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      ON X/O

      

      Owen Duffield is an ordinary man married to an Extraordinary.

      His wife Mel — better known as Atalanta — is one of the UK’s most powerful heroes. Together they made a dangerous arrangement: she could sleep with other Extraordinaries… but only when she was Atalanta. The ordinary husband would always get her back.

      It was hot. It was thrilling.  It was about to go very, very wrong.

      When the golden Australian hero, Superion, arrived in London, Mel took him up on the offer. Owen watched and enjoyed every depraved, sexy minute of his wife’s superpowered alter ego and her new X lover. They thought they were in control.

      They were wrong. Superion wasn’t the saviour of their sex life. He was the architect of the attacks on London, seemingly planned with the mayoral candidate, Anthony Peck, and he’s already murdered at least one X in cold blood.

      And now Owen has been kidnapped, manipulated, hunted, and forced to run for his life alongside a legend without his powers and a lying phaser who says she’s not working for Superion anymore, but who knows?

      And Mel is still with Superion. Alone and unaware of the danger she’s in.

      As Owen, Axiom, Liminal and Sprout are forced to risk their lives to escape the clutches of the wicked and evil Irresistabelle and Wisp, we’re left unknowing about their fate…

      X/O Book 2: Mister Ordinary begins now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            SOMEWHERE SAFE

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen hit the Thames like a brick.

      The shock of the water was immediate and brutal, a freezing slap that punched the air from his lungs and clamped icy fingers around his entire body. The current grabbed him greedily, dragging him down into darkness. His limbs, already battered and exhausted from the chaos of the last couple of days, felt heavy and useless. He kicked wildly, but the cold was stealing his strength with terrifying speed. Black spots bloomed across his vision. His chest burned as he sank below the surface. Panic exploded through him, raw and animal.

      Not like this. I have to save Mel. It can’t end this way⁠—

      A strong hand suddenly clamped around his wrist, yanking him upward with surprising power, dragging him towards the moon glimmering through the darkness of the water.

      Evan’s face broke the surface beside him, grim and determined, water streaming from his greying hair. “I’ve got you!” he shouted over the churn of the river. “Hold on to me! Come on!”

      Owen gasped and coughed as they fought their way toward the north bank. He held on to the older man’s shoulders as he swam powerfully, cutting through the current with expert strokes while towing him. When they finally reached the muddy shore beneath a shadowed overhang, Evan dragged Owen the last few feet onto solid ground, then collapsed next to him on the damp earth, shivering violently. The cold night air felt almost as cruel as the water. Owen’s teeth chattered so hard he thought they might crack. His clothes clung to him like wet cement, and every breath hurt.

      For several long minutes, the only sounds were their ragged breathing and the steady lapping of the river against the bank. Nicole and Ben were nowhere to be seen.

      “Liminal and her brother,” he gasped, forcing himself into a sitting position, his eyes scanning the surface of the water. He couldn’t see anyone. The Orbit shimmered in the pale moonlight, several hundred metres upstream. The river had carried them some distance.

      Evan sat up, wincing as he looked around. “I’m sure they’re okay. Liminal strikes me as someone who can take care of herself.”

      “Maybe.” Owen wasn’t so sure. The redhead might be able to turn invisible and walk through walls, but the cold power of the river was something entirely different.

      “Either way, we can’t waste time. We need to keep moving,” Evan said quietly, already tearing a strip from the bottom of his own soaked shirt. “But first… let’s get that bleeding stopped.”

      Owen looked down to see a gash on his forearm. “I have no idea how they even happened,” he mumbled as Even wrapped the cloth around it. He was going to have several new scars by the time all of this was over. If he survived, that is. And with Irresistabelle, Wisp and now probably Superion all after him, that was a big if.

      “You’ll be fine.” Even helped him to his feet. “Come on. We need to get to safety. I know somewhere. We can get that wound cleaned up, get a phone. Warn Mel and prepare for what’s coming.”

      “What’s coming?” Owen asked. His feet felt unsteady beneath him as they headed to a set of stone steps that would lead up to the road above the river. “What do you mean?”

      “A fight,” Axiom replied, standing tall and surveying their surroundings.

      Owen’s legs nearly gave out the second his feet hit the path at the top. The Thames clung to him like a living thing, cold and heavy, sucking at his clothes and dragging every breath into a shallow, ragged gasp.

      “Mel.” The name tore from him before he could stop it. “She’s still with him. Superion—Ryan—he’s got her up in Scotland. Alone. She doesn’t know⁠—”

      A strong hand gripped his shoulder, steadying him. Even half-drowned and powerless, the man carried an aura of calm authority that felt almost alien in the chaos.

      “Easy, Owen,” Axiom said, voice low and measured. “Breathe. We’re not dead. That’s step one.”

      Owen spun on him, teeth chattering, panic clawing up his throat. “You don’t understand. He’s the one behind everything—Tremble, the London collapses, the City Hall. She’s in a hotel room with him right now, thinking he’s some charming hero, and he could—” His voice cracked. The images flooded in unbidden: Mel laughing on that boat on Loch Ness, then Ryan’s hands on her, that perfect, powerful body she only gave to him as Atalanta. “I have to get to her. I have to warn her⁠—”

      Axiom’s grip tightened, not painful but immovable. His blue eyes were sharp, clinical, the gaze of a man who had designed impossible buildings, all manner of gadgets and weapons and AI-powered suits. “And how exactly do you plan to do that right now, soaking wet and half-frozen with no phone and half the city’s villains on our tail? Freaking out won’t save her. It’ll only get you killed. And then she really will be alone.”

      The words landed like a slap. Owen wanted to argue, to run, to do something, but the cold was sinking into his bones and his knee throbbed viciously from the jump. He hated how right the older man sounded.

      Cremorne Gardens stretched around them in the darkness—neat paths, trees swaying in the wind, the yellowish glow of quaint streetlamps.

      “Come on,” Axiom said, already moving. “I know somewhere safe. A friend’s place, not far. We get dry, we get a phone, we make a plan. Mel is Atalanta. She can handle herself better than most. Right now, our job is to stay alive long enough to help her.”

      Owen stumbled after him, legs like lead. Every step squelched in his wet shoes. “You really think she’s okay?”

      “Oh, she’s fine. But you’ll never see her again, Owen.”

      The voice was distant, ephemeral, ghostly, inside his own head. Irresistabelle’s voice. Owen was imagining things. He pushed his anxiety away. He was free of her now, but the memory of being under her thrall still haunted him.

      “I think panicking is a luxury we don’t have,” Axiom replied, appraising him, sensing something was up but moving on. “I’ve seen more than my share of traps. The smartest move is always to secure your own position first. Then strike back.”

      They moved quickly through the gardens and onto the quiet residential streets of Chelsea. Owen’s mind raced ahead of his feet. Mel’s laugh, her green eyes soft in the morning light, the way she’d ridden him after telling him every filthy detail of Ryan inside her. The contrast made his stomach twist harder. She’s with the enemy right now. He tried not to think about it.

      Axiom led them to a modest but elegant terraced house tucked away on a leafy side street. The lights were all switched off, it was late, but he knocked—in a specific pattern: two short, one long—and the lights started to come on, the bedroom first, glowing through heavy curtains, and then the door opened a minute later.

      Simi Okafor, the Lady Mayor of London, stood in the doorway, blinking like they'd just woken her from sleep. She was wearing nothing but a sheer emerald silk robe that clung to her damp skin like it was painted on. The thin fabric did almost nothing to hide the elegant lines of her slim, beautiful black body beneath, the swell of her small, high breasts, the dark peaks of her nipples pressing visibly against the silk, the smooth curve of her waist flaring into toned hips. A single loose knot held it closed at her waist, and every subtle shift threatened to let it slip open. Her shoulder-length black hair hung loose and slightly tousled, as if she’d just stepped out of a bath.

      Her dark eyes widened at the sight of the two dripping, bedraggled men on her doorstep.

      “Evan? They said you’re missing… Thank God, you’re alive,” she breathed, genuine shock flashing across her striking features. Then her gaze slid to Owen, lingering for a heartbeat on his soaked clothes plastered to his body. “And… Owen Duffield? What in the world⁠—”

      “No time for full explanations,” Axiom said, stepping inside and gently pulling a shivering Owen with him. Water pooled on her polished floorboards. “We need towels, dry clothes, and a secure phone. Superion has gone rogue. He’s the one orchestrating the attacks. We just escaped The Orbit.”

      Simi’s expression shifted from shock to something fierce and capable in an instant. She shut the door quickly, locked it, and ushered them deeper into the warm house. The silk robe whispered against her thighs as she moved, the hem riding high enough to reveal the smooth length of her legs.
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      “This isn’t good,” she muttered, already gliding toward a hallway cupboard. The motion caused the robe to part slightly at the top, offering a tantalising glimpse of the inner curve of one breast. “Come through. The bathroom’s upstairs. Get out of those wet things before you freeze. I’ll make some arrangements… and Roger will put the kettle on.”

      Axiom guided Owen up the narrow staircase, one strong hand steady on his back. Owen’s knee protested with every step, but the warmth of the house and the lingering image of Simi in that barely-there robe kept his blood moving.

      In the spacious upstairs bathroom, Axiom didn’t hesitate. He stripped off his soaked shirt without ceremony, revealing a lean, powerfully defined torso covered in a map of old scars, some thin and surgical, others jagged and vicious. His body was slim but athletic, the kind of muscle earned through years of fighting in a high-tech suit rather than raw super-strength.

      “Occupational hazard. D.R.I.P. isn’t exactly impervious to damage. I could wear an iron suit like some old-school knight, but that would be far less versatile. And considerably less fashionable,” Evan said dryly as he peeled off his trousers, standing completely unashamed in his nudity. D.R.I.P. was the name given to his famous suit, a technical marvel, designed from Evan’s patented intelligent material. Powered by an AI and capable of doing almost everything you could ask for.

      “Now strip. Get out of those wet clothes before you go into hypothermia and shock. Get under the shower’s hot water,” he ordered Owen, turning on the shower.

      Owen hesitated only a moment before doing as he was told. His own body felt pale and ordinary next to Evan’s, average build, a few fresh bruises from the escape, his cock shrinking slightly from the cold. He caught his reflection in the mirror and felt a flush of self-consciousness. Evan’s impressive cock hung heavy between his legs, thick even at rest. He saw Owen looking, who quickly dragged his eyes away as he tested the water's temperature.

      The door opened behind them. Simi stepped in carrying a first-aid kit and a stack of thick towels, her silk robe still doing very little to conceal her body. Her eyes flicked over both men without shame, lingering noticeably on Owen’s naked form before moving to Axiom’s scarred physique.

      “Get under there, Owen,” Axiom told him again. “Warm up before you catch your death. Body heat first, then we talk.”

      Owen stepped under the hot water with a groan of pure relief, turning his back on the naked Axiom and Lady Mayor. The heat pounded against his chilled skin, chasing away the river’s icy grip. Steam rose around him as he stood there, eyes half-closed, letting the water cascade over his shoulders and down his back. For a moment, the sheer pleasure of it pushed everything else aside.

      Behind him, Evan spoke as Owen scrubbed the stink of the river off his skin. “Superion turned up in Hawaii while I was on vacation. Said he wanted to catch up, old colleague to old colleague. Offered me a drink. Next thing I knew, I woke up in a cell under The Orbit.”

      He continued, telling her how Liminal and Owen had come to his rescue, the red-headed phaser there to rescue her little brother. Then he stepped into the shower as Owen stepped out, their bodies brushing for a brief moment. Evan let out a deep, guttural moan of pleasure as the hot water hit his scarred, muscular frame. “Fuck, that feels good…”

      Simi set the first aid kit down and handed Owen one of the towels, her fingers brushing his as she did.

      “Here,” she said, voice low and composed, though a hint of heat coloured her tone. Up close, the scent of her, something warm and floral, mixed with the steam already rising from the shower. “Let me see that arm.”

      Her robe slipped a little further open as she leaned in, giving Owen a clear view of one perfect, dark nipple and the smooth plane of her stomach. She opened the first-aid kit with efficient hands and began cleaning the gash on his forearm. The robe shifted as she worked, the silk clinging to the elegant curves of her slim black body. Her nipples, dark and firm, were clearly visible now, brushing lightly against the fabric with every movement. Owen tried not to stare, but his cock twitched traitorously between his legs as her fingers smoothed antiseptic over his skin. He wrapped the towel around his waist to hide the evidence of his arousal.

      “It’s not deep,” she murmured, her voice low and soothing. “No stitches needed. You’ll have a nasty bruise, though.” Her touch was gentle but sure, and the proximity of her barely-covered body made the air feel thicker than the steam. Simi wrapped a fresh bandage around Owen’s arm, her eyes flicking appreciatively over both men before returning to her work.

      Evan was still talking, his voice echoing slightly off the tiles. “I’d been working on some new tech. Two bracelets. One I’ve called the Nullband, completely blocks an X’s powers. The other, the Surgeband, isn’t fully operational yet, but it amplifies powers instead. I finished the prototypes, realised how dangerous they were, junked the whole project and decided it was time to retire properly. That’s why I was in Hawaii.” He braced his hands on the shower wall, head bowed under the spray, water streaming down the defined lines of his back and arse. “I was an idiot. Somehow, Superion knew what I was working on. I believe he has them now. God only knows what he plans to do with them.”

      He shut off the water with a sharp twist and stepped out, dripping, unashamed. “They need to be reclaimed and destroyed. Whatever it takes.”

      A soft knock came at the bathroom door. It opened to reveal a tall, distinguished man in his late forties, Roger Jepson, Simi’s partner and one of the most powerful media magnates in the country. He carried a tray with a pot of tea and two cups, plus a bundle of clean clothes over one arm.

      “Is everything alright in here, love?” Roger asked, his cultured voice calm despite the scene: two mostly naked, wet men and his barely-robed partner. His eyes flicked over Owen with mild curiosity before settling on Simi with clear affection. “I brought clothes for you, gentlemen. Thought you might need them.”

      Simi smiled at him warmly. “Thank you, Roger. We’re fine. Our… unexpected guests are grateful, I’m sure.”

      Roger set the tray down, gave Evan a respectful nod, and left without further questions, closing the door behind him.

      Owen dressed quickly in the borrowed clothes — soft joggers and a plain t-shirt that were a little loose on his frame — feeling uncomfortably exposed again as soon as he dropped the towel. Simi watched him openly, her silk robe still teasingly parted, then turned her attention to Evan as he did the same.

      “You can have her, if you want her,” Irresistabelle’s voice floated through his mind again. “With me, you could have it all.”

      Owen ignored the phantom imaginings. When was his mind going to recover from her spell?

      Once they were all decent, Simi poured the tea and fixed Owen with a steady, curious gaze.

      “So, Owen Duffield,” she said, sipping her own cup. “What’s your story in all this? I’ve seen the papers and magazines, the stories about Atalanta and Superion, London’s hottest new power couple. Is it really a ruse to promote coordination between extraordinaries and to foil my rival’s election campaign? Or is she really dating him?”

      Owen’s face burned with embarrassment. There wasn’t any point in lying. He was in trouble, Mel was in danger. He stared into his tea for a long moment before the whole story spilled out, haltingly at first, then in a rush. The pact. Allowing Mel to sleep with Ryan, but only as Atalanta. The intense sex, the reclamation, the thrill and the jealousy and the love all tangled together. He told them everything, cheeks flaming, expecting judgment.

      Neither Simi nor Evan offered any.

      Simi simply listened, one elegant eyebrow raised, a small, knowing smile playing at her lips. Evan watched him with quiet intensity.

      When Owen finally fell silent, Evan spoke.

      “Mel and I dated for about a year, back in the day,” he said quietly. “She always had a hell of a high sex drive. The sex was… incredible.” He gave a small, rueful smile. “Then she left me for Invictor. I was surprised when I heard she’d settled down with an Ordinary. Truth be told, I was jealous.” He met Owen’s eyes directly. “But I can see it now. You’re pretty extraordinary for an ordinary, Owen. Brave. Honest. Willing to face all of this for her.”

      Owen stared down at his tea, cheeks still hot.

      “You… don’t think it’s weird?” he asked quietly, glancing between them. “Me letting my wife sleep with another man — an extraordinary — even if it’s only when she’s Atalanta?”

      Simi shook her head slowly, her dark eyes warm with understanding. The silk of her robe shifted again as she crossed her legs, offering another teasing glimpse of smooth thigh. “Not weird,” she said simply. “Roger and I have our own… complicated arrangement. I won’t go into the details right now, but trust me when I say people hide all kinds of kinky things behind closed doors.”

      “I understand,” Evan said, voice calm and matter-of-fact. “If it works for you and Mel, then so be it. No judgment from me. I’ll keep the truth private. You have my word.”

      Owen exhaled, some of the tension draining from his shoulders. The acceptance from both of them felt surprisingly grounding.

      Then Evan changed the subject smoothly. “Simi, can you arrange that private phone for me? We need to get things in order and start making calls.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            AN IDEA, NOT A PLAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen had only meant to rest his eyes for a moment on the deep, comfortable couch. The exhaustion of the past days — the river, the escape, the revelations — finally caught up with him. He woke with a start almost an hour later, blinking against the soft lamplight.

      “I’m still here, Owen. You’ll never be free of me.”

      He quashed the memory of Irresistabelle’s charms and sat up, taking in his surroundings. Evan was sitting opposite Simi in a matching armchair, looking far more composed than any man who had just escaped a supervillain’s lair had any right to. His borrowed clothes fit him well, and the faint scent of soap still clung to him. Simi sat with her legs elegantly crossed, the black wrap dress hugging the slim curves of her body and offering a generous view of smooth thigh where the fabric parted.

      A large man stood near the window, arms folded. He was black, big and thick-set, with a bald head, a noticeable paunch, and the solid, no-nonsense build that made him look more like a seasoned doorman or bouncer than anything else. Owen dismissed him as Simi’s security detail and rubbed the sleep from his eyes.

      “Perfect timing,” Evan said with a small nod as soon as he saw Owen stir. “You woke up at just the right moment. We have the secure phone.”

      Simi smiled and held up the sleek black device. “Courtesy of a contact at MI:X. It’s completely clean and untraceable.”

      “MI:X?” Owen asked, sitting up straighter on the couch.

      “A top-secret unit,” Simi explained, her voice calm and authoritative. “Military intelligence specifically created to monitor and handle Extraordinary threats and assets. Think MI5 and MI6, but for our particular… situation. Very few people even know it exists.”

      Only then did she gesture toward the big man by the window.

      “Commander Davis Hodge,” she said. “Head of MI:X.”

      
        
          [image: Picture of Davis]
        

      

      Evan leaned forward, his sharp blue eyes focused. “Do we have the laptop and USB as well?”

      Davis reached into a brown leather case by his feet and passed over a rugged-looking laptop and a small, high-tech-looking USB drive without a word. Evan took them with a nod of thanks, already opening the laptop on the low coffee table in front of him. He connected the secure phone to the laptop with a cable that appeared from nowhere in his hands.

      “I’m very grateful for the phone,” Evan said as he worked, “but I’m afraid I have to break it now. Sorry about that.”

      Davis started to interject, his heavy brows drawing together, but Simi raised a hand.

      “Trust him,” she said firmly.

      The big commander still looked unhappy. “He’s American,” Davis pointed out gruffly. “For all we know, he could be working for a US agency.”

      Evan didn’t look up from the screen, his fingers flying across the keyboard at blinding speed. “I’m not. This is a matter of UK security, Commander. And right now, no one else in the world can do what I can do.”

      The phone’s screen suddenly transformed. What had been a normal interface dissolved into a dense, glowing grid of unfamiliar apps, scrolling code, and strange geometric characters Owen had never seen before. Evan’s hands moved with practised precision.

      He picked up the phone, tapped a single button, and held it to his ear.

      A calm, slightly synthetic male voice answered immediately.

      “Hello, Ev. In trouble again?”

      Evan’s mouth quirked into a small, tired smile. “Yes, D.R.I.P. Come get me. You have my location?”

      The AI replied without hesitation. “I have your location. I’m on my way.”

      Evan set the phone down and leaned back, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “D.R.I.P. can fly at Mach 2.5 unencumbered. He’ll be here in less than two hours.”

      Owen’s mind was still racing. “Has there been any word on Liminal and her brother? Sprout?”

      Simi shook her head. “Nothing. They disappeared after the jump into the Thames. No sightings, no signals. It’s like they vanished.”

      Owen sat up straighter, his concern for Mel returning. “Do we have any news on my wife?”

      “She’s at The Ramshead Hotel,” Evan said, opening the laptop and tapping the keys incredibly quickly. “In the Cairngorms, the Scottish Highlands. It’s still very early morning up there. If they’ve been… occupied all night, they’re probably still asleep.”

      “We have his credit card details,” David explained, “And both their mobile phone locations. We’ve also been able to hack into the hotel’s computer records and CCTV. As far as we know, they’re still in their bedroom. No signs of suspicious activity.”

      Owen let out a shaky breath, relief flooding through him. At least Mel was still in one piece, for now.

      Then Davis shifted his considerable bulk, his deep voice rumbling through the room. “What evidence do we actually have on Superion?”

      Simi nodded, her expression serious. “Good question. Right now, all we have is the word of this Liminal girl, a self-admitted terrorist who was involved in the City Hall attack.”

      Evan’s jaw tightened. “Superion drugged me in Hawaii. I woke up in a cell under The Orbit. He had his sidekick — Wisp — torture the information about my latest tech out of me. That suffocating mist of hers… and the blue fire.” He touched the side of his face instinctively. “It doesn’t burn the skin, but the pain is excruciating. Felt like it was going to blind me. That should be enough, Simi. You know me well enough to know I wouldn’t lie about something like this.”

      Simi studied him for a long moment, then gave a single, decisive nod. “I trust you.”

      Davis wasn’t fully convinced. “And the link to Peck? What evidence ties Superion to the mayoral candidate?”

      Evan spread his hands. “Again, only Liminal’s word on that, and the fact that they’re known to be close friends. We don’t have enough evidence to arrest Peck, but if we can capture Superion, perhaps he’ll be willing to make a deal with law enforcement and admit to it.”

      Simi seemed satisfied with that. “That’s a very big if, but it’s a plan, I suppose.”

      Davis folded his arms. “Capture Superion is not an idea, not a plan. He’s one of the most powerful X’s on the planet.”

      “There is a plan,” Evan said. “We wait for D.R.I.P. to arrive, then we take the fight directly to Superion. We don’t give him time to prepare. Wisp will almost certainly have warned him about what happened at The Orbit by the time he’s awake and… done with Atalanta, so the quicker we strike, the better. He won’t expect us to bring the fight to him this fast.” He glanced at Simi. “You’ve called in reinforcements, right?”

      “Yes,” Simi confirmed. “They’re already on their way. One of them is almost in position right now.”

      Owen sat quietly, his stomach twisting tighter with every word. Mel was still up in Scotland with that monster. Every minute that passed felt like another minute she was in danger.

      Evan seemed to read his expression. “As soon as D.R.I.P. gets here, you can call Mel,” he promised, looking directly at Owen. “With our eyes on the hotel, we’ll identify the situation, get her exact location, warn her, and then we strike.”
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      A few hours had passed since the end of the previous night’s chaos. The first pale light of sunrise was creeping over London, an early golden glow filtering in through the gap in the curtains. None of them had slept. The living room still smelled faintly of river water and tension. Irresistabelle’s ghostly voice had stayed silent. Maybe she’d gone away finally.

      Roger moved quietly between them with a tray, setting down plates of toast, scrambled eggs, and strong coffee. No one had much appetite, but they ate anyway. Final preparations and contingency options were being made, Simi speaking in low tones on a secure line to Leverage, who was scouting the Orbit.

      Toby’s voice was calm but clearly tired. “I’ve been through the entire building. The place is completely empty. No sign of Wisp. If she survived, she almost certainly headed straight to Superion.”

      “Understood,” Simi said. “Thank you, Leverage. Head home but stay available in case we need you.”

      She ended the call. Before anyone could speak further, a low, rising hum built outside the windows, followed by a soft thud on the roof. Dust sifted down from the ceiling rose.

      Davis tensed. “What’s that?” The big man narrowed his eyes, walked to the window and looked out carefully through the curtains.

      Simi only sighed, as if she knew what was coming, and a moment later, the front door opened.

      A sleek, dark-blue suit of armour walked in without a wearer. It was shaped exactly like Evan — same height, same build — the surface a strange, Teflon-like fabric with intricate circuits subtly woven through it. A bold silver ‘A’ sat on the chest, while small glowing LEDs pulsed softly at the wrists, collarbone, and along the ribs. The suit had boots and gloves, but no helmet. Through the open neck, Owen could see it was completely hollow. The effect was deeply surreal, as if an invisible man were wearing it and walking with perfect confidence. Attached to one shoulder was a slim silver circlet-headset studded with tiny blue lights. A soft, slightly cheerful male voice emerged from a small speaker on the headset.

      “Good morning, Ev. You look like shit. Again.”

      Axiom’s mouth twitched. “Hello, D.R.I.P.”
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      The suit executed a small, theatrical bow. “I brought the latest version for you, with your newest patches installed. Also, I may have mildly annoyed a RAF scout jet that tried to intercept me, broken three civilian drones and murdered a very confused seagull on the way here. Please forgive me.”

      Owen stared. “That’s… your suit?”

      “D.R.I.P.,” Axiom said. “Dynamic Raiment Intervention Platform. He’s an AI. And unfortunately, he thinks he’s funny.”

      “I am funny,” the suit replied. “You just have no sense of humour because you allowed yourself to be kidnapped by supervillains again. Classic Ev. I leave you alone for five minutes, and this happens. It’s almost… amateurish”

      Davis cleared his throat, unimpressed. “While you two catch up, I have news. The Defence Secretary won’t authorise official support. Circumstantial evidence from a missing suspect isn’t enough. The kidnapping of an American extraordinary doesn’t automatically trigger UK military intervention either. The Prime Minister and the Secretary have asked to be kept informed, but that’s as far as it goes.”

      “So, there’s no help coming from the government?” Axiom’s expression hardened. “Fine. I’ll do this my way. It’s Mel. I’m not leaving her in danger.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Owen said immediately, feeling a hint of possessiveness over the way Axiom said his wife’s name.

      Evan looked at him. “Owen⁠—”

      “No. Don’t start. I know how dangerous it is, and I don’t care. I’m coming. End of conversation.”

      “I’ll have to carry you,” Axiom said flatly. “And we’ll be flying at supersonic speeds. It won’t be comfortable. You’ll be strapped to my back like an uncomfortable human backpack.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “You’ll have to wear very silly-looking goggles and an oxygen mask,” D.R.I.P. added.

      “Do I look like I care about my appearance right now?” Owen asked the blue suit.

      “Like my creator, you also look like shit,” the AI replied curtly.

      Axiom sighed loudly, then studied Owen for a long second. He nodded once. “Fine. Just try not to get killed. You’ve been pretty good at that so far.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Owen shrugged, then smiled, despite his increasing nervousness. “But it helps that I’ve had some awesome people protecting me.”

      “You do have some pretty awesome friends,” Evan replied. “I’ve reached out to an old colleague for backup. I’m not certain he’ll reach us in time, but he’s on his way.”

      D.R.I.P. clanked his gauntlets together. “Then let’s stop standing around looking dramatic. I have a carry harness and a very expensive flight plan to Scotland. Who’s ready to freeze their arse off at Mach something-stupid?”
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      They moved upstairs to prepare.

      While Axiom stepped into the open blue suit — the fabric and circuitry flowing up his body until the silver circlet-headset settled against his temples and seemed to sink partially into the skin — Roger appeared with a heavy, practical coat for Owen.

      “You’ll need this,” Roger said quietly. “It’ll be freezing at the altitudes Axiom flies at.”

      Owen pulled it on. “Thanks, Roger. For everything.”

      “You’re welcome,” the older man replied with a warm, genuine smile. “Any friend of Simi’s is a friend of mine. Good luck with the rescue. You’re very brave.”

      “Brave? Or stupid?” Owen laughed, and Roger joined in.

      “Possibly both,” he replied honestly. “Oh, and I want this coat back. It cost a lot of money.”

      As Owen fastened the buttons, following Roger to the stairs, he caught sight of Simi and Davis through one of the other bedroom doors. They were standing close, too close. Davis was about to return to MI:X headquarters, instructions from Downing Street.

      Owen looked over his shoulder at Axiom, who was still making preparations, talking the suit through his headset. Then, with Roger gone, he walked to the door, staying just out of sight and listening.

      Simi’s voice carried just far enough. “All this excitement has got me quite horny, if I’m honest. I’m hoping Roger’s up for it when everyone’s gone and things have calmed down.”

      Davis gave a low, amused huff. “If he isn’t, I’ll come back after the debrief and help you out myself.”

      “Or you could just fuck me right now,” the Lady Mayor giggled, a sexy sound. “It wouldn’t be the first quickie we’ve had in this bedroom while Roger’s downstairs.”

      “I don’t think you’d be satisfied with a quickie,” the big man said, heat in his voice. The sound of kissing filtered through to Owen’s ears. He risked a peek around the doorframe and saw that the big man had Simi against the wall, his hand between her legs, rubbing her pussy while kissing her passionately.

      Davis’s phone rang in his pocket, and they broke the kiss, both breathing heavily. Owen ducked back out of sight.

      “I really have to go,” the head of MI:X sighed. “I’ll call you later when I’m off duty, and we’ll finish what we started.”

      Owen moved away as they made their way out of the bedroom, as if nothing had happened. Davis headed downstairs, while Simi saw Owen hovering nearby and smiled at him. A moment later, he heard the sound of the front door opening and closing downstairs. Davis was gone.

      “Are you all set?” the beautiful black woman asked Owen, coming over and fastening the top button tightly under his chin.

      “I’m just waiting for Axiom,” he nodded. “Then we head to Scotland.”

      Simi smiled again encouragingly. “You can trust Evan. Whatever he tells you to do, do it. He’s one of the greatest minds on the planet. If anyone can rescue Mel, it’s him.”

      Owen took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. “Simi? Please keep everything I told you about Mel and me… and Ryan — Superion — a secret. It’s bad enough seeing everything in the papers without it getting out that I’m… you know. Allowing her to have sex with him.”

      Simi studied him. “I will. On the condition that you keep what you just saw to yourself. I know you were listening at the doorway, and it’s fine. Yes, Davis and I sleep together. Roger knows. It’s complicated. We’ll talk properly once you bring Atalanta home safely.”

      Owen nodded. “Deal.”
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      On the flat roof, the morning air was sharp and cold. Axiom stood fully sealed inside the dark blue suit, the silver circlet glowing faintly at his temples. The circuitry across the Teflon-like fabric pulsed in slow, ready patterns. The bold ‘A’ on his chest caught the rising light.

      D.R.I.P.’s voice came from the headset speaker, cheerful as ever. “Harness deployment activating. Try not to look so terrified, Ordinary Owen. Air travel is the safest form of transport, statistically speaking. I’ve only dropped one passenger this year.”

      “And you did that deliberately,” Evan pointed out. “So, Owen, be nice to D.R.I.P. or he might drop you too.”

      The back of the suit shifted. Flexible straps extended outward with an almost living fluidity, wrapping firmly around Owen’s torso and thighs before locking into place with soft mechanical clicks. Then they yanked him forward. In seconds, he was secured tightly against Axiom’s back.

      Axiom’s filtered voice came over the short-range link. “Okay. Let’s do this. Whatever you do, try not to get a hard-on while we’re flying.”

      Owen managed a weak, humourless laugh. “No promises.”

      The suit’s boots left the roof with a deep, rising hum. London fell away beneath them in a blur of rooftops and pale morning light as they accelerated north, toward Scotland, and toward Mel.
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      Fifteen minutes later, they were already halfway there, flying across northern England towards the border with Scotland.

      A pair of lightweight goggles and an oxygen mask had deployed from the back plating of D.R.I.P, with Owen strapped securely against it, the wind screaming past them as the British countryside blurred below. The AI kept up a running commentary that was equal parts useful sensor data and terrible jokes.

      Axiom opened a secure channel through the headset, which Owen could hear through a small speaker set into the eye protectors.

      “Slipstreme. Report.”

      Hannah’s voice came back almost instantly. “Hi Axiom. Hi Owen. I’m still in place. I’ve been watching the hotel since last night. Early this morning, Superion and Atalanta came down for breakfast. Everything looked normal between them. They were dressed in their civilian clothes and looked at ease. I’m keeping my distance and maintaining my disguise as requested.”

      “Stay that way,” Axiom said. “We’re inbound. I’ll call you again when we land.”

      Owen’s stomach twisted. He took the high-tech handset Axiom passed him over his shoulder. “It’s time to call Mel,” he instructed. “I’ll descend to low altitude and slow down so you can talk.”

      With shaking fingers, Owen punched in Mel’s number as D.R.I.P. deployed two wing-like flaps from the shoulder pieces, shielding him from the wind.

      Mel answered on the second ring, sounding relaxed and warm. “Hey, you. It’s about time you called instead of texting. I was just thinking about you.”

      “Sorry. I’ve been… busy,” he deflected, fumbling for what to say. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m having a really good time, actually. We’ll be heading back later tonight.” Mel’s voice went quiet, slightly muffled, as if she was shielding the phone from anyone being able to hear. “I was surprised when you said I could… you know? Sleep with him as Mel. It was fun, though, so I’m glad you allowed it.”

      Owen’s heart sank from his chest to his stomach. Irresistabelle had told her she could do that? Shit. But now wasn’t the time to feel sorry for himself. They needed to save her.

      Mel spoke again, her voice growing concerned. “Are you sure everything is okay? You don’t regret saying that now, do you? Your texts the last day or so have felt a bit off.”

      Owen closed his eyes against the wind. “Melanie, listen to me. Is Ryan with you right now?”

      “Not this second. He’s outside taking a work call, something about security reviews. He’ll be back in a few minutes. Why? What’s up?”

      Owen drew a breath and told her everything. Irresistabelle kidnapping him, only for Liminal to rescue him. The rescue mission at the Orbit. Finding Axiom in there as well as Sprout. That Superion was behind it all, and that she was in terrible danger. The only thing he left out was the sex. He’d come clean about Irresistabelle and Nicole, but not yet. Not until she was safe.

      There was a long, stunned silence.

      Then Mel’s voice cracked. “Owen… I can’t believe that. Not Ryan. He’s been sweet, kind⁠—”

      “Axiom’s with me. He’ll tell you the same. We’re on our way right now,” Owen said, looking at the fields zooming by just a few hundred feet below them  “We’re flying up.”

      “I’m here, Mel,” the X in the living blue suit said softly. “Everything Owen just told you is true.”

      “You’re okay?” Relief flooded her tone. “I saw the news about you going missing. This is all totally insane… Okay. I’m going up to the room so we can talk properly.”

      They heard the soft sounds of her moving, a door opening and closing.

      “So… you know everything, Evan? About Ryan and me?” Mel sounded as embarrassed as Owen had felt when he told Simi back at her house.

      “Don’t worry about that now,” Evan replied, then stopped as a sudden crash almost deafened them both, followed by a raised voice in the background.

      Mel’s breath hitched. “You were right. Oh my God⁠—”

      A sharp, terrified sound.

      “Mel?” Owen shouted down the line. “Mel, what’s going on? Are you okay?”

      “I can’t activate— Owen, my powers… I can’t⁠—”

      Axiom’s voice cut in urgently. “Mel, did Ryan give you anything? A bracelet, a bangle, anything metal on your wrist?”

      “Yes, a golden bracelet. He said it was a gift, it was beautiful⁠—”

      Another crash. Mel screamed.

      “He’s coming for me⁠—!”

      The line went dead.

      “Forget her, Owen. You’re mine now.”

      “Not now!” Owen screamed at the voice in his head, returned again at the worst possible moment.

      The wind howled around them. Axiom’s voice, filtered through the suit, was cold and precise. He thought Owen was shouting at him.

      “It has to be now. Hold on tight, Owen. We’re going supersonic.”
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      They came down in a small stand of trees a short distance from the Ramshead Hotel, the suit’s thrusters quieting so no one would notice the landing. Morning dew still clung to the shady ground between the trunks, making the grass silvery under the weak Scottish light. The hotel itself sat a few hundred metres away, a handsome three-storey building of pale stone and dark slate, a few windows glowing with warm yellow light. A selection of various high-end cars filled the small, gravel-covered car park, and a handful of early guests moved about near the entrance, unaware of what was about to take place.

      The moment they were under cover, the midnight blue surface of D.R.I.P. rippled. The glowing circuits dimmed, and the Teflon-like fabric shifted colour and texture until Axiom stood in what looked like ordinary civilian clothes. One moment he was a superhero; the next he was wearing dark jeans, a plain grey jacket, and a pair of sensible boots. Only the steel circlet still rested against his temple, mostly hidden by his hair.

      Owen adjusted the heavy coat Roger had given him and tried to steady his breathing. The flight had left him cold to his bones, the harness straps still leaving phantom pressure across his chest and thighs even after they’d snapped back into the suit. His heart was still hammering, but for an entirely different reason now.

      A figure stepped out from behind one of the trees.

      “You made good time,” said Hannah Wexler, also known as Slipstreme.

      She was dressed simply in a soft red jumper that clung to the athletic lines of her torso, the fabric stretched just enough across her chest to hint at the shape beneath. Her black jeans sat low on her hips, emphasising the length of her legs. A pair of dark Prada sunglasses hid her eyes until she pushed them up onto her head, revealing sharp, intelligent blue eyes that flicked between the two men. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, a few strands escaping to frame her undeniably attractive face.

      Then her gaze landed on Axiom and widened slightly. “Evan Ellington. I don’t believe we’ve ever met. It’s an honour. I’m Hannah. You might know me better as Slipstreme.”

      Axiom gave her a small, charming smile, one which Owen imagined he gave all the pretty women he met. “The honour’s mine. Fast movers are always good company.”

      Hannah giggled, her cheeks reddening, but she didn’t react to the flirtation. Instead, her attention shifted to Owen, looking him up and down, taking in the sturdy coat, the tired face, noticing that he stood straighter as she appraised him.

      “And you,” she said, voice softer. “Owen Duffield. Still throwing yourself into the middle of everything you’re not meant to survive. I’m starting to think putting yourself in danger is your actual superpower.”

      Owen managed a tired half-smile. “I’m just trying to get my wife back.”

      “I know.” Her voice softened further. “That’s why I’m here. Mel is my friend, too.”

      D.R.I.P.’s voice came from the circlet at Axiom’s temple, quiet enough that only the three of them could hear. “The hotel records show Ryan Jillson and Melanie Duffield are checked into room nineteen, second floor, east wing.”

      Hannah nodded. “That’s right. I saw her go up to the room earlier. Ryan was outside on a phone call for a few minutes, walking back and forth near the car park. He looked agitated, then headed upstairs too. I haven’t seen either of them since.”

      Owen’s guts tightened into an anxious knot. “I spoke to her on the way here. She was fine at first, but then something happened. She screamed, then said she couldn’t activate her powers, and the line went dead.”

      “Fuck.” Hannah’s expression sharpened as she looked over her shoulder at the hotel. “Then she’s in real trouble. We need to get up there.”

      “Oh, she’s in real trouble, alright.”

      Owen ignored his broken brain, focusing on Axiom’s voice, calm but firm. “We can’t just charge in. Superion is one of the strongest Extraordinaries alive. In a confined hotel environment, with civilians everywhere, a direct fight would be catastrophic. He’ll know that. He’ll have prepared for someone coming after her. We need a plan before we move.”

      Owen glanced at the busy main entrance of the hotel, where guests were arriving and leaving through the double doors.

      “I wish we had that backup you mentioned,” he said quietly. “But there’s no time to wait for the cavalry. You heard Hannah, Mel is in danger.”

      Hannah nodded, then tilted her head. “I can clear the east wing. Give me thirty seconds, and there won’t be anyone left on that floor. I’ll move them to the lounge on some excuse, a fire alarm test, gas leak check, whatever works. I’ll make sure there’s minimal fuss and no panic.”

      Axiom considered it, then nodded. “Fine, but do it as quickly and quietly as you can. Owen, you stay behind me. If this goes sideways, your only job is to get Mel out if and when your chance comes. But don’t try anything heroic. Understood?”

      Owen swallowed. “Understood.”

      Hannah smiled and winked at Owen. “See you in a flash.”

      Then she vanished in a red blur. The air cracked softly where she had been. As promised, thirty seconds later, she was back, barely breathing harder, a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead.

      “The east wing’s clear,” she said. “The staff are confused but cooperative. We’ve got a window.”

      “Okay,” Axiom nodded. “Let’s go.” They moved swiftly towards the entrance, past a small crowd of confused people spilling out onto the car park, and into the hotel lobby.

      Inside, it was warm and busy with the smell of coffee and toast coming from the dining room. Axiom kept his head down, and Owen followed closely, his heart thudding so hard he was certain the receptionist could hear it as they moved straight past her, ignoring her inquiry about whether they needed any assistance. Hannah brought up the rear, looking like any other guest in her red jumper and jeans.

      They took the stairs rather than the lift, Axiom’s disguised thrusters floating him over the steps in front. As promised, the second-floor corridor of the east wing was quiet and empty now, carpeted in a muted tartan pattern, soft wall lights casting gentle pools of gold between every door. Room 19 sat at the far end, near a large window that looked out over the valley.

      Axiom stopped outside the door. He glanced at Owen, then at Hannah, and raised his hand to knock.

      The door opened before his knuckles touched wood, and Axiom retreated as Superion stepped out into the corridor, as if he had been waiting for them.

      He must have known they were coming, because he was in his white-and-gold costume, the golden star on his chest glowing in the corridor lights. His hair — streaked blonde with a hint of grey at the temples — was perfectly styled. His cold blue eyes moved from Axiom to Slipstreme to Owen with calm, almost lazy interest. He was taller than Evan by an inch or two and broader across the shoulders, his muscles seeming to ripple, an image of pure power.

      “Well,” he said, his voice carrying a smooth Australian drawl. “Look who finally showed up.”

      Axiom didn’t move. “Ryan.”

      “Evan.” Superion’s smile didn’t reach those icy eyes. “You look rough. Where’s your suit? I assume it’s in camouflage mode. And you brought friends. Hannah, who I’ve been watching all morning — clever girl, staying out of sight — and London’s favourite ordinary husband. Hello, Owen. Still playing the hero, I see. Are you trying to be me? Jealous that I’ve been nailing your wife for the past few days?”

      Owen’s hands curled into fists inside the coat pockets. He said nothing.

      Superion leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, casually, as if they were discussing the weather. “I knew something was off when I couldn’t reach Wisp or Liminal this morning, both of them gone quiet at the same time. Then I spotted little Miss Red here casing the hotel. I thought about dealing with her earlier, but I was curious what she was waiting for. Turns out she was waiting for you.”

      “She was,” Evan nodded. “And now we’re here. You should have known you couldn’t keep me locked up forever.”

      “I’m curious as to how you got out.” Superion tilted his head, studying Axiom. “Either way, you shouldn’t have come, Ev, and you definitely shouldn’t have brought the civilian. This could get messy, and you don’t want that.”

      “We’ll settle our differences later.” Axiom’s voice was flat. “Where is Mel?”

      “Mel is safe,” Superion said, smirking at Owen as he used the familiar version of her name. “For now.”

      “You put the Nullband on her.” Evan’s eyes flashed dangerously. “You know that tech isn’t safe. It’s barely even tested.”

      Superion’s smile widened a fraction. “I used it on Atalanta? Interesting theory. You’ve been busy putting pieces together, I see. I suppose I should be flattered that you’re taking this so seriously.”

      Hannah shifted her weight, ready for the confrontation they all sensed was coming. Owen could feel the tension building in the air like the feeling right before a thunderstorm.

      “Taking it seriously?” Axiom took one step forward. “You drugged and kidnapped me, then had Wisp torture the information about the bands out of me. You’ve been attacking the infrastructure across London to push the election towards a victory for Anthony Peck. And now you’re holding Mel against her will. This ends here. The only question is: do you want to do this the easy way, or the hard way?”

      Superion pushed off the doorframe, the easy posture vanishing. Energy crackled from him in a scarlet shimmer, the air around his fists beginning to glow blood red.

      “You always did like speeches, Axiom,” he said, growling the name. “Fine. Let’s end it. I always did prefer the hard way.”

      Then he moved. The first blow was a crimson-energy-enhanced punch that would have taken Axiom’s head off if the D.R.I.P. suit hadn’t already been shifting back toward combat mode beneath the camouflage. The grey jacket tore as the blue plating and glowing circuitry flooded across Axiom’s body. He caught the punch on a raised forearm. The impact cracked the air like a gunshot and sent a shockwave down the corridor, rattling every door on the floor.

      Hannah vanished in a red streak and reappeared behind Superion, driving a speed-boosted knee into his lower back. He staggered half a step, then spun, catching her with a backhand that sent her flying down the corridor. She hit the far wall hard enough to crack the plaster, slid down, but rolled immediately back to her feet, a trickle of blood at the corner of her mouth.

      “Outside!” Axiom shouted to Hannah. “Let’s go!”

      They fought their way toward the large window at the end of the corridor. Superion was stronger, his energy powers pummeling against Axiom’s technology and deflecting Hannah’s speed attacks. Every exchange between the three of them seemed to smash something. A wall light exploded in sparks, a section of ceiling plaster rained down on Owen as he stayed back, the carpet tore under their feet as Hannah sped forwards and back, trying to get blows in against the Australian. It was good that the east wing was empty, or innocent casualties might have been inevitable.

      Owen stayed out of range of the fighting, his heart in his throat, waiting for an opening. When Axiom’s thrusters fired, driving Superion through the large window in a shower of glass, and the fight spilled out onto the gravel path and lawn outside, Owen moved.

      He slipped into room 19.

      The suite was empty. The large bed was still made, as if no one had slept in it. Next to it was a sitting area with an armchair, and the bathroom door stood open, the room beyond empty. There were no signs of struggle. And no Mel.

      “She’s gone, Owen. Face it. Accept it. You were never enough for her anyway.”

      Owen wanted to tell the voice in his head to shut the fuck up, but his mouth was dry. He looked under the bed, hearing the fight continuing outside: the crack of energy blasts, the sonic boom of Hannah’s speed, the impacts of Superion and Axiom trading blows that shook the building. Nothing.

      “Looking for your wife?”

      Owen turned to see Superion floating in the doorway, red energy glowing in an aura all around his body. He barely had time to see the Australian extraordinary raise his fist and emit a bolt of ruby death towards him, before that familiar feeling of rushing through space, and then he was on the lawn outside, his stomach feeling like it took a few seconds to catch up.

      “You owe me twice now.” Slipstreme grinned at him, released him, then disappeared in a blur.

      By the time Owen had gathered himself, the fight had resumed. Superion drove a punch into Axiom’s midsection so hard that the American dropped to one knee, clearly winded, the D.R.I.P. suit sparking in places. Hannah managed to get a punch into Superion’s face, distracting him from delivering a potentially fatal blow, but when she slowed down, Owen saw she was limping now, one arm pressed to her ribs.

      “Where is she?” she shouted across the lawn, as she circled Ryan slowly, waiting for an opening. “What have you done with Mel?”

      Superion turned his head, smiling at Owen before turning back to the woman. Blood trickled from a cut above his eye, and he rubbed at it, looking down at his hand.

      “Impressive.” He nodded, then caught Hannah’s next charge as she lunged in.

      “No,” Owen cried out as Superion spun her around and slammed her into the ground hard enough that the turf cratered. She stayed down this time, unmoving.

      “Your dedication is admirable, but coming to rescue your wife was dumb.” Superion turned towards Owen, his voice carrying easily. A crowd of watchers were standing at the edges of the hotel gardens. “Before I kill you, let me tell you and our audience all about our weekend. We’ve had such fun, Owen. I’ve fucked her every way it’s possible to fuck a woman. Oh, and your little agreement? That didn’t last two minutes. She let me have her as Mel more than once, petite little Melanie, no powers, just her small, soft body, average tits, wet little pussy. Her tight asshole. She came so many times… and so fucking hard.”

      He laughed, the sound bright and ugly. Then he raised his fist, the red glow burning again around his fingers, pointing straight at Owen.

      “She told me she doesn’t need you any more, so…”

      Axiom forced himself up, suit systems screaming warnings. “Ryan, don’t⁠—”

      “Time to die, Owen,” Superion growled, glancing at the prone figure in the crater. “No Hannah to save you this time.”

      “Oh, dear. Goodbye, Owen. The love we made together was so sweet, but perhaps this is the end.”

      Owen drowned out the voice in his head, and closed his eyes, ready for the final blow, but it didn’t come. A new sound cut through the morning: a rising roar of displaced air. A muscle-bound figure in a skintight indigo suit and a flaring cape dropped from the sky like a meteor and hit the lawn between Superion and the others hard enough to create a second crater in the grass. Invictor straightened, his oiled dark hair perfect even after the landing, his jaw set, and his eyes already glowing bright white with power.

      “I’m sorry I’m late,” he said, his American accent deep and rich. “Did I miss much?”

      Superion’s expression flickered with irritation, followed by calculation. He glanced at the three of them, the battered Axiom, the famously near-impervious powerhouse who had just arrived fresh, the speedster thankfully beginning to stir, and the ordinary man standing his ground waiting for Superion’s killing stroke.

      But the golden-suited X took a step back.

      “This was never the real fight,” Superion said, voice still carrying that same confidence even though he was clearly outmatched now. He pointed at Axiom. “You’re a dead man walking. You just don’t know it yet. And you—” his gaze flicked to Hannah, who was trying to push herself up on one elbow “—brave, but stupid. Throwing yourself at me like that.”

      He looked at Invictor last. “Even you. I’ll find a way to kill you eventually. I already have the tools. Axiom’s latest toys. Two of the Sevenfold, almost in my hands. When I’m ready, there won’t be a force on this planet that can stop what’s coming.”

      “And what is that?” Axiom asked. “What do you want, Ryan? What’s the prize at the end of all this?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.” Superion finally turned to Owen. “Mel will never be the same after having my cock. But go on. You can have her back. I had my fun, scratched that itch I had: to fuck the protector of London. She was entertaining for a while.”

      He rose a few feet into the air, white-and-gold cape stirring in a wind that wasn’t there.

      “The battle’s only just starting, Axiom. Your precious president is smiling for the cameras with the Zodiac while he rewrites the laws to break them apart and push them out of America. Australia’s already moving to put every Extraordinary under state control.” He smiled grimly at Hannah. “Your own MI:X and half the British government are turning against your kind. When my allies and I finish our work, everything will change. You’ll see.”

      And with that, he launched skyward in a streak of white and gold, gone before any of them could close the distance.
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      Silence settled over the ruined lawn, broken only by Hannah’s ragged breathing and the soft crackle of damaged systems in Axiom’s suit.

      Owen ran back into the hotel, up the steps and back into the room without a word. Ryan had said he could have her back. Mel must be here somewhere. His eyes scanned the room, settling on the wardrobe in the corner. Could it be?

      He yanked open the door, and there she was. Mel was tied, a BDSM-type ball gag in her mouth, soft rope around her wrists and ankles. She was casually dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, but her eyes were closed, and she wasn’t moving.

      “Mel?” he gasped, but his wife didn’t respond. He pulled the bound woman out carefully, working the gag free first, then the restraints at her wrists and ankles. She remained unconscious, head lolling against his arm. “Mel?” he repeated softly, kissing her hair, hoping she’d wake.

      Axiom floated in through the broken window, D.R.I.P. already knitting some of the damaged circuits back together with soft glowing flickers of light. Invictor followed, scanning the suite with a soldier’s eyes. Hannah came last, moving slowly, limping through the door, one arm still wrapped around her ribs.

      “Is she—?” Hannah began.

      “Alive,” Owen said. His voice sounded strange to his own ears. “She's breathing, but she won’t wake up.”

      Axiom knelt and ran a quick scan with a device that unfolded from the suit’s wrist, a white laser beam flashing up and down her body. “No obvious trauma,” D.R.I.P. announced.

      “No sign of the Nullband?” Evan asked.

      “She’s not wearing it, but she’s deeply unconscious,” the A.I. replied. “We need to get her somewhere secure and figure out what’s wrong.”

      Invictor nodded once, then looked at the woman in Owen’s arms. “I have a place. My holiday home, twenty minutes from here by air. It’s located in a quiet valley, very private, near the river. It’s safe. We can regroup there.” He glanced at Hannah. “You’re hurt. I’ll come back for you once she’s settled. You can rest at my place until you’re fit to travel.”

      Hannah managed a tight smile. “I appreciate that.” She looked around at the room, at the wrecked corridor and the shattered window outside. “While I’m waiting, I’ll handle the hotel and explain what happened here.”

      “Tell them I’ll cover all the damages,” Axiom said. “Every penny.”

      Invictor took the unconscious woman from Owen with surprising gentleness, cradling her against his chest as if she weighed nothing. He gave Owen a brief, unreadable look — the look of a man who had once loved the same woman — then stepped out through the broken window and rose into the air without another word.

      Axiom turned to Owen. The suit’s damaged sections were still repairing themselves in slow waves of cyan light.

      “Come on,” he said. “D.R.I.P’s harness is still functional. Let’s go.”

      Owen took one last look at the empty wardrobe, at the rope restraints and the gag lying on the carpet, and then let the intelligent suit’s harness strap him to Axiom’s back.

      “You might have rescued her, but at what cost?”

      The disembodied voice taunted him, and this time, he couldn’t help but wonder if his subconscious, or whatever the voice was, was right.
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      Invictor’s holiday home looked like it had grown organically out of the rocky Scottish valley. A modern stone cottage, it nestled against the slope with wood-framed windows looking out over the dark ribbon of a tree-lined river below.

      Invictor — insisting Owen call him Curtis — carried Mel up the stone steps that led up to the door as if she weighed nothing. Owen followed, the heavy coat still around his shoulders, legs unsteady from the short flight over the mountains. Axiom came last, D.R.I.P. still clicking and knitting itself together along one damaged shoulder.

      The interior was small but open-plan, warmer than the gloomy day outside. A huge fireplace dominated one wall, and the kitchen opened directly onto the living space. Upstairs, a landing led to several bedrooms, and Curtis laid her on the wide bed in the main bedroom. She was still unconscious, her breathing slow but even.

      “Stay with her,” Curtis told Owen, then turned to Evan. “I’ll get Hannah while you check Mel over properly.”

      Then he was gone in a rush of displaced air, the cottage windows rattling softly in his wake, leaving Axiom standing at the foot of the bed. The silver circlet still sat against his temples.

      “Full scan,” Axiom said.

      A thin lattice of pale light unfolded from the suit’s wrist and passed slowly over Mel’s body, from head to toe and back again. Owen watched the readout flicker across a small projected display that appeared in mid-air in front of Evan.

      “No fractures,” D.R.I.P. reported. “No signs of organ damage or internal bleeding. The subject’s heart rate and respiration are stable. Brain activity is suppressed but not damaged. There is, however, a genetic variance I cannot account for. She is slightly different at a cellular level from the baseline I have on file.”

      Owen looked up. “What does that mean?”

      “It means she’s not your Mel any more.”

      “Go away,” Owen thought back.

      “I don’t know yet,” Axiom said. “The Nullband was never properly field-tested. Residual interference is the most likely explanation. We’ll keep an eye on her.”

      They left Mel to sleep and headed downstairs to get drinks. Curtis returned ten minutes later with Hannah in his arms. The blonde speedster was pale, one arm still pressed to her ribs, but she was already looking better than she had on the hotel lawn.

      “Put me down,” she muttered. “I can walk.”

      “You can limp,” Curtis corrected, setting her carefully on the chair near the sofa. “Sit. Rest. Fighting Superion was brave, but you’re hurt.”

      “I hurt him, too. Did you see?” Hannah managed a crooked smile. “I have speedster metabolism. I heal fast and age slow. I’ll be functional by tonight. Sore, but functional.” She glanced toward the stairs, then toward the bathroom. “I’m going to shower. I stink of sweat, blood and turf.”

      Curtis stepped in front of her, shaking his head, but she raised an eyebrow at him. “Don’t make me speed past you and hurt myself.”

      “Fine.” Invictor stepped to one side and watched her disappear down the short hall and up the stairs. He never took his eyes off her curvy ass until she was out of sight, the sound of the water starting. For a moment, no one spoke. Then Curtis glanced at Axiom, then at Owen.

      “She’s cute,” Curtis said with a wry smile, then turned to Owen. “Do you know I dated Mel for a while? I don’t want there to be any weirdness, but I thought you should know.”

      “Yes, I know. Axiom, too,” Owen nodded.

      Axiom gave a short, humourless huff. “She left me for him.” He nodded at Curtis.

      “Then she left me and ended up with you.” Curtis looked at Owen. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous of the fact she chose you. An ordinary.”

      Axiom’s mouth twitched. “Same.”

      “The time we spent together was incredible. I’m not going to pretend it wasn’t.” He looked at Owen. “Especially the sex. Is she still as insatiable as she was back then?”

      “She… enjoys sex,” Owen admitted, his cheeks reddening.

      “That’s why she was in Scotland with Ryan,” Evan explained. “She wanted some fun with an X.”

      Owen shot him a look, and Axiom apologised immediately

      “Sorry. That was blunt.”

      Owen shrugged. “I wish things were different, but… yeah. It is what it is, I guess.”

      Curtis exhaled and rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s X-to-X talk.” He glanced at Axiom, who nodded. “We exist in a different world to you ordinaries. We live by different rules. There’s little time or point in beating around the bush when life… when everything is so fast and so intense.”

      “You’ve been closer to it than most Ordinaries ever get, so maybe you understand.” Evan put his hand on Owen’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “If you don’t, then we’re sorry. She’s your wife. We shouldn’t talk about her like that in front of you.”

      Owen didn’t know what to do with any of it. He looked at the floor, then back toward the stairs.

      “Someone should check on her again,” Axiom said. “Maybe examine her physically, make sure there’s nothing D.R.I.P. missed. Superficial wounds, for instance. If Superion bound her, there might be some cuts and bruises. Owen, she’s your wife. You should do it. We’ll give you the room.”

      Curtis went upstairs with him, heading into another bedroom first, returning with a folded stack of clothes: a soft grey T-shirt and dark joggers, both clearly his, both far too big. He handed them to Owen.

      “These will have to do until we can get her something that fits.”

      Owen left him on the landing, closed the bedroom door and stood for a moment looking at his still-unconscious wife.

      “He fucked her good,” the voice in his head reminded him. “He did everything he wanted. Fucked her in all her holes. Made her cry out his name as she came on his big cock.”

      Owen ignored the voice, sat on the edge of the bed and began, carefully, to undress her. Once she was in her underwear, he worked slowly, checking arms, ribs, hips, looking for the dark bloom of bruises. There were faint marks at her wrists and ankles from the restraints, but nothing worse. He was reaching for the clean clothes to dress her when her eyes opened.

      The activation rolled through her without warning. Her body lengthened, muscle packing along her limbs, and her brown hair darkening to jet black. Her underwear — bra and panties both — tore with a sharp ripping as her frame expanded, her breasts swelling, hips widening, thighs thickening until six-foot-six of Atalanta lay on the bed instead of five-foot-six Melanie, naked, the shredded fabric hanging off her in useless strips.

      Owen froze. “Mel?”

      She sat up, too fast. Her hand closed around his neck, strength far beyond anything ordinary. She pulled him towards her, eyes unfocused, mouth working around words that would not come out cleanly.

      “Where — I can’t — the light — Owen?”

      “Mel, it’s me. You’re safe. Let go⁠—”

      She didn’t let go. Her grip tightened. He couldn’t breathe. Panic spiked through him. For some reason, one of her eyes was brown and the other one blue. What the hell?

      The door slammed open.

      Curtis was first in, Axiom a step behind. They took in the scene in a single glance: Atalanta fully activated, naked, clutching Owen like she might crush his throat at any second.

      “Mel,” Curtis said, voice low and steady. “It’s me, Curtis. Look at me. Let him go.”

      Axiom moved to her other side. “You’re safe. We’re in Curtis’s house. Superion’s gone.”

      Her head turned from one man to the other. Recognition flickered, then confusion. Her fingers opened. Owen stumbled back, breathing hard, red marks blooming around his neck.

      Atalanta looked down at herself, at her own bare breasts, the fine triangle of hair between her thighs, the long, powerful lines of a body that was hers and not hers, then at the three men standing by the bed.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. The words were slurred, thick. “I don’t— I don’t know what’s happening. I can’t feel the shields. I can’t feel anything.”

      She made no move to cover herself. She seemed barely aware she was naked at all.

      Curtis and Axiom did not look away immediately. There was nowhere else to look. Six feet six of Atalanta, stripped, dazed, sitting bare naked on Invictor’s bed, while the ordinary husband she had just nearly broken stood shaking against the wall.

      Hannah’s voice came from the landing.

      “Is everything okay? I heard⁠—”

      She appeared in the doorway with a towel wrapped around her, still damp from the shower, blonde hair dark with water and clinging to her neck. The towel was not quite big enough. When she stopped short at the sight of the bed, it slipped. Owen caught a flash of long, wet thigh and the full curve and pink nipple of one breast before she snatched the fabric back up and held it closed with one fist.

      No one spoke for a second.

      Atalanta was still sitting upright, naked, dazed, her green eyes slightly unfocused. She looked from Hannah to Owen to her two ex-boyfriends as if she were trying to assemble the reality of the situation.

      “I don’t know where I am,” she said. The words came slowly. “I can’t feel my powers. I’m activated, but… who are you— I know your faces. I think I know your faces.”

      Owen sat on the edge of the mattress, careful of his wrist. “It’s me. Owen. Your husband. You know Hannah, Evan and Curtis. We saved you.”

      Axiom kept his voice even. “Superion had you. He put something on you—a band I designed that blocks powers. I think that’s why you can’t access your powers yet. We got you out, but there was a fight. Ryan escaped.”

      Atalanta listened. Some of the tightness left her shoulders. Recognition dawned in her eyes, memories returning.

      “Ryan,” she whispered. “The bracelet… He said it was a gift.”

      “We know,” Owen said. “It nullified your powers. Whatever happened, Mel, it wasn’t your fault. But you’re okay. We’re all okay.”

      She looked down at her own body again, as if only now registering the height, the muscle, her nudity. A long breath left her, and she deactivated.

      Her black hair shortened and lightened toward brown. The extra foot of height shrunk, and her muscles smoothed out. Her breasts and hips shrank to the familiar size and shape Owen knew well. In a handful of seconds Atalanta was gone, and Melanie Duffield sat on the bed instead, smaller, more average and still completely naked.

      “Rest. Sleep if you can,” Curtis told her gently. “We’ll be downstairs.”

      The big American eased her down onto the pillows, and she didn’t resist. He drew the sheet up over her breasts and hips with a care that was almost formal, tucking her in with a tenderness that made Owen’s cock twitch involuntarily, then stepped back.
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      Mel’s eyes were already closing, while the four of them stood in the quiet of the bedroom for a moment longer. Then, they left her sleeping and gathered in the living room.

      “The best thing she can do is sleep,” Axiom agreed. “Whatever the band did to her, along with the shock of everything, her system needs time to recover.”

      Curtis nodded. “Agreed. We need to eat. I’ll cook something for us. There’s food in the kitchen. Nothing fancy, but it’ll do.”

      He disappeared into the open-plan kitchen, rifling through the fridge. Hannah headed upstairs, returning in one of Curtis’s oversized shirts and a pair of rolled shorts, then helped Curtis prepare dinner.

      Axiom took out the secure handset and called London. Simi’s voice came through on speaker, tight and anxious. Davis was audible in the background, asking if they were okay.

      Axiom gave them the short version: there had been a fight, which they won with the help of Invictor. Mel was out and alive, but her powers were gone, and she had been unconscious for some time. Superion had escaped. They were recovering at Curtis’s house in the Scottish mountains.

      “Any word on Liminal or the boy?” Owen asked.

      “Nothing,” Simi replied. “No sightings. We have Leverage and other agents still looking. If they’re alive, they’re staying hidden.”

      Axiom ended the call and sat back, staring at the fire, and then a little while later, Mel came down the stairs slowly, one hand on the banister. She was wearing only a long grey T-shirt of Curtis’s that hung to mid-thigh. Her brown hair was tangled. She looked small again, ordinary, and tired to the bone.

      Owen stood immediately. “Hey. You should still be in bed.”

      “I couldn’t stay up there on my own,” she said. Her voice was hoarse but clearer than it had been. “I needed to see you. All of you. To say thank you.”

      Curtis came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands. “You’re just in time for dinner. After we eat, you’re all welcome to stay the night. There’s space. There’s no point flying anywhere until morning, and you’re probably safer here anyway. Superion doesn’t know where we are, or about the existence of this place.”

      Axiom nodded. “We eat, rest up, then we go back to London tomorrow, and sit down with Simi and Davis Hodge. Superion isn’t just Mel’s problem anymore. He’s a national threat. The Secretary of Defence needs to know.”

      Mel sat on the arm of the sofa beside Owen. The T-shirt rode up her thigh so high, you could almost see her pussy. She didn’t seem to notice, or didn’t care.

      “Tomorrow, we head home,” she said quietly. “Okay. Maybe my powers will be back by then.”

      They ate what Curtis had made, a lamb stew, hot, simple but delicious. Hannah still moved gingerly but already looked stronger than she had at noon. Mel stayed close to Owen on the sofa, the long T-shirt slipping off one shoulder, her bare legs folded under her, more than once flashing the fact that she wasn’t wearing underwear. She listened more than she spoke as they made conversation.

      When the plates were gone, she stared into the fire for a long time.

      “He seemed so nice,” she said at last. “Ryan. The whole time, he was funny, attentive and charming. I keep going over it in my head, and I can’t make the two versions of him sit together. The man who brought me breakfast in bed, who made love to me all night, and the man who—” She broke off. “I still can’t believe he tricked me.”

      No one argued with her. There was nothing helpful to say.

      Later, when the others began talking about heading to bed, Owen took her upstairs. The bedroom was warm and cosy, and as he closed the door behind him, Mel sat on the edge of the bed and looked at him with a small, regretful smile that did not quite reach her eyes.

      “I was having such a good time with him,” she said. “That’s the part that stings. I was getting the sex I needed. We were all on the same page, the three of us, you, me and him. It was perfect. It’s a shame it was all a lie.”

      Owen sat beside her. He told her the rest of it, because keeping it would have been worse than saying it, about Irresistabelle, how she’d charmed him into fucking her, and that she’d recorded it all to blackmail him. He told her about Liminal in the shower, how he’d let her wank him off, how he’d brought her to orgasm, how it was because of the rush of escaping death, a stupid impulsive thing. He told her he was sorry.

      Mel listened without interrupting, and when he finished, she was quiet for a few seconds, then she shrugged, a small, tired movement.

      “It’s only fair,” she said. “I got fucked and came like I haven’t in years. You got something too. I’m okay with it.” She looked at him properly. “Maybe that’s how we make this work. An open marriage, where we’re both honest about it, instead of pretending we’re still the same people we were before all of this.”

      Owen didn’t answer immediately.

      “Hannah fancies you,” Mel added. “You know that, don’t you?”

      “She saved my life,” he said. “I guess we’ve become friends. And I owe her. That’s all.”

      “If you find her attractive, you should fuck her,” Mel said, so casually that she might as well have suggested he treat himself to a biscuit. “I’m feeling so much better now, and if I’m honest, I’d love to sleep with Curtis again. And Evan. Like old times.”

      She glanced at the door.

      “Everyone’s in bed,” she murmured. “We could. Tonight. They know what I was doing with Ryan, they know you’re okay with it. Maybe they’d let you watch. You like watching, don’t you?”

      Owen was caught off-guard by the swift change in tone. He opened his mouth to reply, and that was when they heard it. Not bedtime conversation, not the quiet sound of the river outside, but a rhythmic sound from down the landing, a mattress creaking, a low male groan, a woman’s voice moaning softly. The unmistakable sounds of sex.

      Mel’s eyebrows rose. She stood, still in the T-shirt, and looked at Owen.

      “Well,” she said softly. “Someone’s started without us. How rude not to invite us to join them?”

      Then she took Owen’s hand and guided him from the room, not turning on the lights. The landing was dark except for a thin line of light under the far bedroom door. The sounds were clearer in the corridor, Hannah groaning in pleasure, Curtis murmuring something beneath his breath.

      Mel pushed the door open, just a crack.

      Invictor had Hannah on her back, her long, smooth legs hooked around his back, the two of them both naked in the darkness. Her breasts were full, nipples tight, bouncing sexily as he drove into her with long, controlled strokes that made the headboard start to knock against the wall. Hannah’s head was tipped back into the pillow, blonde hair fanned out around her, her lips open. Every thrust of Curtis’s thick-looking cock lifted her hips off the mattress.

      The big X’s body was unfair compared to Owen’s. The width of his shoulders, the muscles of his back flexing as he buried himself to the hilt, the full, impressive length of him shining with Hannah’s juices as he pulled almost out and slammed home again. Her fingers dug into his backside as she came with a broken cry, thighs shaking around him, but he didn’t stop. He fucked her through it, slower, deeper, watching her face the whole time.

      Mel stood in the doorway and watched for a long moment. Owen couldn’t look away either.

      “Well,” Mel murmured. “She’s clearly got him occupied for the night.” She sighed, not quite disappointed. “But maybe Evan’s available.”

      A floorboard creaked behind them, and they both turned to see Axiom step out of the other room, in just a pair of shorts but with the circlet still at his temples. He took in the open door, the two of them standing there, the unmistakable scene on the bed, but didn’t comment on it.

      “Leverage found the boy,” he said. “Sprout. Irresistabelle pursued them after they went into the water. He escaped. Liminal didn’t.”

      Owen’s stomach dropped. The sounds from the spare room faded to background.

      “Nicole’s in trouble?” he asked.

      “Leverage is still piecing it together. We believe Irresistabelle probably has her and is interrogating her as to your whereabouts.”

      “We have to help her.” Owen wrung his hands together. “Evan, we have to. She helped save you.”

      Mel turned her head and looked at Owen properly. Something sharpened in her expression.

      “You care about this… Nicole,” she said. Not a question. “The woman who wanked you off. Do you have feelings for her?”

      “She saved me from Irresistabelle,” Owen said. “That’s all.”

      “That’s not all. I can hear it.” A flicker of annoyance crossed her face, then she smoothed it away. “Go back to bed if you want. I don’t feel like sleeping yet. All of this—” she gestured at the house, them all standing there on the landing, the couple still fucking ten feet away “—has me wired. I need something. I need to feel like myself again. Maybe a proper fuck will shake the energy loose. If Evan wears the suit, he can do it hard enough.”

      Owen stared at her. “Are you serious?”

      “This is how things are now,” Mel said, quieter. “You like it, right? You can watch, if you want? I’m sure Evan won’t mind.”

      Axiom looked her up and down, taking in the shape of her pert breasts through the T-shirt, her bare thighs. “I’m game, if you are?”

      Owen sighed, then nodded. If this was what Mel needed. He went with them into the other bedroom, the one Curtis had said Evan could sleep in tonight.

      Once inside, Mel didn’t waste any time. She pulled the long T-shirt off in one movement and stood there, naked in the dim light, her brown hair loose, dark nipples already hard. Axiom gazed at her without apology.

      “D.R.I.P?” he spoke to the hollow suit standing against the wall. “Deploy me, amplify my sexual performance.”

      The A.I. came over and sealed around him in a slow, midnight-blue wave, locking into place, the suit hugging every line of his body, then shimmering, becoming transparent. The crotch of it was already strained, Evan’s hard cock pushing against the material until it opened automatically, his erection standing straight out in front of him as Mel dropped to her knees.

      Owen watched as she took hold of his cock, then wrapped her mouth around it while she was still Melanie, his wife, smaller and more familiar than Atalanta. She sucked him with slow, wet pulls, one hand stroking what she could not swallow, the other cupping his balls. Axiom’s breath caught in his throat. He threaded his fingers through her hair but didn’t push.

      “Scanning Melanie now. Her pussy is already wet,” D.R.I.P. said from the headset, voice mild and filthy at once. “Her pulse is elevated, and her skin temperature is slightly raised. She wants sex.”

      Axiom stood her up and slid his fingers between her thighs. Finding her soaked, he pushed two fingers into her and curled them inside, making Owen’s wife moan. He pinched one nipple, then the other, rolling them until she squirmed in his grip.

      “D.R.I.P. is right,” she confessed. “I need fucking.” Then she activated.

      The change rippled through her even as Axiom continued to finger her. She grew, her hair darkening, her larger, heavier breasts swinging as her body stretched into Atalanta. The suit’s sensors chimed in response.

      “Enhancing your stamina with a testosterone boost,” the A.I. announced. “My readings indicate she is ready to be bred.”

      Atalanta ignored the suit’s voice and climbed onto the bed on all fours, looking back over her shoulder.

      “I don’t care if it’s you or the suit,” she said. “Just fuck me hard. Make me orgasm.”

      Axiom joined her on the bed and mounted her from behind. The first thrust buried him to the hilt. Atalanta’s back arched as he fucked her hard, not as powerfully as Ryan, but still hard, deep, thrusting faster and stronger than Owen could, assisted by the suit. The bed slammed against the wall, and her tits swung under her as Evan’s hands spanned her hips and pulled her onto every stroke.

      “Heart rate one-ten and climbing,” D.R.I.P. murmured. “Vaginal contractions increasing. She’s close to climaxing. Don’t stop. Raising power levels appropriately.”

      Evan’s cock slammed into her until she came with a raw sound, a cry that Invictor and Slipstreme probably heard from down the landing. But Axiom didn’t ease off. He kept driving into her, the wet slap of his balls against her pussy filling the room, until she came again and her arms gave out, her face hitting the pillow hard.

      Owen had his cock in his hand and had not noticed himself doing it. Atalanta turned her head, eyes half-lidded, and reached for him.

      “Come here,” she said, her eyes curiously different again, one eye green, one brown, as if her powers were trying to manifest somehow. “Let me suck that ordinary cock of yours. It’s not as good as an X’s, but I still want it.”

      He stepped in, and she took him into her mouth while Axiom was still buried in her, sucking Owen with messy, wet licks, saliva dripping from her lips as she throated him eagerly, moaning around him as Evan kept fucking her. The contrast was brutal, her powerful body getting fucked from behind, her mouth working his ordinary cock like a consolation.

      “She’s going to climax again,” D.R.I.P. said. “Her perspiration rate is spiking. Hold off if you don’t want to cum before her.”

      But he couldn’t hold back. Axiom slammed in and held, groaning as he came inside her. Atalanta shuddered through a third orgasm, which set Owen over the edge, too, his cum spilling into her mouth. She swallowed, licked him clean, then let him slip free.

      For a moment the only noise was breathing. Atalanta sagged onto the sheets, still activated, still full of Axiom’s cum. Something in her face had gone distant.

      “I’ll sleep here,” she said to her husband, whose cock was quickly softening, his balls thoroughly drained. “Go to bed. You should get some sleep. I’ll need it at least once more during the night, then I’ll come get in bed with you. We’re going home tomorrow. There’s a lot to sort.”

      Owen wasn’t sure if she was being serious, but as she curled her body around Axiom, her eyes already closing, her breathing slowing, he realised she meant it. He quickly dressed in silence and left the room.

      In the dark of the landing, he stood for a moment listening to the house, the river’s soft sound outside, the cracking of the dying fire in the bedroom, Hannah’s voice low and satisfied from the other bedroom, and wondered, not for the first time tonight, what had gone wrong in his marriage.

      “You should never have let her fuck him,” his mind taunted him. “Now she’s had Axiom, she’s even further from the Mel you used to know.”
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      Owen slept surprisingly well.  No voices in his head during the night.

      He woke to dull grey shafts of light coming in through the curtains, and the soft weight of someone against his side. Mel. She must have slipped into the bed at some point in the night without waking him. Her brown hair was loose across the pillow, one bare leg thrown over his, the long T-shirt she had worn the evening before rucked up around her waist, the heat of her pussy pressed against his thigh. For a few seconds, he simply lay there, enjoying her warmth and watching the slow rise and fall of her breathing.

      Her eyes opened. She smiled, a slow, sleepy, and unmistakably sexy smile.

      “Good morning,” she murmured.

      “Hey.”

      She stretched against him, the movement deliberate. “Last night was crazy.” Her hand slid down his stomach and found him already half-hard. “I fucked Evan again after you left, and came really good. Just what I needed. Does that turn you on?”

      “Yes,” he said, voice rough.

      “Good. I did feel a little guilty after I told you to go to bed.” She pushed the covers back without hesitation, the cool air of the room touching their skin, and moved herself over his hips. She reached between them, took hold of his rousing cock and guided him to her entrance, sinking down onto him until he was buried inside her.

      Owen’s hands found her waist. She rode him slowly at first, then with more intent, her breasts bouncing beneath the T-shirt until she took it off, tossing it across the room. She made no effort to be quiet, no effort to cover her nudity. If anyone had walked in, they would have seen everything.

      It didn’t last long. The sight of her above him, his beautiful wife, ordinary Mel, taking what she wanted from him, letting him reclaim her as his, pushed him to climax quickly. He came hard, gripping her hips, while she kept riding him through it until he was spent.

      Then she leaned down, kissed him, and climbed off.

      “That was nice. Come on,” she said breathlessly. “Everyone else is probably already up.”

      They dressed and went downstairs, where the fire had burned down to a soft, still-glowing bed of ash. Mel was right that everyone was already awake. Invictor, Axiom and Hannah were all dressed, the two men quietly making breakfast, toast and coffee, passing some with a welcoming smile to Owen and his wife.

      They talked about the events of yesterday, but no one spoke about the night, or the sex they’d enjoyed between them. It was there, a tension in the air, but carefully ignored. There were bigger things to deal with than a couple of casual sexual encounters.

      Hannah was the first to do anything of purpose. She stretched by the window, rolling her shoulders while she looked outside, testing the ribs that had been hurt the day before. The speedster metabolism had done its work, judging by how she spent a minute jogging on the spot to warm up.

      “I’m not one hundred percent,” she said, voice still slightly hurt. “But fit enough to head home. I’ll see you there.”

      She tied her blonde hair back and winked at Owen. “Remember, you owe me.” Then she was gone with a swoosh and a red streak, leaving the front door swinging on its hinges.

      “Yes,” Axiom nodded. “We should get moving. There’s a lot to do.”

      They all agreed. Invictor would come with them, although he wouldn’t be able to stay. But it was important that Mel be protected and that Evan have another witness to what happened when reporting it to the authorities.

      Axiom took Mel. He sealed the D.R.I.P. suit around himself with the familiar ripple of dark blue Teflon, flickering circuitry, the silver circlet settling against his temples. Mel, still in the borrowed grey T-shirt but now with a pair of oversized jogging bottoms, stepped into his arms without comment, then moved to his back, where the A.I. strapped her in with the built-in harness.

      Curtis turned to Owen. “You’re with me.”

      The flight south was colder than the one north. A sharp, cutting wind tore at Owen’s coat as the land unrolled beneath them in muted greens and greys. Curtis kept him secure against his chest with one arm, the other free for balance, and for a long stretch they flew in silence. Then Curtis’s voice came close to Owen’s ear, pitched to cut through the rushing air.

      “I saw you last night,” he said. “You and Mel, watching me and Hannah. ”

      Owen kept his eyes on the horizon. “Yeah. She was curious.”

      “Then you had a threesome with Evan.” He turned, meeting Owen’s gaze. “Hannah and I heard them doing it all night. My hearing is enhanced, so I heard everything that was said. And I heard your conversation and the sex you had this morning too. You have a very understanding nature, Owen. Do you get off on Mel being with other guys?”

      The honest answer was complicated. “Yes. I do. But last night… I’m still… confused. About how direct she was. How blunt. That’s not how she usually talks. Not with me. Not like that.”

      Curtis was quiet for a few seconds.

      “It’s an X thing,” he said eventually. “A lot of us run hotter after a fight or a scare. Our libido spikes, our sex drives can get crazy high. With that, our boundaries are different. The things we can do mean we see the world differently. It doesn’t mean she doesn’t care about you. It just comes out sideways sometimes.”

      Owen didn’t answer. The voice in his head did, “You’ll never understand Extraordinaries, Owen. You’re not like us.” He ignored her.

      Curtis added, almost conversationally, “Hannah was fun. She’s got a great pair of tits on her, tight pussy too. Very sexy. Let’s just say she took it like a champ.”

      There was nothing useful Owen could say to that either, so he said nothing, and again the imagined voice of Irresistabelle taunted him.

      “Just like Mel took it off him back when they were together. Just like she took it from Evan, like she took it from Superion, hard, powerful. They’re real men. Not like you, Owen. You’re weak. But with my master and me, you could be so much more.”

      And again, he ignored her taunts. He needed therapy. It was trauma. His mind was broken. But he’d deal with it later. Right now, getting to safety and making sure Mel was okay was his priority.

      Owen was relieved when the familiar skyline of London appeared before them. As they approached home, their block of flats looked smaller than Owen remembered. Perhaps he was comparing it to the beautiful cottage Curtis owned.

      Axiom peeled away the moment they touched down, already on a call, heading for Simi’s. That left Owen, Mel and Curtis on the pavement outside the familiar entrance. Mel led the way up the stairs as if everything was fine, and she was just welcoming an old friend to her place. Curtis followed, ducking slightly under the lower doorframes of the flat.

      The flat smelled of stale air, so as Mel gave Curtis the short tour, Owen opened the windows, looking out at the narrow road outside and Farringdon station in the distance.

      A few minutes later, Mel joined him, making them all a cup of tea. Curtis accepted gratefully, leaning in the kitchen doorway and blowing to cool it down. Mel sat at the kitchen table with Owen, watching Invictor with open interest. The borrowed top had slipped off one shoulder.

      “When this is finished,” she said, “I want us to spend a night together. Just once, for old times’s sake.”

      Curtis glanced at Owen, then back at her. His voice stayed level, almost gentle.

      “I’d like that, too. But you should talk to your husband about it first. He’s a good man. He has feelings. I’m not going to pretend I don’t find you attractive and sometimes think about the times we had, but I’m not going to walk over him to get to you either.”

      Mel’s smile was small and unconcerned. She still didn’t look at Owen when she answered.

      “He knows how this works now.”

      Owen felt uneasy. Something in her tone sat wrong in his chest. She didn’t sound like the woman who left mug rings on the table and stole his socks. He knew it was the Nullband, the residual interference that Axiom had tried explaining to him. Maybe still some sense of shock, too. Whatever it was, he hoped that the Mel he knew would surface again soon.

      The surprisingly gentlemanly Curtis’s phone buzzed, and he answered it swiftly. He listened, nodded once, and lowered it.

      “That was Evan. They want us at Simi’s for a full debrief. Hannah’s already there. Leverage too. And Sprout. They’re waiting for us. Are you guys ready, or do you need a minute?”

      “Give us two minutes,” Owen said.

      Curtis nodded and stepped out onto the small balcony to give them space. Mel was already moving toward the bedroom to change out of the borrowed clothes. Owen followed, closed the door, and watched her pull on jeans and one of her own tops. She still moved with that slightly off, too-casual energy, as if the last twenty-four hours had not quite settled into her bones.

      “You okay?” he asked. “You don’t seem yourself. Is it the effects of the Nullband, or has the sex thing changed us?”

      “I’m fine.” She glanced at him in the mirror. “Don’t worry about it. Are you ready to face the debrief?”

      He wasn’t, but he nodded anyway.

      They locked the flat and took a cab across the city. London looked ordinary in the afternoon light — the famous red buses, streets full of shoppers, commuters rushing in and out of the tube stations — which only made the last few days feel more unreal. Curtis flew ahead and was already waiting on Simi’s front steps when they arrived.

      Inside, the house felt crowded. Hannah was on the sofa with a mug of tea, looking almost fully recovered. Leverage stood near the window, arms folded. Sprout occupied an armchair, small and quiet, his knees drawn up, wearing a K-Pop group T-shirt and jeans. Axiom and Davis were at the dining table with Simi, maps and laptops spread between them.

      The debrief was efficient and grim.

      Axiom laid out the Scotland sequence: the confrontation at the Ramshead Hotel, Superion’s escape, Mel’s missing powers, the genetic anomaly D.R.I.P. had flagged. Invictor commented that the fight had felt “off.” Superion had disengaged too cleanly once the numbers turned, and Hannah agreed. Then the conversation turned to priorities.

      “Superion is the immediate threat,” Davis Hodge, commander of MI:X, said. “He’s gone dark. There have been no confirmed sightings since he left the Highlands. Same with Wisp. We have zero useful intelligence on either of them right now. Finding them is the only job that matters.”

      Simi nodded. “Agreed. Everything else is secondary until we know where he is and what he plans to do with those bands.”

      Owen glanced at Sprout. The boy was watching him. He felt the question rise and forced it back down, not sure he should interrupt to ask what they were going to do about the boy’s sister.

      Leverage picked up on it, too. The tall young black X cleared his throat. “We still don’t have a location on Liminal either. She helped to rescue Axiom, and she might have vital information.”

      Davis’s expression flattened. “Liminal was involved in the City Hall attack. She’s a known associate of the group that tried to kill half the London government. She’s not a priority extraction. If she’s alive, she’s a problem for another day, along with Irresistabelle.”

      The room accepted that without argument, but Owen felt a twinge of despair and worry. Liminal — Nicole was his friend, but he kept a neutral expression. He could feel Mel’s eyes on him, and didn’t want another jealous comment about him caring for Nicole in front of everyone, so he said nothing.

      The meeting shifted into action, surveillance grids, possible safe houses Superion might use, the inevitable political fallout with Peck, and how much to tell the Defence Secretary. Owen listened, but contributed little; the concern for Nicole’s welfare and Mel’s off behaviour was more important to him personally.

      When the formal talk broke into smaller conversations, he excused himself and stepped into the kitchen for water. The house noise faded behind him. He ran the tap, filled a glass, and ran into Roger, Simi’s partner.

      “Still wearing my coat, I see?” The media magnate smiled at him, then, when Owen swallowed the mouthful of water and started to take it off, he added, “No. Please keep it. It looks better on you than it does on me anyway.”

      “Still pretending you don’t care about the little redhead?”

      The voice was the clearest it had ever been, and it made him almost jump out of his skin. Owen set the glass down harder than he meant to.

      “She’s at Wolfhill Hall with me, Owen. My master wants a word with you. Come alone and she lives. Keep playing house with your broken wife, and I’ll kill her myself.”

      He closed his eyes.

      “Get out of my head,” he muttered under his breath.

      Soft laughter, distant and intimate.

      “You already know you’re coming. Don’t take too long.”

      “Are you okay, Owen?”

      Owen opened his eyes. The kitchen was empty apart from him and Roger. The handsome older man was studying him, his eyes narrowing with concern.

      “I’m fine,” Owen replied. “Thank you for the coat. I appreciate it.”

      Then he headed back into the briefing room, finding Mel near the front window, half-listening to Hannah and Leverage, discussing what Superion’s alliance with Peck might mean for more terror attacks on the city’s infrastructure. He waited until they had a moment of relative quiet, then spoke low.

      “I keep hearing voices,” he said. “Irresistabelle. In my head. I know it’s probably just my imagination, stress, trauma, whatever, but… what if it’s my subconscious? What if it’s my intuition, trying to tell me something?”

      Mel studied him. For the first time since Scotland, the sharp, slightly detached edge in her expression softened.

      “Tell you what,” she said softly, leaning in closer. “Go ahead. You obviously have an idea.”

      “I think Liminal is at Wolfhill Hall. That’s where Irresistabelle took me, where Liminal rescued me from her. I think it’s still her base. It makes sense that she’d go there.”

      “You want to go look.”

      “Just to scout, confirm she’s there. Nothing stupid. Then maybe we can rally the troops and get in there to extract her. As Leverage said, she will have inside information on Superion and his plans. She was working with him, even if it was only because he had her brother.”

      Mel flexed her fingers, as if testing something only she could feel. “My powers are starting to come back. I can feel the energy again, faint, but it’s there. Whatever the Nullband did is wearing off. I’m starting to feel more like myself.”

      As she spoke, Owen thought he saw it: a brief amber glow in her eyes, the colour that belonged to Atalanta. It vanished almost instantly, replaced for a split second by one blue eye and one brown, before both settled back to her ordinary green.

      He frowned. “Your eyes just changed colour. I’ve seen them do that a few times.”

      Mel shrugged, already looking past him. “The Nullband did something to my genetics, remember? Axiom’s scan picked it up. It’s probably just residual interference. It’ll settle. If it doesn’t, I’ll have to get myself checked out, but for now, we need to focus.”

      “On catching Superion,” Owen nodded. “I agree. It’s just…”

      “You want to repay your debt to the girl.” She met his gaze again, green and steady. “Fine. I’ll come with you.”

      “Should we tell the group?” Owen asked, nodded towards the assembled team of officials and extraordinaries gathered around the briefing table once more.

      “No,” Mel shook her head. “You heard them. Liminal isn’t a priority. They’ll just overrule us.”

      They began working their way toward the door, making the usual polite noises about needing air and checking on the flat. On the way out, Sprout stepped into their path. The boy looked younger and smaller than ever, but his voice was steady.

      “You’re going after her, aren’t you?”

      “Don’t tell anyone.” Owen hesitated, then gave a short nod. “I’m going to see what I can do, but if they know, they’ll try to stop me.”

      Sprout’s face crumpled with something between hope and fear. “She’s my only family. Please help her. I want to come with⁠—”

      “No.” Owen kept his voice firm but kind. “It’s too dangerous for you, Sprout. You stay here where it’s safe. Cover for us. I’ll do what I can. I promise.”

      “You saved me. You and Nicole.” Sprout swallowed hard. “You’re the bravest man in the world. You’re my hero, even if you don’t have powers.”
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      The words landed heavier than Owen expected. He rested a hand briefly on the boy’s shoulder, then moved on before his resolve could crack. Near the door, Simi and Davis intercepted them.

      “You’re heading home?” Simi asked, her dark eyes taking him in, trying to read his expression. He tried to appear relaxed and casual.

      “Yeah,” Owen said. “Mel needs rest. Whatever the Nullband did to her, it’s still there, although it’s wearing off slowly.”

      Davis’s expression was pure command. “Good. Your only job right now is to protect your wife and keep your heads down. Your flat is an obvious target for Superion, so we’ll have eyes on it from a safe distance. If you see anything unusual, anything at all, you call it in. You do not play hero. Clear?”

      “As crystal,” Owen replied, and Mel agreed.

      “I’ll make sure he behaves.” She gave them both a small, reassuring smile that looked almost like the old Mel, then they stepped out into the late-afternoon light, the door closing behind them on the ongoing debrief, and headed home.

      Kev from accounts was standing outside their building, hands in his coat pockets, looking like he had been there a while. He was in his early fifties, average height, a little soft around the middle, with thinning sandy hair and a forgettable, pleasant face. His glasses sat slightly crooked. Owen recognised the coat he wore, it was the same style as the heavy coat Roger had loaned to him. Kev’s face lit up with genuine relief when he saw them approach.

      “Owen. Thank God. We’ve been worried sick. No calls, no emails, nothing. The whole office thinks something bad happened to you. Then the news started talking about some big Extraordinary dust-up in Scotland, people saying Atalanta and Superion had a falling-out. I figured I’d come by and check you were okay.”

      Owen managed a tired smile. “I’m all right, Kev. It’s definitely been a rough few days, but we’re fine. I’ll be back in a couple of days. I lost my phone in the chaos, but I’ve got a new one now.” He held up the sleek new handset Simi had given him in the meeting. “I’ll call the office and let everyone know when I’m coming in. I just need to sort a couple of things first.”

      Kev nodded, still studying him with mild concern. “Sure. No rush. Glad you’re okay. Both of you.”

      “It’s true about Superion,” she told him. “He turned out to be a dick.”

      “I see.” He blinked at Mel’s comment, then stepped back. “So… I’ll leave you to it. Take care of yourself, Owen. See you soon.”

      Kev gave them a small, awkward wave and walked off down the street, the twin coat of Owen’s flapping lightly in the breeze.

      They headed inside and tried to do normal things. Owen ordered chicken chow mein from the local Chinese takeaway, and they ate on the sofa in companionable quiet. While watching EastEnders, Mel’s phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen, opened the text.

      “It’s from Evan. He’s just checking we’re home and safe.” She typed a short reply, then another message arrived. “And one from Curtis as well, of course. He’s heading back up to Scotland tonight to look for any sign of Superion or Wisp. Axiom’s staying close to London in case anything kicks off here.”

      Owen’s own phone lit up a moment later. A text from Hannah.

      I’m around if you or Mel need anything. Call me sometime.

      He showed Mel the message. She gave a small nod and shrugged. “I think she wants to fuck you. I’d rather you do her than the invisible girl.”

      Owen ignored the comment. He still wasn’t ready to process all the changes in Mel, in their relationship. Not yet. There would be plenty of time for that in the future, once Mel’s powers had returned, and hopefully the old Mel with them.

      Later, he went to the bathroom and found the door half-open. Mel stood in front of the mirror, completely naked. She was watching herself with an intensity that felt almost clinical. As he watched, she activated, the power rolling through her, extra height, muscle, the black hair, the fuller curves and bigger tits of Atalanta. She turned slightly, examining the reflection, running a hand down her own body as if confirming it was still hers. Then her hand slid lower, between her thighs, her fingers sliding through the small thatch of fine dark hair. With the other hand, she cupped one breast, thumb brushing the nipple, while rubbing her clit slowly, watching herself in the mirror the whole time. Her eyes half-lidded, her lips parting on a quiet, filthy murmur about how good she felt, how much she needed fucking.

      Owen stood frozen on the landing, confused more than aroused. This wasn’t the private, slightly shy woman who usually locked the door. When was his old Mel going to come back? He stepped back carefully before she could notice him and went to the bedroom, heart beating too fast, and began getting ready for bed as if nothing had happened.

      She walked into the bedroom a few minutes later, still activated and still naked.

      “What are you doing?” she asked. “If we’re going to Wolfhill Hall, we need to go tonight. Under cover of darkness, before anyone expects us to move. Waiting until morning only gives Irresistabelle more time to prepare for us, or to move Liminal somewhere else.”

      “Tonight?” Owen stared at her in surprise.

      Atalanta flexed her fingers, then her shoulders. “My powers are coming back. I can fly again, the energy projection and the shields will take longer to fully redevelop. It always takes time after… something like the Nullband.”

      To prove it, she rose a few inches off the carpet, hovering steadily, dark hair drifting around her face, before settling back down. Then she looked at him properly, still six-foot-six Atalanta, her glorious body fully on show.

      “But before we go,” she announced, “you’re going to fuck me.”

      Owen stared. “Mel⁠—”

      She crossed the room in two long strides, caught him by the front of his shirt, and put him on the bed as if he weighed nothing. The strength in her hands was careful but still rougher than usual as she stripped him impatiently, then grabbed his cock, wanking him off smoothly until he started to get hard.

      “Come on,” she encouraged him. “Get stiff for Atalanta.”

      Owen’s body couldn’t help but respond, and as soon as he was ready, Mel swung a long, powerful leg over his hips, and took him inside her wet pussy, her fingers finding her clit and teasing herself as she started to ride him.

      “I quite like this little bit of pussy hair,” she commented.

      What was wrong with her? She hated the pubic hair she grew when she transformed, and would always shave it when she returned to being Mel. But he didn’t have time to wonder, Mel’s movements grew harder, grinding against him roughly.

      She rarely did this as Atalanta. She was always afraid of hurting him, but tonight there was no caution at all. She leaned forward, pinning his wrists to the bed, and rode him faster, taking exactly what she wanted. The bed’s mattress springs squeaked in complaint, but all Owen could do was hold on.

      “Give me that cum,” she demanded, her voice low and urgent. “Fuck, I’m going to…”

      She came with a low sound, but kept moving until he followed, shooting his load deep inside her still-tensing pussy, then climbing off him as if the matter were settled.

      “Good. Now get dressed,” she said, already reaching for one of her Atalanta supersuits hanging on the wardrobe rail. “We leave now.”

      Owen opened his mouth to speak, but⁠—

      “Yes,” the voice whispered, clear and pleased. “Tonight. Come to me while the others are busy looking for Superion. Bring the little wife if you must. I’ll be waiting.”

      He swallowed.

      “Tonight,” he agreed silently inside his own head, as if the imaginary voice could hear him. “Fine. We’re coming.”

      They dressed in silence and then left the flat by the back door, hoping Davis Hodge’s surveillance wouldn’t see them. Then they headed for the one place Owen had already escaped once and had thought he’d never want to see again.
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      They left the city how most Extraordinaries left cities: straight up.

      Atalanta took Owen under the arms and lifted them into the air like she’d done dozens of times before. There was no shield around them, no amber energy; her strength and flight powers were all she’d got back so far.

      The night air hit Owen like cold water. London fell away in a smear of orange streetlight, and then there was only the dark map of the countryside, rivers like black thread, roads like scratches.

      “You all right?” she called over the rush. “Give me the location again.”

      “It’s not far.” Owen had looked up the place on Google Maps before they set off, and showed her the screen. “I suggest we don’t land too close, in case Irresistabelle is watching.”

      “Don’t worry,” Atalanta replied, her eyes fixed on the screen. “I’ve got this.”

      He tucked his face against her shoulder and watched the land slide past. “I’m beginning to wonder if this is a mistake, but we have to at least try to help Liminal.”

      She adjusted her grip, her fingers tightening on his coat. “It isn’t a mistake. It’s the right thing to do. We confirm she’s there. We leave. That’s all. Don’t worry.”

      The voice in his head had gone silent the moment they left the roof of the building. That should have been a relief, but for some reason, it just left a hollow space where the taunts had been. He found himself listening for it like how you listen for a dripping tap after it has stopped. He wanted it back, if only so he would know whether Irresistabelle was waiting for them or whether he’d truly imagined it.

      But there was nothing but the sound of the wind rushing past.

      Wolfhill Hall soon came into view through a gap in the trees, first as an ornate silhouette against the moonlit sky, then as the grand mansion that it was. Most of its windows were dark, but a couple of the ground floor windows glowed softly in the night.

      Atalanta brought them down in a stand of pines a short distance from the drive, landing harder than she usually did, as if her usual graceful control hadn’t quite returned. They stood for a moment in air that smelled of petrichor; wet earth and rain-soaked leaves. The hall sat at the end of the long gravel drive that looked like a throat waiting to eat them, the portico at the end the building’s mouth. Ivy, black in the darkness, wrapped around the stone like it held the turrets in place.

      “Let’s go,” Atalanta murmured. “Stay close to me.”

      They moved off the open ground and onto the unkempt-looking lawns, circling toward the east face of the house where the moon shadows were thickest. They carefully looked into every window they passed; the ground floor hallway and drawing room were empty, the furniture like crouched animals under dust sheets. In the next room, a huge ornamental silver sword hung on the wall, glistening in the glow from the single wall light, but there was no one inside.

      Owen’s pulse was loud in his ears as Atalanta paused at the corner of the house and lifted a hand. He stopped beside her, then saw why. Above them, on the second floor, a curtain was open, an older man looking out of the window.

      He was only a silhouette at first, thick-set but stooped. Then he leaned closer to the glass and the light behind him caught his face: greying hair, deep-set eyes, a distant look in his eyes, as if he’d been staring out into the dark for a long time.

      Before they could duck behind the corner, he saw them. For a second he didn’t move. Then he was gone.

      Atalanta’s fingers closed on Owen’s sleeve.

      “Shit,” she whispered. “We’ve been seen. What do you want to do? Do you know who it was?”

      Owen’s first thought wasn’t of Irresistabelle, of them being seen. It was something Liminal had said, almost as an afterthought, while they were still running from here the first time.

      “Nicole mentioned him,” he murmured. “She said the lord of this place was completely under her control, and that someone should do something about that one day. If that’s him, we probably don’t have to worry. Unless she’s got him acting as a lookout.”

      Atalanta’s grip on his sleeve loosened. “Then we keep moving. If he raises the alarm, we’ll know soon enough.”

      They turned in the other direction and worked their way along the east wall, staying in the shadows where they could. The wet grass soaked Owen’s shoes as he moved quietly. The place was quiet and empty—too quiet and empty. In the dining room, the light was on, but no one was home. Another light burned in the study lined with books, a chair pushed back as if its occupant had only just stood up, but no one was visible.

      Owen pressed close to the glass of a ground-floor room that might once have been a morning room. The heavy curtains were half-drawn, and when he looked through, he thought he saw movement, a flicker of green — the colour of Irresistabelle’s costume — but when he blinked and looked again, it was only a chair back and a throw.

      “Anything?” Atalanta asked.

      “I thought—” he started, then shook his head. “No. We keep looking.”

      They rounded the rear of the hall. Here the garden fell away toward a sunken lawn and a line of trees that hid the drive from the road beyond. The house loomed over them, the walls lit fully by the light of the bright moon. Owen’s breath smoked in the cool air. The voice in his head remained absent, but somehow, that absence was starting to feel like a held breath.

      Atalanta stopped at a tall sash window and cupped her hands to the pane.

      “There,” she said.

      Owen joined her. It was dark on the other side of the glass, and for a moment, he saw only his own reflection, lit by the moon. Then the room resolved: a sitting room, fire dead in the grate, and, on a chaise near the far wall, a shape that could be a woman, red hair dark in the gloom, unmoving. Liminal. Or was it? He couldn’t be sure. It could be a coat and a trick of shadow.

      He tapped lightly on the glass, but the shape didn’t move. He opened his mouth to tell Mel they should go in. But the air changed before he could utter a word.

      It wasn’t a sound, or a change in temperature. It was pressure, a sudden sweetness at the back of the throat, the memory of a perfume that didn’t belong to Mel. Purple-pink light bloomed at the edge of his vision.

      Then Irresistabelle stepped out of the dark as if the ivy-covered wall had opened up and let her through.

      The gemstone at her throat flared brightly, lighting the wall and patio around her faintly purple. The world tilted. And Owen’s thoughts went soft at the edges, warm and slow, like he was sinking into warm bathwater. He tried to lock his knees, tried to fight it, to remember why he was here.

      “Mel—”

      The name came out slowly, thick, as if he were speaking underwater, but Atalanta didn’t reach for him.

      “Go with it,” she whispered. “I’ve got this. Don’t worry. This is all part of my plan.”

      She took a single step away from him, out of the stone’s light.

      “Mel—”

      “Trust me,” she murmured as she retreated into the shadows. “Get to Liminal. It doesn’t matter if Irresistabelle seduces you again. Or Liminal, for that matter. Fuck her, if you have to. I’ve had a few new men; it’s only fair if you have some fun too.”

      Her easy smile was out of place. It didn’t look right on her. What was she doing?

      Owen tried to follow her, but his legs would not agree on the order of things. The amulet’s glow, dangling between Belle’s breasts, wrapped his thoughts in warm silk. She watched him with bright, satisfied interest, one hand already lifted toward his face.

      “Mel,” he said again. “Don’t do this. Help me.”

      But his wife was already further back than he expected.

      “Remember, the more you fight it, the stronger she gets.” Her voice was so quiet it barely carried to him. “If you give in to it, there’s a chance you can defeat her.”

      The last thing he saw of her was her eyes — green, then a flicker of amber, then one blue and one brown — before the darkness took her whole and she disappeared.

      Irresistabelle did not look her way. If she’d seen Mel at all, she gave no sign. Her attention was only on Owen.

      She stood in the patio light, her emerald-green costume cut close like wet silk, leaving her arms bare from the shoulders to her matching gloves, and her thighs exposed above the long black line of her thigh-high boots. The suit’s neckline plunged hard, the brilliant purple amulet nestled in the deep cleavage between her breasts, pulsing eerily against her skin like a beating heart. The gem’s glow painted the underside of her jaw and the inner curves of her impressive chest.

      “There you are,” she murmured, almost fond. “I knew you’d come back to me. Men always do, in the end. What a brave little Ordinary you are, Owen. So loyal. So determined to save everyone except yourself.”

      The stone glittered, and the warmth in his head thickened. Praise and mockery arrived in the same breath, as sweet as her perfume.

      “Look at you,” she said, stepping closer. The boots made no sound on the flagstones. “You’re shaking. Don’t worry, darling. I’m here to look after you now.”

      She touched his cheek. He wanted to push the finger away, but couldn’t. Belle saw the look of defiance in his eyes and giggled, the sound like bells ringing in the distance.

      “Are you hoping your wife is going to save you? She isn’t. Atalanta isn’t what you think she is. Maybe I should explain, but no. That’s a fun game for later.”

      She circled Owen, the delicate finger tracing his shoulder.

      “You came because I called, and because you couldn’t stand the thought of the redhead dying for you. That’s not weakness, Owen. That’s why you’re interesting. You’re… fascinating. I can see why you intrigue my master so much.”

      He tried to tell her to stop, but the words slid apart before they reached his mouth.

      “Oh, how I’ve missed that look,” Irresistabelle went on, tracing his cheek, then letting her green fingernail rest lightly on his lips. “The one you get just before giving in to it. Don’t be afraid, Owen. I told you I meant you no harm. My master wants a conversation. That’s all. You can see Liminal. All you have to do is comply.”

      “You seduced me,” he managed to growl, before with a flick of her fingers, his jaw clamped shut.

      “I did. And you were good. Oh, so good. Don’t pretend you didn’t enjoy it, too.” That giggle again. Her hand stroked his cock, felt the shape of it through his jeans. “Such a lovely cock for an Ordinary.”

      The stone flared again, throwing violet and pink light across her bare arms, the tight line of her waist, the long stretch of thigh between costume and boot.

      Owen’s will didn’t break so much as unhook. The fear was still there, but it no longer had any control over him. His feet moved without him telling them to.

      “That’s it,” she whispered, turning toward the house. The back of the emerald suit was cut almost as mercilessly low as the front, exposing the fine arch of her back. “Walk with me.”

      He walked, the wet, uncut grass swishing under his shoes, soaking the bottoms of his jeans. Irresistabelle’s gloved hand settled at the small of his back, guiding rather than forcing, the purple-pink light painting the patio stones ahead of them. A side door stood open, and she led him through, the warm air inside making him shiver in pleasure. He managed to turn, looking over his shoulder, but behind him, the garden was empty. Mel was gone. She’d left him to this witch.

      Then the door closed on the night outside, and then everything went fuzzy as Wolfhill Hall took him in.
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      Owen woke to an ornate ceiling above him, coffered, painted with faded gods who had seen better centuries. A pair of heavy black and gold curtains shut out whatever time of day it was. The bed was vast, with four carved wooden posts at the corners. He tried to sit, but his wrists were shackled to the headboard with smooth metal cuffs. He looked down, registering that he was naked beneath a single sheet drawn to his waist. His mind felt slow, as if it was being poured back into his skull bit by bit.

      Then the door opened, and Liminal — Nicole — walked in.

      She was wearing just a black silk nightgown, thin enough that the light from the landing shone through, revealing the side swells of her breasts, the narrow waist, and the curves of her hips. The fabric clung as she closed the door behind her, red hair loose around her shoulders.
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      “You’re awake.” She came closer to the bed, speaking quietly. “Don’t shout. She hears everything.”

      Owen tested the cuffs. They gave him nothing. “Nicole. Help me out of these things. Let’s get out of here.”

      “I can’t phase.” She said it softly, apologetically. “I can’t walk through anything. Every time I try to leave, it… takes me over. The spell, the stone, whatever she’s done. I get to the door, and suddenly I want to stay. I want to please her. It’s—” Her face tightened. “Disgusting.” She sat on the edge of the mattress. The nightgown rode up her thigh. “She’s evil. I’m trapped. Just like you. Just like Wisp.”

      Owen’s gaze kept slipping. The silk left very little to guesswork, the points of her nipples, the long line of her legs, the darkness in the gap between them.

      “What happened?” she asked. “How did she catch you again?”

      He told her. Mel flying him here to save her. Irresistabelle coming out of the ivy. Mel stepping back, saying it was part of a plan, telling him not to fight the stone, telling him he could even sleep with her if he had to. Nicole listened with her lower lip caught between her teeth.

      “Don’t fight it,” she repeated slowly. “That… actually makes sense. The more you push, the harder it pushes back. I learned that the hard way.”

      “Your brother is safe,” Owen said. “With Axiom and Simi. He’s all right.”

      Something in Nicole’s face loosened. She smiled, exhaled, then reached in and hugged him awkwardly before sitting back as he told her the rest: the fight with Superion at the Ramshead Hotel, Invictor dropping out of the sky and turning the tide. Finding Mel, the strange lingering effects of the Nullband, the existence of the Surgeband, and how worried Axiom was about his untested equipment being stolen and used for the wrong reasons.

      Nicole made a small, involuntary sound. “Mmm. Invictor is kind of hot.” She blinked, then grimaced. “Sorry. My brain is fried. I feel weird. It’s the spell. It keeps putting thoughts where they don’t belong.”

      The nightgown had slipped off one shoulder. Owen could see the upper curve of her breast, pale against the black silk. He knew he should look at her face, but didn’t entirely succeed.

      Nicole followed his eyes and did not cover herself. “She told me to come and free you.”

      She reached for the sheet. Owen tried to stop her, aware that he was naked under there and that Nicole’s body had an unwanted effect on his cock, but the shackles held firm.

      Her irises changed as her fingers closed on the linen, a sudden bloom of pink-purple light behind the green, the same colour as the stone. The Nicole who had been talking to him was still there, but something else looked out through her eyes. She pulled the sheet away in one slow movement.

      There was no hiding Owen’s erection, and it twitched as the cool air touched him. Nicole’s gaze dropped, and the glow in her eyes deepened to a brighter pink. Her fingers closed around him.

      She stroked him slowly, her thumb working the head, smearing the small bead of precum that appeared on the tip. Her other hand slid down her own stomach, under the hem of the nightgown, and she touched herself while she worked him, a small, helpless moan escaping her throat. She pushed the silk higher until it bunched around her wrist. Owen could see her pussy, the small thatch of reddish hair, two fingers shoved inside her wetness.

      “Stop it,” she whispered, not to him. “Belle. Stop. I don’t— I don’t want to⁠—”

      The glow in her eyes flared and faded, flared again as she tried to resist and failed. She kept stroking him, kept fingering herself. Another sound escaped her, half protest, half need.

      “Don’t fight it,” Owen said. His voice was rough. The cuffs bit when he tried to lift his hands. “It’s all right. Mel told me to do whatever I had to. She said it was part of the plan. She gave me permission, Nicole, it’s okay.”

      She looked at him as if those words were a door she could escape through. The conflict in her face didn’t vanish, but it changed. She leaned closer, making the nightgown gape so he could see the flush across her chest, the tight peak of one pink nipple against the silk. Her fist tightened on his cock. Her fingers moved faster in and out of her pussy, slick with her juices.

      They were both close. He could see it in the way her hips had started to rock against her own hand, feel it in the way his balls had gone tight.

      But before either of them came, the door opened again.

      Wisp stood there in a scrap of pink lingerie that barely qualified as a bra and panty set. The Korean villainess was all long, slim legs and mist-pale skin, her dark hair loose around her shoulders. Her dark, tilted eyes took in the bed, the shackles, Nicole’s hand holding his cock, her other hand between her thighs.

      “What,” she said, “are you two doing?”

      The pink-purple light went out of Nicole’s eyes as if someone had cut a wire. She snatched her hands back, breathing hard, and let him go, pushing down the nightgown to cover herself. Owen was left exposed, his hard cock throbbing visibly.

      Wisp’s mouth twitched. “The Lady of Wolfhill is waiting for you. She grows impatient.”

      Nicole swallowed, then reached into the bedside drawer and found a small key and a small pair of white boxer shorts. She unlocked the cuffs with fingers that were still shaking, and Owen sat up, rubbing his wrists. Wisp looked at him without embarrassment, her gaze travelling down to his cock, smiling as she admired it.

      Nicole held out the shorts. “She wants you in these,” she said. “Only these.”

      He stood and pulled them on. They were so small and tight that they hid almost nothing.

      “Come on,” Wisp said, already turning for the door. “Don’t make her fetch you.”

      Owen stood on weak legs, took a moment to steady himself, then let them lead him out into a corridor of old portraits and thick carpet. At the end of the passage a round room waited: a circular chamber with a meeting table at its centre, high-backed chairs, and tall windows through which he saw it was night outside, although he still wasn’t sure what time exactly. The air smelled of the floral perfume of the woman standing at the head of the table.

      The Lady of Wolfhill. Irresistabelle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            DESTINED TO ASCEND

          

        

      

    

    
      She wore a different dress, still emerald, but darker, the colour of the deep sea at night. It clung to the shape of her, cut so deeply at the neck that it left most of her breasts bare, the upper curves on full display, the purple amulet resting in the valley between them and glowing with a low, steady pulse.

      “Sit,” she commanded.

      They sat. Owen was painfully aware of the shorts, of his still semi-erect cock totally visible through the thin fabric. Nicole sat on one side of him and Wisp on the other, as Irresistabelle took the chair opposite and folded one long leg over the other, watching them like someone arranging chess pieces on a board.

      The door behind them opened again, and the old man from the window came in, pushing a silver hostess trolley in front of him. His greying hair was combed back, and he wore a dark servant’s jacket that didn’t hide how naturally broad and solid his frame was.

      “Alastair,” Irresistabelle said fondly. “What have you prepared for us?”

      The old man didn’t reply. He simply set down plates of roast beef, vegetables and gravy, hot, freshly cooked, the smell of it suddenly making Owen’s stomach growl loudly, even as he found himself staring at the man’s face. He knew this man from somewhere. A memory pulled at him, but almost as soon as he started to recognise him, the name seemed to move just out of reach.
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      “Eat,” Irresistabelle said. “I won’t have you fainting in the middle of our conversation.”

      They ate because they were hungry, not just because the amulet made them. The food was good, the beef tender and tasty, the vegetables perfectly cooked. Wisp put her fork down first.

      “I want to leave,” she said, surprisingly firm in Belle’s presence. “I’ve done what was asked. I helped you catch Liminal. And your master was right; the Ordinary came, and now you have him again. I need to go. My own master needs me.”

      Irresistabelle’s perfect eyebrows rose, amused. She ran her fingers through her long blonde hair, listening as Wisp pushed on, her words coming faster.

      “Of Superion’s four horsemen, Tremble is dead. Liminal is here. I’m here. That leaves him with Wildkard. Only Wildkard. And she can’t be trusted. She’s the worst of them.”

      Nicole let out a short, bitter breath. “You’re jealous.”

      Wisp’s head snapped around to the redhead. “Fuck you, Liminal.”

      “You know what Wildkard is,” Nicole said. “A wicked little nympho. You’re in love with him and scared she’ll take your place as his favourite. As his lover.” She leaned forward, red hair falling over one bare shoulder. “Well, he doesn’t give a shit about you, Wisp. He’s obsessed with Atalanta. They spent the whole weekend fucking. Isn’t that right, Owen?”

      The table went very still. Owen felt everyone’s eyes turn to him. “Yes,” he admitted. “They did. With my permission, of course.”

      A glowing white mist coalesced around Wisp’s hands, blue fire licking along her fingers, cold and vicious, the air filling with tension as the two women stood, facing each other.

      “Enough.”

      Irresistabelle didn’t have to raise her voice. The purple stone brightened, and Wisp’s blue flame guttered out, the mist disappearing as quickly as it appeared. Nicole sat down, but Wisp stayed standing, trembling. She made a small, broken sound and clutched at the edge of the table.

      “Please,” she whispered. “Stop. Belle, stop, please. It’s… agony.”

      “Not yet.” Irresistabelle smiled, slow and pleased. “I haven’t finished having fun with you. Any of you.” Her gaze moved from the shuddering Wisp to Nicole, lingering on each of them, before settling on Owen. “It’s been delicious, watching my two little puppets play. The things they’ve done for me. And for each other.” A pause, light as a fingertip. “Such dirty, delicious things.”

      Nicole’s face went hot. She looked down at her plate, then, helplessly, at Owen. The look said enough. Owen felt his anger building. He needed to stop this, but how? His eyes drifted to the stone, sitting in the hollow of Belle’s breasts like a living thing, pulsing faintly, throwing rose-violet light across her cleavage. Irresistabelle followed his gaze and smiled as if he had paid her a compliment.

      “The Sirenstone,” she explained. “One of the Sevenfold, the seven artefacts gathered and empowered by Witchcrafter, one of the oldest Extraordinaries of us all.”
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      She touched the gem with one fingertip. “This is mine, but believe it or not, another of those sacred seven is in this very house.” Her eyes moved around the table, bright with private amusement. “Which one, I wonder? You ought to know, if you know your history.”

      Alastair’s hands stilled on the tray. For a fraction of a second, his head came up until Irresistabelle looked back at him, then he looked back down at his feet, shoulders folding in, obedience settling over him like a cloak.

      “Anyway.” She turned to Owen again. “You owe me, Mister Ordinary. You got me into a great deal of trouble with my master, escaping last time before you were meant to.”

      Before you were meant to? What did that mean? Owen filed it away for now.

      “I’ll take what you owe me later. Oh, and I know your wife was outside earlier,” Irresistabelle went on, almost conversational. “I felt her there, but when I tried to charm her, there was… nothing. Like she was immune. But how? No one is immune to the Sirenstone.”

      “I don’t know,” Owen said. “But when she comes to save me, that means you’re in trouble, right?”

      “Maybe, but it doesn’t matter.” She shrugged, and the stone shifted between her breasts. “She’s gone. Alastair watched her fly away after I captured you. So she is of no concern.”

      “Mel wouldn’t abandon me.”

      Irresistabelle’s mouth softened into something like sympathy, which was worse than mockery. “And yet,” she said, “it would appear that she has. I’m sorry.”

      The room waited, tension filling the air again. Irresistabelle seemed to finally remember the violently shaking Wisp and released her hold, the Korean slumping into her chair, whimpering softly.

      “What do you want?” Owen asked.

      “My master simply wants to talk to you. After that, you’ll be allowed to escape.”

      Allowed to escape? Owen held her gaze. He stood, showing defiance, even though he was scared that she’d do to him whatever she’d done to Wisp.

      “Then perhaps he should do it face to face this time, not through a TV screen, and not through you.”

      Irresistabelle’s smile widened, her eyes glowing bright violet.

      “You’ll get your wish. He arrives in the morning,” she said. “To do exactly that. Face to face.” She touched the Sirenstone with her green-painted fingertips. “The moment of my destiny is at hand. He has told me so. I am about to ascend to my ultimate form, to be his wife, at his side as we rule all of you. My reward for bringing him the chosen one.”

      Her eyes shone even brighter, violently purple, as she looked at Owen.

      “You,” she said, softly.

      Owen understood, with a clarity that had nothing to do with the stone, that Irresistabelle was not playing a part. She was truly, dangerously crazy.

      “You’re mad,” Owen said, the words flatter than intended. “Who is he? Your master. The man who’s going to rule us all by your side.”

      Annoyance flickered across her face, quick and ugly, and the Sirenstone brightened between her breasts. “You don’t ask for names you haven’t earned.”

      Alastair’s voice was barely there.

      “I don’t trust him.” He still did not lift his head. “I think he’s using you, Belle. I keep telling you⁠—”

      Irresistabelle stood so fast the dark green silk strained over her chest, her breasts almost flaring out as the Sirenstone flared. Pink-purple light washed over them all, colouring the entire room in its vivid hue.

      “Silence.”

      It was not a request. Owen felt the word land in his mouth and stay there. Nicole’s lips parted and produced nothing. Wisp’s whimpering ceased. Alastair’s protest died on his tongue.

      “You know nothing,” Irresistabelle growled at the old man, all sweetness gone. “You’re jealous, head over heels in love with me since the stone first touched you, and you can’t stand that I have a future that does not include your wrinkled hands on my body.” She stepped around the table until she stood over him. The old man cowered on his knees, staring at the carpet. “I told you what you are, Alastair Wolfhill. A toy. For all your power, without your stupid sword⁠—”

      Owen’s mind snagged on that. For all your power. Your stupid sword. He stared at the stooped servant with a face he almost knew.

      “—you were only ever a simple puppet. My dog.” Her gloved fingers snapped once. “Down, old man.”

      Alastair resisted. It was only a second, a stiffening of his broad shoulders, a flicker of something cold on his face, fury in his eyes as he started to rise, but then the stone took him. He went back to his knees on the polished floor and bowed his head until his forehead nearly touched her boot.

      “Forgive me,” he whispered. “You’re right. I am but your servant.”

      “Then go to my bedroom and wait for me.” Irresistabelle’s voice softened again, which was not kindness. “You can make it up to me.”

      Alastair rose and left the chamber without looking at any of them.

      “Finish your meals,” she said to the rest. “In silence.”

      They did as they were told. As delicious as it was, the food might as well have been paper, now impossible to enjoy. The stone’s glow kept the quiet locked in place until the plates were all empty, then Irresistabelle smiled as if they had all been very good.

      “To your rooms.”

      She let the command hang for a second, then laughed, low and delighted, and changed it.

      “Actually, no. Follow me.” The Sirenstone brightened between her breasts again as she stood and circled the round table. “If I am to ascend tomorrow — if I am to be his bride — then tonight is my last night as a mortal woman. Call it a hen night, a bachelorette party, whatever. I am going to have some fun.”

      They followed her out of the room and up two sets of stairs to the master bedroom, a huge room with walls decorated with beautiful paintings and tapestries, a pair of red velvet curtains hanging heavily from a golden pole, and an open fire that had no business burning so hot, the flames an eerie green.

      Alastair was already on the enormous four-poster bed, his weathered but muscular body naked, pale against the dark sheets, waiting with his hands on his thighs and his head bowed. Irresistabelle stepped inside, reached behind her back, and let the dark emerald dress fall. It hit the floor in a hush. She wore nothing beneath it but the Sirenstone, the gem glowing against her bare tits, her pink nipples tight, the long naked line of her body unashamed, her bald pussy glistening, already wet.

      “Strip,” she said, without looking at them. “And then fuck. I want to watch my puppets enjoy themselves while my dog makes himself useful.”

      She climbed onto the bed, spread her thighs, and put one gloved hand in Alastair’s greying hair. “You know what to do.”

      He bent to her without a word, his mouth going to her pussy, his tongue finding her clit. Belle sighed, pleased, and watched the three of them over his head.

      Owen’s hands moved of their own accord, pulling the tight shorts down, his cock springing free, already semi-hard. Nicole’s black nightgown fell to the carpet, her perfectly shaped tits coming into view. Wisp’s tiny lingerie followed. Her tits were small but pert, with dark brown nipples. A tangle of fine black hair peeked out between her thighs.

      Stop, Owen ordered himself, but he couldn’t. Then he remembered Mel’s advice. Don’t fight it.

      With his last useful thought, he stopped fighting the pull.

      The warm silk around his mind loosened. Control came back, just for a moment, as Nicole stepped up to him. He kissed her, but willingly. More control. Mel had said he could do this.

      More clarity. The portraits had names. The sword had a name. The old man had a name.

      He felt Nicole’s lips on his, warm and soft. Wisp’s hands were on his body. He leaned into them both. “Don’t fight it,” he murmured. “Go with it. That’s how we get free.”

      Wisp’s hand was on his cock. Her eyes flared pink, faded, flared again. She gave the smallest nod. Not enough. Not yet. Nicole kissed him again. He slipped his tongue into her mouth, let his fingers find her breasts, cupping them, enjoying their weight, willingly.

      More control. Owen looked over Nicole’s shoulder at the man on the bed hungrily licking Belle’s cunt, then at the portraits. One stood out. One he’d seen in The Orbit. It was the same man on the bed, but older now, faded. The man at the forefront of the mural of the disbanded Vanguard, the last X group, the Union Jack across his broad chest, the famous silver sword lifted over his head. Excalibur. The man between Belle’s thighs was the Defender of the British Isles. The Lord of this house.

      Alastair Wolfhill.

      Better known as Crown, first amongst the Vanguard.
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      “For all your power,” Irresistabelle had said at the table, “without your sword, you’re nothing.”

      It fitted. It all fitted. The old man had once been one of the most powerful men in the world.

      “Go with it,” he said again, rougher, low enough that only the two women with their bodies pressed against him could hear. “Wisp, Nicole. Don’t fight it. That’s how we weaken the spell.”

      This time Nicole’s eyes stayed her own for a whole breath. Wisp shuddered, her glowing mist flickering around her for a second, then let it go. Then the three of them came together again, not because they were being made to, but because they wanted it.

      Wisp kissed him now, hungry and shaking, her small breasts crushed to his chest, her tongue in his mouth. Nicole pressed in behind her, pale hands sliding around to cup the Asian’s tits, pinching the nipples until Wisp moaned against Owen’s lips. The Korean’s fingers found Nicole’s cunt and opened her, two fingers sinking in, slick, filthy, showing him as she broke the kiss.

      “Fuck her,” Wisp whispered, and it was her voice, not the stone talking.

      Owen pushed Nicole onto the bed, Irresistabelle and Alastair moving to make room, then the redhead parted her thighs, chewing her lip sexily as she looked up at him, waiting willingly for him to fuck her. Owen knelt between her legs and entered her in one long stroke. She was tight, soaked, her walls clenching around him with a broken sound. He held her hips and drove his cock deep into her. Wisp dropped to her knees beside them, put her mouth on Nicole’s clit while Owen fucked her, licking around the stretch of his cock, then turned her head and licked his shaft as it slid in and out.

      “Good,” Irresistabelle purred. “That looks so fucking hot.”

      Owen smiled as if he was under her control. Nicole’s nails dug into his hips, pulling him further into her, then she came on him with a raw cry, her cunt fluttering, and Wisp laughed against them both.

      Irresistabelle still had Alastair’s face buried between her thighs. She held him there by the hair and rolled her hips on his tongue, the Sirenstone bouncing between her tits. “That’s it. Lick that pussy. Good little toy.”

      Then she shoved him onto his back and sank expertly down on his cock, riding the old hero with slow, greedy slaps of skin on skin, her lower back muscles flexing, taking his average length to the root, watching Owen the whole time.

      Nicole pushed Owen away, her pussy dripping down her thighs, and pulled Wisp onto the bed next to her. “Your turn.”

      Then she sat on Wisp’s face without waiting and reached back to guide Owen between Wisp’s spread thighs as she opened them wide for him. Her hole was slick and tight, her slim, lithe body shaking as he thrust into her. Nicole ground her clit against her mouth, moaning, her tits swaying as she rode the Korean’s face. Owen fucked Wisp’s hairy pussy hard, the way he knew Irresistabelle would demand of him, watching his cock disappear into her, watching Nicole’s juices trickle down Wisp’s chin.

      “Don’t fight it,” he reminded the two women as quietly as he could manage. “Stay with me.”

      Wisp’s pussy gripped him, hot and wet, the sounds of her wetness obscenely loud in the bedroom. Nicole leaned forward and kissed Owen over Wisp’s body, filthy and open-mouthed, and then he felt Wisp come around his cock while Nicole came on her tongue.

      They changed again because Irresistabelle clicked her fingers, but it was of their choosing.

      Nicole on all fours, Owen behind her, fucking her in hard, heavy strokes that made her tits sway beneath her. Wisp positioned herself on her back, pulling Nicole’s face to her pussy, letting her tongue ride over her swollen clit.

      The room was all wet sounds, moans and heavy breathing and the slap of Irresistabelle’s body slamming against Alastair’s as she rode him on the bed, her head thrown back, one hand on the stone, the other on her tit, playing with her nipple.

      “Look at you,” she moaned. “My toys. My pretty, filthy toys.”

      Owen had a plan. As soon as Belle orgasmed, he’d move, grab the stone, rip it from her neck, but then he felt Nicole’s cunt lock down as she came again. He pulled out, stroking himself, and Wisp grabbed his cock and pumped him, aiming him at Nicole’s stomach and tits. He came hard, spurts of hot white cum slashing across Nicole’s pale, freckled skin. As he tried to catch his breath, Wisp bent and licked it up, then kissed Nicole with his taste still in her mouth. Nicole took him between her lips, cleaning him, sucking the last of his cum out of his balls while Wisp two-fingered herself to another shaking finish beside them.

      On the bed, Irresistabelle slammed down on Alastair one last time and came with a sharp, delighted cry, the stone flaring so brightly that it threw purple shadows around the walls. Alastair shuddered under her weight and spent himself in her pussy.

      For a few seconds there was only breathing. Now. Now was the time. Owen moved towards Irresistabelle.

      But she turned her head, those glowing purple eyes looking straight at him, totally naked apart from the glowing Sirenstone. Somehow, she knew. He thought he’d fooled her, but he instinctively knew she’d felt the moment he stopped pushing.

      “Clever boy,” she whispered. “But not clever enough.”

      The Sirenstone suddenly illuminated with shocking pink light, blinding him. He put a hand in front of his face to block the glare as he dived towards her, his hand reaching for the stone.

      The power hit him like a fist through the ribs. Pain like nothing he’d felt before tore up his spine, white and total. Nicole cried out. Wisp screamed. As he hit the bed, his hand flailing where Belle had just been, he looked up, his vision returning for a brief moment.

      Irresistabelle was hovering in the air over all of them in nothing but the stone, her eyes bright with the same pink light that had blinded him. Then Owen saw Alastair sit up, a grim look on his face, the struggle visibly running through his body as he tried to stand.

      “Don’t… fight… it,” Owen tried to scream, as the pain in his body threatened to tear him apart.

      Alastair heard him. His body relaxed, and he stood behind Irresistabelle. She never saw him as he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her to the bed. The blonde witch shrieked, a noise that pierced everyone’s eardrums, the two women yelling in even more pain, pressing their palms to the sides of their heads. The Sirenstone flashed a second time, blinding Owen again.

      Without Excalibur, Alastair Wolfhill might not have been strong enough to stop the woman who held him in her thrall for all this time, but the attempt was enough to distract him. Owen couldn’t see anything, couldn’t hear anything, but he leapt forward, reaching for the amulet.

      And his fingers found it. He pulled it from her chest, the pain unbearable, his consciousness barely clinging on.

      The chain snapped, then something unexpected happened.

      The Sirenstone exploded in his grip. His hand and arm went numb. Pieces of crystal filled the air, hovering like pieces of shining pink snow in the air, all anyone could see.

      And so your destiny arrives. You ascend, my love.

      A man’s voice — the man from the TV screen — echoed in Owen’s ears.

      Then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            BECAUSE I’M IN LOVE WITH YOU

          

        

      

    

    
      The next thing Owen knew was the carpet against his cheek, thick and expensive and smelling faintly scorched. The second was the quiet. A dead quiet. He opened his eyes. The fire had burned lower, but was a normal colour now, the small flames flickering orange. The air smelled of sex and something like ozone.

      He sat up, his head strangely clear, despite a faint ringing still in his ears. Faint morning light glowed through the narrow gap in the curtains. How long had he been unconscious?

      He stood and saw them on the bed.

      Irresistabelle and Alastair Wolfhill lay wrapped together, pale and still, her blonde hair spilled across his chest, his thick arms still half-around her as if the last thing he had done in the world was hold on. There was no rising and falling of chests. No sounds of breathing. No pulse at either throat when Owen, shaking, made himself check. Belle’s eyes were half-open and empty, green now, not violet.

      He stayed there longer than he meant to, one hand on the old man’s wrist, waiting desperately for a beat that did not come.

      Then he saw the redhead on the floor.

      “Nicole!”

      Her name came out hoarse as he leapt off the bed, crawling to the rug where she had fallen. For a terrible second he thought⁠—

      Then she dragged in a breath. Then another. Her lashes fluttered. She was alive. He cupped the back of her head, giddy with relief, and felt the pulse in her neck hammer under his thumb.

      “You’re okay. I’m here,” he said. “Nicole, I’ve got you.”

      Wisp was further away, crumpled near the wall. A red trickle of blood ran from her nose and from both ears in thin, bright lines, but her chest was moving, if shallowly. Owen left Nicole as she began to stir, moved to the Korean woman, and rolled her carefully onto her side into the recovery position. Then he pulled a shredded pillow from the bed, tucking it gently under her cheek. She made a sound that might have been a word and then went still again, but she was breathing better now.

      Only then did he look in his other hand.

      He opened his fist. The Sirenstone’s mounting was still there: the empty silver setting, the snapped chain tangled through his fingers. But the crystal — the Sirenstone itself — was gone. He looked around, wondering if it had simply fallen out and rolled somewhere, but he remembered the explosion, the glittering lights in the air, and knew it was gone.

      “She put too much into it,” Nicole whispered. Owen turned to see the redhead sitting up, still naked, staring at him and the damaged amulet in his hand. Her voice was raw. “When you pulled it off her, all that power, with nowhere to go… it destroyed itself.” She swallowed, looking at the bodies on her bed. “And her.”

      Owen closed his fist around the empty setting until the metal bit his palm.

      “And Alastair, too.” He felt a tear roll down his cheek, salty when it hit his lip. “You know who he was?”

      “Yes.” Nicole nodded, wiping at her eyes, moist like Owen’s. “Irresistabelle’s spell blocked it from us, I think. He was Crown, wasn’t he? The first amongst the Vanguard.”

      Owen nodded. They found two clean sheets and covered the bodies in respectful silence. Nicole smoothed Belle’s hair back from her face before they covered her, and whispered a quiet prayer. Owen held Alastair’s hand — Crown’s hand, Lord Wolfhill’s hand, a hand that held the world’s most famous sword, the hand of the last leader of the Vanguard — then laid it across his chest with a gentleness the man had not been granted at the end.

      “I’m sorry,” he said softly, the words thick in his throat, the tears flowing freely now as he recalled Alistair’s bravery, his struggle against Belle’s spell at the end. “Thank you for saving us. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you, too.”

      The empty setting of the Sirenstone was still tangled in his fingers, the chain snapped, the crystal gone. He set the silver shell where the gem had sat, between her breasts, as if returning a piece of her to herself. The metal seemed to grow warm as he let go, and for a moment he felt something, not her charm, but something like it, a connection, a faint, impossible thread, like a string pulled taut between him and her. Then it faded, as suddenly as it had appeared.

      He closed her eyes with his finger and thumb, then settled the clean sheets over both of them and turned away to see Nicole watching him from the doorway that led out onto the landing.

      “We have to get our things, and get ourselves and Wisp out of here,” she said softly. “We don’t want to be around when Belle’s master arrives and finds us standing over his dead bride and her servant.”

      “I think he already knows,” Owen replied, remembering the voice in his head, the last thing he’d heard before blacking out.

      And so your destiny arrives. You ascend, my love.

      What if this had not been a failure of the master’s plan at all? What if it had been the intention?

      Nicole’s mouth tightened. “Then that’s even more reason to go. He’ll come looking for revenge.”

      Owen took the corridor he walked under Belle’s command last night, searching for the rooms where he’d awoken here. His clothes were in the ornate bedroom where he had woken shackled, folded too neatly on a chair, his new secure phone in a drawer in a small office, next to his old one with the cracked screen.

      Nicole found him fully dressed on the landing, back in the green and tan skin-tight uniform that she’d worn when they’d broken into The Orbit.

      “What’s in there?” Owen asked, nodding at the long, heavy-looking bag she had slung over one shoulder.

      “My belongings,” she replied, “Everything that she took from Sprout and me. I found it all in a back room. Now let’s get Wisp out of here.”

      They headed back into the master bedroom, where the Asian woman was still on the floor, naked and barely conscious.

      “Hey.” Nicole tapped her cheek. “Come on. Wake up. We need you walking.”

      Wisp’s pretty, tilted, dark eyes opened in alarm. Grey mist flickered around her and died. Blue fire tried to catch along her fingers and failed. She made a frightened sound and tried to crawl away from them.

      “We’re not her,” Owen said. “Irresistabelle is dead. We’re getting you out. You’re in bad shape, Wisp. You need a hospital. Let us help you.”

      It took a long minute, but Wisp let them get her sitting, then standing, after they dressed her in a plain black dress they’d found. Nicole and Owen kept talking to her, low and steady, until the fear in her eyes turned to careful trust, and she let them walk her out of the bedroom and out of Wolfhill Hall, her weight hanging between them, dark blood still drying on her face.

      On the wide front steps, the bright but cold morning sun lighting the portico, he called Mel. It rang, and rang, then went to voicemail.

      What the fuck?

      He tried again, but got the same result. He tried from his old phone, even though the newer device was a clone of it. Voicemail again. He left a message.

      “Mel, where the hell are you? You left me. I could have died. Call me back. We’ve escaped. I have Liminal and Wisp with me.”

      He stared at the long gravel drive and saw a vision of Mel stepping back into the shadows again, her eyes shifting colours as they did after the Nullband, and the questions in his head made his throat tighten with anxiety until he could hardly swallow.

      Where was she? Had Superion found her and taken her again?

      “Owen.” Nicole’s hand closed on his sleeve, bringing him back to the present. “We don’t have time. If Belle’s master is coming⁠—”

      “I know,” he replied, then helped her with Wisp again, putting the Asian woman’s arm back around his shoulder, helping her down the steps.

      Once they’d reached the lawn, they stopped for a rest, and after one more failed attempt to get hold of Mel, he called Simi on the secure line.

      She answered at once. “Owen? What’s going on?”

      He told her about coming to Wolfhill Hall with Mel to save Liminal. He told her everything. There were two dead, and they had the fugitive Wisp, though she was badly injured. Liminal was with him. He was worried about Mel. She’d abandoned him, and now he couldn’t contact her.

      The silence on the other end was short, and then the Lady Mayor’s reply, when it came, was incandescent.

      “You were told to stay put,” Simi said, and the friendliness was suddenly gone from her voice; this was pure, cold steel. “You were told to look after your wife and keep your head down. Do you have any idea—” She cut herself off. When she spoke again, it was clipped, already moving. “I’m dispatching help now. Stay where you are. Do not go back inside unless you have to. Keep Liminal close and Wisp breathing.”

      He kept trying Mel while they waited, but there was still no answer. Owen feared the worst.

      The helicopter didn’t announce itself with the expected roar. It wasn’t there, and then it was: a low, matte-black machine that seemed to drink the sunlight rather than reflect it, its edges uncertain against the trees, and its rotors a muted thunder that seemed to arrive late, some sort of advanced stealth tech. The MI:X logo shone on the side, a crisscross of white and blue lines as it settled on the lawn, fifty yards or so away, close enough for the downdraft to still tear at Owen and Nicole’s clothes and hair.

      The giant figure of Davis Hodge stepped out first, then the smaller form of Simi, followed by a number of agents in dark tactical kit and a paramedic already unfolding a stretcher.

      Nicole looked at the uniforms, at the future that ended in a cell.

      “Listen, Owen. I’ve got my powers back,” she said quietly. “I’m not walking into that.”

      “Nicole—”

      “Get Wisp to a hospital. Please. That’s all I’m asking.” She was already half-unreal at the edges, the oak tree behind them showing through her. “I’m going to get my brother.”

      She started to say something else. The look she gave him was tender in a way that had nothing to do with spells, a small unfinished thing that might have been thank you or might have been more. She reached out, then shook her head, almost smiling.

      “I’ll find you soon,” she whispered, barely audible over the sound of the helicopter blades slowing. “When it’s safe. I promise.”

      Then she vanished. The space where she was held her shape for a heartbeat and then didn’t. Owen turned to Davis and Simi as they approached.

      “You let her go.” The mayor shook her head, her black hair flowing over one shoulder.

      “It wasn’t my place to stop her,” Owen replied. Then he told them what to expect inside the house; the words coming out surprisingly steady for what he’d been through.

      “Irresistabelle is dead. So is Alastair Wolfhill. Better known to you as Crown. He saved us at the end. Please treat them with respect, even Belle. They’re upstairs. Together.” He swallowed. “There’s a sword mounted in one of the ground-floor rooms. Silver. I think it’s Excalibur. You should keep it safe.”

      Simi’s eyes widened at the name. She nodded once to an agent, who was already moving toward the house, then she turned to the Korean woman slumped on the floor next to Owen.

      “And you are Wisp,” she said, kneeling by her side. “We need to talk to you about Superion, but first, let’s make sure you survive those injuries. And we need to check you out, too, Owen. You seem to forget you’re an ordinary person, like me.”

      A few minutes later, the paramedic had Wisp on the stretcher. Owen climbed into the helicopter after her, ready for the inevitable trip to the hospital. Simi and Davis stayed on the lawn, already directing the entry team toward the open front doors. Mel still hadn’t called back.

      Then the machine lifted into the air, and Wolfhill Hall below them shrank, the pale stone towers wrapped in ivy, its windows dark now, the portico still like a mouth, waiting for its next victim.
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      At the tree line, in the shadows of the tall Yews, a figure stood in the shade and didn’t come forward. He was dressed head to toe in a black cowl. No face was visible. No skin at all. The dark, cloaked figure stood there, unmoving, watching the agents enter the house, watching the helicopter take Owen and Wisp to safety.

      Then he nodded, seemingly satisfied, turned and walked away.
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      The hospital lights were too bright.

      Owen sat on the edge of an examination bed while a doctor in green scrubs finished with him: checking his blood pressure, shining a light into his pupils, and asking the same questions twice. He had some minor burns and bruises around his wrist, but he was cleared to leave.

      “The other woman,” he asked. “Wisp. Is she going to be all right?”

      The doctor’s mouth tightened. “Internal bleeding. It’s serious. We’ve got it under control, but she’s not out of the woods. With the right care, she should pull through.” She glanced toward the corridor. “There are two specialists from your people outside her room, for when she wakes up enough to try something unwise.”

      Owen nodded his thanks and left before anyone could stop him with more questions.

      It was evening outside, the sun halfway below the horizon as he took the underground, heading home with his phone in hand, calling Mel whenever he had a signal. She still wasn’t replying. By the time he reached home, his chest ached, more from worry than injury. He took the stairs two at a time, his keys fumbling in the lock, the panic a live thing now.

      But as soon as he stepped inside, he stopped, hearing the sounds from upstairs.

      For one frozen second he thought of intruders, but then he recognised the noises of bedsprings squeaking and a man’s low groan, followed by a woman’s voice.

      It was Mel. She was having sex? Or did Superion have her? Was the Nullband on her wrist, keeping her helpless to stop him? Fuck.

      He sneaked up the stairs cautiously, not turning on the landing light. Their bedroom door wasn’t quite shut, and he peered carefully through the gap.

      Mel, not Atalanta, small, brown-haired, ordinary Mel, was on her knees between two men on their bed. One of them was Evan, lying on his back against the pillows, scarred chest heaving, his cock buried in her mouth. Behind her was a man Owen knew only from one of Mel’s Power Rankers cards: Flick.
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      The minor X had an average face, sandy hair damp with sweat, and there was nothing heroic about him until you looked lower. His dick was girthy, slick with Owen’s wife’s juices as he fucked her in slow, heavy strokes that made her whole body jolt with every thrust.

      “That’s it,” Mel gasped, pulling off Evan just long enough to speak, her voice thick and filthy. “Fuck that tight little ordinary cunt. Fill me up again when you’re ready. I want both of you dripping out of me for days.”

      Flick gave a breathless laugh and drove in harder, slamming his long cock into Mel’s soaking wet pussy, making her tits swing under her. She pushed back onto him and swallowed Evan’s cock again, moaning around it when Flick’s fingers slid down and rubbed her clit with obscene precision.

      “Yeah, those famous middle fingers of yours,” she purred. “The most powerful in the world. They weren’t joking.”

      Arousal hit Owen at the same instant as his heart broke, his cock stiffening even as his stomach lurched with hurt.

      He stood there in the dark and watched his wife orgasm hard on Flick’s huge cock. Her back arched, and she tore her mouth off Evan with a raw cry, her body clenching visibly around the thick shaft pumping into her, her thighs shaking as she soaked him. Flick swore, slammed his dick right to the hilt and held her there by the hips while he came, his ass muscles flexing, filling her up with his seed. Evan lasted only seconds longer; Mel wrapped her fingers around him and aimed him at her tongue, and he finished across her lips and into her open mouth with a groan that Owen felt in his soul.

      For a moment the three of them stayed like that: Mel kneeling there, milking the last of Evan’s cum onto her tongue, Flick still inside her, slowly thrusting in and out, his cock coated with the mixture of their juices.

      “D.R.I.P. How many times has she come?” The American’s voice was hoarse.

      Only then did Owen see the suit. D.R.I.P. stood in the corner behind the door, blue and hollow, the circuits faintly flickering as it replied.

      “Eleven times, altogether, across four sessions of intercourse. I am impressed by your stamina, Ev, even though you were wearing me for the first two.”

      “And I made her cum three of those times just with my fingers,” Flick added.

      Everything that Owen had been holding in finally gave way. He shoved the door wide.

      “What the fuck is this?”

      Mel’s head snapped around, Evan’s cum still shining on her chin. She swallowed. Flick went still behind her, still buried in her, his damp sandy hair in his eyes. Evan sat up at once, his handsome face tightening.

      “What is this?” The words kept coming, louder. “I called you like a million times. I called you from Wolfhill Hall, from the helicopter MI:X sent to exfiltrate us, and from the hospital. You abandoned me, and then ignored me… For this? For sex with more Extraordinaries? What the fuck has got into you?”

      Axiom was already moving, easing Mel forward, calling to D.R.I.P. to clothe him. Flick muttered something that might have been an apology and pulled out of her, his cum oozing out onto the bed. Owen tried not to look at it, but couldn’t stop himself. There was too much, more than one man’s load.

      “Owen. I’m sorry.” Evan dragged on his trousers, glaring at Mel. “She said you’d gone away for a short break. After everything—” He stopped, saw the look on Owen’s face, and finished dressing in silence. “She said you’d be cool with this.”

      “Just get out,” Owen growled, his eyes fixed on his cheating wife.

      Flick was already gone from the bed, gathering his things with the hurried decency of a man who knew he did not belong in the argument that was coming.

      Evan paused at the door. D.R.I.P. wrapped around him. It was the A.I. that spoke.

      “You should get yourself checked at the hospital when you can, Owen Duffield. You’re very faintly radioactive. Most odd.”

      Then Evan. “I’m sorry, Mister Ordinary. I’ll leave you two to talk.”

      Then they were gone, down the stairs, the front door closing on more awkward excuses for apologies, leaving Owen in the doorway of his own bedroom with his naked wife now sitting on the sheets, her knees clutched to her chest defensively.

      “Owen. I’m sorry. I can explain⁠—”

      “Explain what?” He could hear himself and could not stop. “You left me at that house, said you had a plan. What was it? Just a plan to come home and get fucked all night?”

      Her chin came up.

      “You don’t get to stand there and play the wounded husband. You fucked Irresistabelle. You let Liminal make you cum in the shower, then you returned the favour, you admitted it.”

      “Don’t even go there.” His voice broke, but he continued. “Don’t you dare turn this around. I thought you were dead when you didn’t answer the phone. I thought Superion still had you. I thought⁠—”

      “Look, Owen… You can’t satisfy me.” It came out sharp, ugly, exactly how it was meant to land. “Not with that ordinary cock. I need real men from now on. You know that. You’ve always known that. What did you expect, letting me fuck Ryan?”

      The words staggered Owen. He took a step into the bedroom and felt the floor tilt, as if the world were somehow changing around him. Perhaps it was. Mel certainly was.

      Then her face changed as soon as she saw what the words had done.

      “Owen.” She spoke softer now, her hands up, gone from defensive to apologetic. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that, I didn’t mean it. Come here. Please. You can have me, reclaim me. Like we always do. Make my pussy yours again.”

      She lay back on the sweat-soaked sheets and opened her legs. There was no shyness to her, Flick’s cum glistened at her entrance, her pussy was pink and swollen and used. She reached down and held herself open for him with two fingers as if that were an apology he could fuck his way into accepting.

      “Come on, it’s yours. Your married pussy. Let’s make up the old-fashioned way. Please?”

      His body responded. Of course it did. A wave of heat flowed to his groin, his dick stiffened in his pants. Give her one last chance, the old Owen whispered. Do as she says. Fuck her. It’ll make everything feel better.

      He took a step toward the bed, unzipping his trousers.

      And then Liminal appeared at his shoulder as if she had always been there.

      “I need to talk to you,” she said. “Urgently.”

      Owen stared at her. She was wearing her Liminal uniform, skin-tight green and tan. She’d brushed her red hair, done her make-up. She looked gorgeous, but her timing was unbelievable.

      “Are you serious?” He gestured at the room, at his naked wife, still sitting there with her legs spread. “You walk in on this because you need a word? Were you watching again?”

      “I know how it looks.” Nicole’s voice stayed quiet. “You’re in the middle of a domestic, but I need to talk to you. Now. In private. It’s important.”

      Mel was off the bed in a heartbeat.

      “Get out.” She came at Nicole with her chin high, and at last the amber energy showed, a thin corona around her hands, in her eyes, which were blue and brown again. “Get out of my house.”

      But Liminal didn’t move. Her jaw set, ready for whatever Mel could throw at her. Owen stepped between them before the amber glow could become anything more. “Enough, the two of you.” He turned to Liminal, glaring at her angrily. “Fine. One minute. That’s all.”

      Mel’s laugh was ugly. “Go on then. Go fuck your redhead bitch while you’re at it.”

      He didn’t give his sex-drunk wife the satisfaction of an answer. He followed Nicole onto the landing and pulled the bedroom door shut behind them, the landing space suddenly feeling small and tense.

      Nicole unlocked her phone. Her hands were shaking. “I want to show you something.”

      The old tracking program filled the screen, the one she’d used when tracking Atalanta to Scotland, back when this whole nightmare was still only beginning. A single red blip pulsed on the map. ATALANTA.

      The screen showed the location as central Paris.

      Owen frowned. “That’s Mel’s bag. You came here to tell me you’ve found her bag?”

      Nicole shook her head, her red hair swaying gently.

      “You put the tracker in her bag,” Owen continued with a shrug. “What the fuck is going on, Nicole?”

      Her throat worked as she swallowed deeply. “I didn’t put the tracker in her bag. I didn’t tell you this originally, because I thought you’d lose it, but I phased it under her skin while she was asleep. That isn’t her bag, Owen. It’s Mel.”

      Everything seemed to go very still. Owen’s heart slowed, missing a beat. He looked at the closed bedroom door, then at the blip in France, then at Nicole. She nodded toward the room.

      “That isn’t Mel.”

      She was right. Somehow Owen knew. He opened the door, and the woman on the bed was still smiling, still naked, still dripping another man’s cum. She watched his face, and the smile widened.

      “You know, don’t you?” she said. “Oh well. It was fun while it lasted.”

      The change ran through her without hurry. At first, he thought she was going to transform into Atalanta, but she didn’t. It was the opposite. Her brown hair lightened and cropped to a short white shock, shaved tight on one side. The new body that settled onto his sheets was leaner, taller, more athletic than Mel’s. One of her pretty eyes was blue, the other brown.

      The Power Rankers card rose in his memory too late, the white hair, the hot body, the mismatched stare, her tagline of I can be anyone. Even you. Liminal had said the name at Wolfhill, but his mind had been soup back there.

      The woman he’d thought was Mel wasn’t. She was the villain known as Wildkard.
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      “You—”

      “Well, my job here is done.” She stood, unashamed of her nudity as she dressed, covering her firm, round tits and shaved pussy with a black top, trousers, and a long trench coat from the back of the chair next to the bed. “I bought Superion the time he needed. He’s gone now, you know. Miles away, your real wife with him. And, judging by the look on your face, it’s time I was gone too.”

      Nicole lunged before Owen could stop her, but Wildkard caught her by the wrists.

      Her copy powers happened in a blink. One moment Wildkard was back to her real form, the next she had red hair, Nicole’s face, Nicole’s mouth. Now there were two Liminals grappling in the bedroom doorway, one in her sexy green and tan suit, the other in the darker clothes.

      The one in the trench coat shoved the other back, her form already thinning at the edges.

      “Bon voyage,” she said, in Nicole’s voice, and vanished.

      “No!” Liminal screamed in frustration, trying to block her escape from the bedroom, but it was too late. They heard the front door downstairs open and slam shut. Owen turned to the window and saw her, still in disguise as Liminal, running down the street and out of sight.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

      Owen’s shout echoed around the flat. He stood in the bedroom with the smell of sex still in the air and yelled curse words angrily until his voice failed him.

      Then Nicole came to him, catching him as his knees gave out. He let her. Her arms went around him and guided him to the edge of the bed, sitting next to him.

      “Owen, I’m so sorry I didn’t figure this out faster,” she said against his shoulder. “I promise you, we’ll find her. They don’t know about the tracker. Superion doesn’t. Wildkard doesn’t. We know where she is; where they are. We’ll get MI:X to help, even if they arrest me afterwards.”

      Owen turned his face back toward the window, looking down the street where Wildkard had disappeared. His life was upside down, everything had been taken from him, and yet London continued on, indifferent to his problems. He felt gutted, hollowed out, too many terrifying nights stacked on top of one another, too many heartbreaks and near-death escapes.

      “I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” he said, his throat croaky after screaming the obscenities. “And I don’t even know why you’re still here.  You got your brother, I imagine. Why are you helping me, Nicole?”

      The pretty, red-haired X was quiet long enough that he thought she might not answer.

      Then she did, simply, as if it had been obvious all along.

      “Because, Mister Ordinary, I’m in love with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      First of all, thanks for jumping back into the X/O universe with me, and accompanying Owen on his adventure of a lifetime.

      Things are pretty rough for him right now. He’s caught up in the wreckage of his marriage, uncertain where Mel really is or even if she’s still alive, and now with the complication of another Extraordinary woman declaring her love for him. He has feelings for her, too. We can’t deny that, but where the hell will all of this lead?

      The deaths of Crown and Irresistabelle are sure to leave a lasting impact on him and Nicole both, but can they pull themselves together and will Owen find the resolve for one last journey into the unknown to rescue Mel?

      I hope you’re enjoying my attempt at something different, a unique blend of superhero action, erotic sex and the struggles of a hotwife relationship gone wrong. This series has been a ton of fun to world-build and write, so I hope you’ll join me on October 19th for X/O Part 3: [title redacted]

      A final note: please drop a review for this one, if you enjoyed it.

      I’ll see you in Paris,

      Paul
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