she stepped out, her legs wobbling. Reid caught her arm, steadying her, his hand sliding to her waist, holding her up. “You okay?” he asked, his voice loud over the crowd, his eyes searching her blue ones, her ponytail sticking to her cheek.

“Yeah,” Shae said, her breath ragged, her free hand brushing her hair back, her nails grazing her skin. “Comms cut—thought we were fucked. Sync saved us—fifty held.”

“Blindfold shit pulled through,” Reid said, smirking despite the ache in his skull, his hand tightening on her waist. “Felt you the whole time—ripped that pack clean out.”

“Teamwork,” Shae replied, grinning weakly, her hand gripping his arm, her fingers digging in. “Championship’s ours—trade deal’s sealed.”

“Damn right,” Reid said, his boots scuffing the concrete as he guided her toward the tunnel, the crowd still screaming, Velostra’s battered frame looming behind them, the win hard-fought and theirs.


CHAPTER 20

Reid stumbled out of Velostra’s cockpit, his boots slipping on the ladder rungs as he climbed down, his black pilot suit soaked with sweat. The harness straps had left red marks on his shoulders, and his gloved hands shook as he gripped the last rung, dropping onto the concrete floor of the Mid Tier arena with a heavy thud. The crowd’s roar pounded in his ears, a wall of sound from the packed stands, their cheers shaking the steel beneath his feet, but he didn’t look up, his eyes scanning the chaos for Shae. She staggered out of the Core Pod, her black neural suit slick and shiny, her fire-red ponytail plastered to her neck, her large breasts heaving under the harness as she unbuckled it with trembling fingers, stepping onto the floor, her bare feet flexing on the cold concrete.

“Fuck the crowd,” Reid muttered, brushing past a tech in a gray jumpsuit who rushed forward with a handheld scanner, the device beeping as the guy waved it at Velostra’s battered hull, its left leg twisted and sparking, hull integrity flashing at twenty-two percent on the cracked cockpit screen behind him. He grabbed Shae’s arm, steadying her as her knees wobbled, her eyes meeting his, wide and tired. “You good?”

“Yeah,” Shae said, her voice hoarse, her free hand swiping her ponytail off her cheek, her nails grazing her skin. “Leg’s toast, but we’re alive—where’s Kara?”

“Over there,” Reid said, nodding toward the tunnel entrance at the arena’s edge, where Kara stood beside Ryven, her brown hair loose over her shoulders, her midriff-baring top showing off her flat stomach, her tiny shorts riding high on her thighs. He tugged Shae along, his boots scuffing the steel floor, dodging a swarm of officials in black jackets and reporters with hovering cameras, their red lights blinking as they shouted questions he ignored, his hand tight on Shae’s elbow.

Kara broke from Ryven’s side, jogging toward them, her bare feet slapping the concrete, her eyes bright as she threw her arms around Reid, her hands gripping his shoulders, her nails digging into the suit fabric. “You’re a mess,” she said, pulling back to smirk at him, then hugged Shae, her arms wrapping around the taller woman’s waist, her cheek pressing against Shae’s chest. “Both of you—thought that drill had you.”

“Nah,” Reid said, his voice rough, his hand dropping to Kara’s lower back, fingers splaying over her warm skin. “Sync pulled us out—fifty held, blind and all.”

Shae grinned, her arm draping over Kara’s shoulders, her other hand resting on Reid’s arm, her fingers brushing his glove. “Blindfold training for the win,” she said, her breath still uneven. “Ripped that pack clean off—Gorefang’s scrap now.”

“Good,” Kara said, stepping back, her hands sliding to her hips, her shorts shifting slightly as she moved. “Crowd’s losing it—guess you’re champs for real.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, turning to lead them toward the tunnel, his boots thudding on the steel, Shae and Kara falling into step beside him, the crowd’s cheers fading as they passed under the archway, the concrete walls closing in, muffling the noise to a dull hum. Ryven waited ahead, his stubbled jaw twitching into a grin as he scratched it with his thumb.

“Nice work,” Ryven said, swiping the tablet screen with his free hand, the glow lighting his grizzled face as he stepped closer, his boots clicking on the tunnel floor. “Velostra’s a wreck, but you pulled it off—Kestral’s got the trade route locked.”

“Trade route?” Shae asked, leaning against the wall, her hand bracing on the concrete, her knees still shaky as she crossed her arms under her breasts, her neural suit creaking. “That’s the big payout?”

“Yep,” Ryven said, tucking the tablet under his arm, his jacket flapping as he shifted his weight. “Politicians in the Kestral Union are grinning ear to ear—new supply line’s gonna bump rations city-wide. You’re heroes to the suits now.”

“Heroes, huh?” Kara said, smirking as she nudged Reid’s side with her elbow, her nails grazing his ribs through the suit. “Guess that means more food for us too—beats Pitts slop.”

“Damn right,” Reid said, his hand sliding to her shoulder, squeezing gently, his gloves rasping against her skin. “How’s it shake out for the debt, Ryven? Mid Tier’s done—where’s that leave us?”

Ryven scratched his jaw again, his fingers rasping the stubble, his grin fading to a half-smirk. “You’re well on your way,” he said, pulling the tablet back out and swiping it, the screen flashing numbers Reid couldn’t read from the angle. “Championship purse cuts a chunk off—maybe a third of what you owe. Still got High Tier ahead, though—big leagues, bigger stakes.”

“A third?” Shae said, pushing off the wall, her boots scuffing as she stepped closer, her ponytail swinging. “That’s it? Velostra’s half-dead for a third?”

“Welcome to the game,” Ryven said, shrugging, his jacket slipping slightly as he tucked the tablet away again. “Kestral’s happy, rations are up, and you’re not desert meat—call it a win. Rest up, champs—I’ll handle the suits.” He turned, his boots echoing down the tunnel as he walked off, leaving them in the dim light, the hum of the crowd a distant buzz.

“Fucking High Tier,” Reid muttered, running a gloved hand through his sweat-damp hair, his fingers snagging on the strands as he shook his head. “One down, too many to go—let’s get outta here.”

“Yeah,” Kara said, grabbing his other hand, her fingers lacing through his glove, tugging him toward the quarters’ corridor, her bare feet padding on the concrete. “You’re beat—shower’s calling.”

“Shower sounds good,” Shae said, falling into step on Reid’s other side, her hand brushing his arm, her nails grazing the suit as they walked, the tunnel walls narrowing around them. “Leg’s stiff—need to stretch it out.”

They pushed through the door to their private quarters, the hinges creaking as Reid shoved it open with his shoulder, his boots thudding on the concrete floor inside. He kicked off his boots, letting them clatter by the door, and peeled off his gloves, tossing them onto the nightstand, the leather slapping the metal. His hands fumbled with the suit’s straps, unbuckling them with sharp clicks, and he tugged it down his chest, the fabric sticking to his sweaty skin as he yanked it past his hips, stepping out of it, leaving him in black boxers, the waistband sagging low.

“Damn, you’re a mess,” Kara said, smirking as she kicked off her shorts, the fabric sliding down her thighs, pooling on the floor, her gray tank top following, landing in a heap by the bed, leaving her in a sports bra and panties. She climbed onto the mattress, flopping onto her back, her legs sprawling out, her hands resting on her stomach, fingers tapping idly.

“Been worse,” Reid said, dropping onto the bed beside her, his legs stretching out, his bare feet brushing hers, his boxers shifting as he leaned back against the headboard, his arms crossing over his chest, the sweat drying cold on his skin.

Shae stripped off her neural suit, tugging it down her shoulders, her large breasts bouncing free as she peeled it past her waist, stepping out of it, the fabric crumpling by her boots, which she’d kicked off near the door. She stood in gray boxer briefs, then shimmied those off too, tossing them onto her pile, and climbed onto the bed on Reid’s other side, her knees sinking into the mattress, her hands brushing her ponytail off her shoulder. “Shower can wait,” she said, lying on her side, propping her head on her hand, her elbow digging into the blanket, her eyes flicking between them.

“Yeah,” Reid said, his arm dropping around Kara’s shoulders, pulling her closer, his fingers resting on her upper arm, his other hand sliding to Shae’s hip, gripping her warm skin. “Too tired—fuck the crowd, fuck the suits, just wanna crash.”

“Same,” Kara said, rolling onto her side, her leg draping over his, her toes curling against his shin, her hand sliding up his chest, resting over his heart, her nails grazing his skin. “You two pulled it off—sync’s a beast.”

“Blind sync,” Shae said, smirking as she scooted closer, her breast pressing against Reid’s arm, her hand resting on his stomach, fingers tracing the line of hair below his navel. “Comms cut, and we still gutted it—fifty’s tougher than it looks.”

“No kidding,” Reid said, his head tipping back against the headboard, his eyes half-closing, his hand tightening on Shae’s hip, thumb brushing her skin. “Felt you the whole time—ripped that pack like it was nothing.”

“Teamwork,” Kara teased, her hand sliding down to his waist, fingers slipping under his boxers’ waistband, tugging it playfully before letting go, her smirk widening. “Guess I’m the cheerleader this round—seventy-five didn’t get a shot.”

“Next time,” Shae said, her hand moving up to his chest, resting beside Kara’s, her nails scraping lightly as she grinned at her. “Gravehook’s due—Velostra’s toast anyway.”

“Yeah,” Reid said, pulling the blanket up from the foot of the bed with his free hand, dragging it over them, the thin fabric settling across their legs, his arm wrapping tighter around Kara, his other hand staying on Shae’s hip. “Debt’s down a third—High Tier’s next. We’re getting there.”

“Slow as hell,” Kara muttered, her head resting on his shoulder, her hair tickling his neck, her breath warm against his skin as she nestled closer, her leg tangling with his under the blanket.

“Better than desert,” Shae said, her head dropping onto the pillow beside Reid, her arm draping across his stomach, her fingers brushing Kara’s hand, their knuckles bumping. “Rations up, debt down—call it a win.”

“Fuck yeah,” Reid said, his voice low, his eyes closing fully, his hands resting on both of them, the lamp’s glow dimming as they settled in, the quiet wrapping around them, their bodies pressed together on the wide bed, the championship won, the debt still looming but lighter, the moment theirs.
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