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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello again, reader! Or hello, if this is the first of my books you’ve ever picked up. Either way, thank you for checking out X/O. We’re going to have a lot of fun.

      If you’ve read my work before, you probably know what to expect: suburban settings, familiar household routines, and a hotwife story that mixes ordinary life with your dirtiest fantasies. This one is the same, but different. Very different.

      Inside these pages, I’ve taken that dynamic somewhere new, into the world of superheroes, with larger-than-life characters, and a story that bends (breaks, even) the usual genre rules in more ways than one. It still has the same DNA, the same tension, and the same erotic moments that readers of my work have come to expect, but the backdrop has changed. This isn’t just a hotwife story, it’s a super-hotwife story!

      So if you came here expecting another series of suburban seductions, consider this your friendly warning: you’re in for something else. Something bolder, stranger, and as I said up top, a lot of fun. This is also part one of a larger story, so what you’re reading here is only the beginning.

      Thank you again for taking the leap with X/O, and for being open to a different kind of hotwife erotica.

      Let’s do this,

      Paul
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      An excerpt from The Day It All Changed: A History of Extraordinaries

      by Pippa Burrows (2024)

      Everyone remembers where they were on the day of the blackout.

      On the morning of 12 March 1991, the Europa Collider Array outside Geneva ran its most ambitious experiment. And its last. No one knows exactly what happened in its subterranean tunnels, but the resulting explosion sent an electromagnetic pulse around the globe, plunging the world into darkness for exactly 119 hours.

      When the lights came back on, the world looked the same. But it wasn’t.

      The first weeks were mostly news about civilisation rebuilding itself. Governments focused on the obvious problem, burying the dead from the multitude of accidents caused by the power outages, while investigating a permanent, mysterious void that had appeared at the collider site.

      Then the rumours started. Blurry camcorder tapes of impossible survivors walking away from disasters. A man in Warsaw who should have died falling from a skyscraper and didn’t. A girl in Lagos who walked out of a burning market without a scorch mark. A dog walker in Queens who, according to passers-by, caught an out-of-control skidding car that should have killed them all.

      The bureaucrats called them “Class-EX Individuals” in early briefing papers. Journalists, never fond of jargon, shortened that within days. By the end of 1992, everyone else followed. These extraordinary people became simply “Extraordinaries.” The word became a noun, shortened to ‘X’. In turn, X became a category.

      The rest of us, by inevitable contrast, became Os. Ordinaries.

      Thirty-five years later, this is how the world is now. Xs and Os. Society has adjusted. Xs are now accepted and integrated into society. Laws were passed, treaties signed, and the void near Geneva has become just another tourist attraction. But what hasn’t changed is the basic truth the blackout revealed: times may change, people may change, but somehow humanity stays just the same. For both good and bad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            ATALANTA IS IN PLAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Mel was already near the edge, and the time was getting dangerously close to him being late, so he gave up on being considerate.

      The pink cotton of her pyjama top was rucked up around her waist, showing the smooth line of her back and the soft curve of her arse. She was on her knees, elbows braced on the pillow, cheek turned to the side. Her brown hair was fanned out on her back, her green eyes squeezed shut.

      “Fuck, Owen,” she breathed, voice muffled in the duvet. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

      He had both hands on her hips as he drove into her from behind, his balls slapping against her clean-shaved pussy, the wet, obscene sound of it too loud for this time in the morning. Every push knocked a little gasp out of her; every drag out made her clench around him like she was trying to keep him in.

      “Are you close?” he managed to ask. “I need to cum, or I’m gonna be late.”

      “I came already,” she moaned, and rocked back harder, meeting him. “Do it.”

      Owen thrust once more, twice, three times. He pulled out at the last second, hand wrapping around himself, and came across the small of her back and her arse, white stripes on her pale skin. She shivered at the sensation, laughing once, breathless.

      “What got into you this morning?” she murmured, still catching her breath. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      “I just get horny sometimes,” he said, leaning over to kiss the back of her neck. “It’s hard not to when you’re married to the world’s most beautiful woman.”

      Mel giggled, pleased, then pushed herself up to a sitting position.

      “You should get in the shower,” she told him. “Even though the smell of sweat and me after sex is my favourite, I don’t think your office colleagues will enjoy it. I’m using the ensuite. You use the guest bathroom.”

      He smacked her arse lightly as she slid off the bed, enjoying the sight of his pretty wife’s naked body. Her breasts weren’t huge. She was short and slim but not quite what you’d call petite. He loved her light green eyes and straight nose, even though some might call her plain. But she was his. And that was all that mattered.

      She padded naked to the ensuite, flicked the light on, and he heard the tap run, the soft curse when the water came out too cold.

      Owen showered and dressed, shirt, trousers, the usual attire for his job in marketing. She joined him downstairs, sharing a quick breakfast of lightly-burned toast and juice, dressed in jeans, a navy hoodie over an old band T‑shirt, her hair scraped back. She worked too, for the emergency services, but from home, on standby until called out.

      At the door, she kissed him twice. Once quick and distracted, then again slower, her hand on the small of his back, preventing him from leaving for a moment.

      “I love you,” she said, then held him until he said it back.

      “I love you, too.”

      The bus was only a few minutes late, red and half empty. He tapped in, found a seat, and let his brain start shifting gears toward the day ahead: emails, fonts, logos—the usual humdrum of everyday existence in England’s capital city.

      But by the time he’d had his lunch, the day had become anything but humdrum.

      The overpass was crumbling.

      On the wall‑mounted TV above the office kitchenette, the live feed was a smear of rain and red brake lights, intercut with some jerky drone footage. At first, it looked just like any other grim London morning: grey sky, wet roads, a crawl of traffic on the North Circular. Then one whole span of concrete buckled like somebody had kicked a table leg out.

      A collective “ohhh” went around the room as the cars began sliding towards the edge, the overpass now tilted dangerously to one side.

      “Jesus,” someone breathed at Owen’s shoulder.

      On screen, another section of the road sagged, then tore. An articulated lorry went nose‑down, its driver jumping to safety from the cabin, the trailer jackknifing as the tarmac sheared away. The sound came through a second later: a low, grinding crack, metal screaming, the news anchor trying to talk over the noise.

      “We are getting reports of a major structural failure on the northbound carriageway—this is the fourth such incident in Greater London in the last three months⁠—”

      Owen’s fingers tightened around his mug. The scene was only a few miles from where he was watching it. Coffee sloshed over his knuckles, and he cursed under his breath.

      “That’s the A406, right?” Kev from accounts said, squinting at words scrolling across the banner at the bottom of the screen. “I was on that yesterday.”

      “Yeah,” Owen said. His voice sounded flat to his own ears. “It looks like the Staples Corner bit.”

      The camera lurched as the drone swung around. One whole corner of the elevated road had dropped onto the slip road below, a broken jaw of concrete and twisted railings. A hatchback hung half off the edge, front wheels spinning, its back end jammed by a chunk of fallen barrier. Through the rain‑sparkled lens, the people were tiny moving dots, leaving their cars in the deadlock, running away from the collapse. Others looked trapped inside their vehicles, pinned by falling girders and tarmac.

      “Authorities say there were no prior indications of deterioration,” the anchor went on, calm and manic all at once. “Engineers are calling this latest collapse ‘highly unusual.’ Is London quite literally falling apart under⁠—”

      The feed cut to a new angle. Somebody in production decided they had enough footage of the carnage. Now the shot was pulled back, framed wider. Sirens, flashing blue lights, emergency vehicles trying to make their way through the traffic, a fire engine managing to get to the scene, parking at an awkward angle beneath the sagging section of concrete.

      And, there, soaring down the blocked carriageway, a streak of blue and black, a tall woman in a skintight suit.

      The mood in the room suddenly shifted. Everyone around Owen stood straighter. Someone whistled under their breath.

      “There she is,” Kev said. “Atalanta is in play.”

      The camera zoomed in, optics hunting for a cleaner frame through the spray. The suit was the first thing you saw: deep‑blue leather, sculpted and glossy in the rain, with carbon‑fibre plates cupping her shoulders, hips, knees. The BlueStreak sponsor logo—two chevrons like lightning bolts—flashed on her chest, to the left of the obscene V of cleavage the company insisted on.

      Above that, her jet‑black hair whipped in the wind, longer and thicker than the brown bob Owen had kissed goodbye in their kitchen an hour ago. Her body had bulked out, her frame stretched to six feet six of lean muscle and long legs, every line of her suit pulled taut across a fuller, heavier chest and thicker thighs. Energy shimmered around her in a faint amber corona, the air bending in subtle heat ripples.

      “Energon‑type X, code E‑114, Atalanta—AKA Melanie Duffield—has just arrived on the scene,” the news anchor said, words slightly faster now. “Along with the emergency services, we’ll see if she can save the overpass and those trapped on it.”

      From the kitchenette, Owen Duffield watched his wife on the TV snap into work.

      She raised one hand, fingers spread. The air under the sagging concrete thickened, like glass filling an invisible mould. A translucent plane of force shot into being with a visible ripple, catching a sheet of falling debris and holding it in place just shy of it crushing the trapped hatchback’s bonnet.

      The whole room winced in unison, then let out a collective sigh of relief. The camera shook from the shockwave.

      “Force shield deployment,” someone muttered behind him. “You see that? That’s wild.”

      On screen, Atalanta moved again. She flicked her other hand, and the flat shield curved, wrapping upwards and outwards into a dome that cupped the broken edge of the overpass and lifted it straight. The hatchback jolted as its front wheels found purchase again. Inside, the driver’s knuckles were white on the wheel.

      The drone camera swung again, tracking Atalanta as she launched herself forward through the air. A pulse of amber light burst from under her boots, the faintly glowing shield still holding the overpass in place while the traffic slowly crawled away in both directions towards safety. She streaked over the moving cars and down to the lower level in a smooth arc, landing in a crouch near the lorry’s mangled cab. Amber light flared in her eyes—tiny, distant pinpricks on the screen—as she slammed a palm against the hot metal and a shimmering barrier formed between the leaking fuel and the flickering flames that threatened to ignite it at any second.

      “Look at that,” someone near the fridge said. “She’s like… walled the fire off.”

      Emergency services, firemen with their specialist equipment, joined her, spraying some sort of liquid over the fuel while Mel held the flames back.

      “It looks like the scene is evacuated and everyone has made it safely off the overpass,” the anchor went on, a new banner appearing across the bottom of the screen: IS LONDON COLLAPSING AROUND US? “Last week, it was Slipstreme and Leverage. But today, Atalanta is London’s saviour.”

      “It’s a good job,” someone muttered from the back of the kitchenette. “Because the mayor and his cronies are doing fuck all.”

      “She can be my saviour any day,” someone else chuckled, a man, Owen didn’t recognise the voice.

      “Oi,” another staff member replied. “Show some respect. That’s Owen’s missus out there.”

      Half a dozen heads turned. Owen, who had been trying to be just another figure in the assembled crowd, suddenly became the focus, rather than the TV. Plain, average Owen, all 5’9” of him, with his sandy hair and face that no one looked twice at.

      “Yeah,” said Richard from sales, grinning at him. “Lucky bastard. How he ended up with her, I’ll never know.”

      The usual chorus followed, good‑natured, familiar:

      “Imagine getting to go home with that after she’s held up a flyover. I bet she’s horny as hell with all that adrenaline in her veins.”

      “She must be insane in the sack. Bet she’s got stamina for days.”

      “I’d let her throw me around like a chunk of concrete, no question.”

      Owen rolled his eyes and smiled, because that was easier than letting his mild annoyance show.

      “Can’t take you lot anywhere,” he said. “You sound like commenters on one of those X-fetish forums.”

      That got a laugh, but the crowd was already dispersing, the scene on the TV now fully under control. Mel had used her shield powers to lower the dangling section of the overpass to the ground in a controlled fashion, and the clean-up team was now arriving. The tension had eased, attention swinging back to Atalanta as she gestured for paramedics to move in under her energy dome, shielding them from any further falling debris so they could tend to the few people who were hurt in their vehicles. Owen let himself watch for another ten seconds. The drone’s zoom picked out the lines of her face now: the set of her mouth, the focused crease between her brows. Her eyes were still faintly lit from within, that amber glow that meant the power was running hot now. She’d tire soon.

      His phone buzzed in his pocket. He stepped out of the kitchenette, thumb already sliding over the screen.

      It was a voice message from Mel. He looked over his shoulder and saw her mouth moving on screen, the transmission delay capturing the moment she left the message, speaking into her in-suit microphone.

      “I’m on scene at an emergency. You might see it on the news, but don’t worry, I’m fine. I’ll call you after I’ve done the debrief. Don’t freak out. I love you.”

      He exhaled a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding, closed the message and headed for his manager’s office.
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      “Go,” bald-headed Graham said, before Owen had even finished the sentence. “We’ll manage without you for a day or two if she needs time to recover.”

      “She’ll be fine, I’m sure,” Owen said anyway. “The reporters and emergency team will have her there all day, but if I go to her and just check in, I might be able to get her away from them. It worked last time.”

      Graham glanced past him, where the muted TV in the corner flickered with a replay of Atalanta floating mid-air above the collapse, the strain showing on her face as she righted the falling concrete with her energy shield.

      “If she were my wife,” Graham said, “You wouldn’t see me for dust. I’d already be there, making sure she’s okay. Get out of here and save her from all the bullshit that comes with being an X.”

      “Thanks,” Owen said.

      “And tell her,” Graham added, “For what it’s worth, I think Strength six is bullshit.”

      Owen huffed a laugh, though he had no idea what his boss was talking about. “I’ll pass it on.”

      He grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair, ignoring Kev’s complaints that he was getting out of work too easily again as he shrugged it on.

      “Give her a kiss from the whole office,” someone called.

      “I’d give her more than a kiss.” Another dirty laugh.

      Owen lifted a hand without looking back, a half‑hearted salute, and headed for the lifts. The murmur of the TV followed him out into the corridor, another official insisting there was “no cause for panic,” another talking head asking if London’s infrastructure was somehow being sabotaged.

      The lift doors slid shut on the glow of the office’s LED lights. In the mirrored panel, his own reflection looked as it always did, early thirties, average height, ordinary face. No glow, no sponsor logo, no suit, mask or cape.

      Just an O husband going to see if his X wife was still in one piece.

      He recorded a quick voicemail reply as the lift music played, the elevator moving slowly down through the floors, the green LCD panel showing the descending numbers change from 8 to G.

      “I’m on my way to you. Try not to strain yourself lifting any more bridges before I get there.”
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      Outside, the London air smelled of wet pavement and car exhaust fumes, as it always did in autumn.

      Owen cut toward the Jubilee underground entrance on autopilot, phone safely back into his pocket. The overpass wasn’t far — just a few stops on the tube — and he timed it just right, the train sliding to a stop just as he reached the subterranean platform.

      Half the people around him on the busy train were looking down at their phones. The flicker of familiar blue and black caught his eye more than once; every other screen seemed to be a paused or looping clip of the same woman in the same suit. His wife, saving the day.

      On the seat across from him, a teenage boy in a school blazer had the sound up just loud enough that Owen could hear the news clip again, tinny through the tiny speaker.

      “…fourth unexplained structural failure since January. Energon‑type X, Atalanta—Melanie Duffield—was on scene with the emergency services within six minutes, deploying multiple energy shields to prevent further casualties…”

      “She’s so cool,” the boy’s friend said, leaning in, watching a close-up of her face, that amber glow radiating from her eyes.

      “Nah, she’s okay,” the first kid said. “Titanica and Slipstreme are hotter and more powerful.”

      Kids, Owen thought, staring out of the window at the darkness of London’s underground tunnels, and tried not to smile.
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      It took him a brisk ten-minute walk-jog from Neasden station to the cordon. Police tape and metal barriers marked out a wide perimeter under the overpass. Beyond them, emergency vehicles were there by the dozen now, blue lights still pulsing lazily even as the urgency of the scene ebbed. A crane had rolled in, its arm nosing toward the wounded span, a group of workers attaching chains to chunks of masonry. The smashed lorry was hard to make out under the scaffolding of temporary supports.

      And in the middle of it, talking to a man in a suit with a clipboard, was Atalanta. Melanie. His wife of three years.

      She was still activated. Even from here, he could see the extra height she gained when using her power, the way the blue leather of her suit sculpted to her taller, harder outline. The rain had plastered a few strands of jet‑black hair to her cheek; the rest hung in damp waves around her shoulders. The carbon‑fibre plates on her knees and hips were streaked with grime. A faint amber remainder glowed at the edges of her irises, fading in and out as she gestured, as if someone had tucked embers behind her pupils.

      A couple of passers‑by had stopped at the tape to gawk, phones held up, recording and taking photos. One woman in a parka nudged her friend and nodded toward Owen.

      “That’s her husband,” she said, not quite under her breath, as Owen showed his ID to a bored‑looking police constable. “I saw them together on some morning TV show the other month. He looks shorter in real life.”

      He pretended he hadn’t heard that. The constable squinted at his card, glanced at his face, then nodded. “Stay inside the cones and don’t get in anyone’s way, Mr Duffield,” she said. “She’s just finishing debriefing the structural guys. The TV people will want her after that.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of interfering,” Owen lied.

      He picked his way across the pitted road, stepping over cable snakes, trying not to stare at the ragged bite the collapse had taken out of the flyover. Up close, the damage somehow looked worse and yet less dramatic at the same time: a series of ugly cracks, bent iron girders sticking out like broken bones, and chunks of concrete stacked neatly to one side. Some of those chunks had clean, glass‑smooth faces where her shields had cut into them.

      Mel broke off mid‑sentence as she saw him. The man with the clipboard followed her gaze, then took an instinctive half‑step back, as if giving them space was part of his training.

      “Wrap it up in the report, yeah?” she told him. Her voice carried more than usual when she was activated, full and resonant. “I’ll sign whatever you need from home.”

      He nodded quickly. “Of course, Atalanta. Thank you again.”

      She rolled her eyes almost imperceptibly at the use of her codename, then closed the distance between her and Owen in five long strides.

      Up close, she always seemed even taller than she looked on the TV. Six feet six tall didn’t make her a giant, but when you’d met her at five‑six in a bookshop and woke up one morning to find your wife could turn into a flying Energon with glowing eyes, a specially made suit and a corporate sponsor logo, your brain took a while to catch up.

      “You’re not supposed to be here,” she said, but there was a smile at the corners of her mouth.

      “Neither are you. You’re supposed to be clothes shopping for your sister’s wedding,” he said. “We’re both taking the day off from our priorities, clearly.”

      She huffed out a laugh, the tension in her muscular shoulders easing a notch.

      “Maybe I’ll have to turn up at the church in my E-114 uniform,” she said, looking down at the blue leather suit. “Although it might need a wash.”

      “Yeah,” he replied softly, his eyes dropping to her expanded cleavage. “You should wear a T-shirt underneath, too. You know how prudish your brother-in-law-to-be is.”

      “And then there’s Uncle Neil and his wandering eyes,” Melanie giggled.

      “True.”

      For a second, they just stood there. Rain pattered on the surface of the nearby bright red fire engine. Standing in front of her, he could see a dent and tiny hairline cracks in her right shoulder plating. Had a piece of concrete hit her? A smear of soot darkened the skin at the base of her throat above the suit’s deep V-neck. Evidence of the shield remained for a while after she used it; the heat coming off her, even damp, made the air between them feel like summer.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      She shrugged, then winced slightly.

      “Bit of a shoulder strain from catching a piece of falling rock,” she admitted. “Nothing major. The paramedic cleared me. A day or two of rest will fix it.”

      “The TV people are going to want to interview you.” Owen looked at the reporters starting to gather at the cordon’s edge, cameras and microphones at the ready beneath black umbrellas.

      “They always do.” She made a face. “You know I’m not about the fame. I hate it. I just want to do my job and help people.”

      He watched her a moment longer, the way the amber in her eyes flickered and dimmed as her body started to wind down, slowly stopping the energy pouring out of every pore.

      “Then let’s get out of here,” he said. “You can always do an interview tomorrow via a voice call or something.”

      Her mouth quirked.

      “Tempting,” she said. “I’ve got about five minutes of paperwork here, and then I’m done. You want to wait in the car or…?”

      He glanced back toward the road, the cluster of umbrellas at the cordon.

      “I came straight from work, on the tube. So, I was kind of hoping you’d fly me,” he murmured quietly. “If your shoulder’s up for it.”

      Her eyes brightened, the ember glow sharpening again.

      “Screw the paperwork. I just held up a bridge,” she said. “My shoulder might be a touch sore, but I can carry my husband.”

      Mel reached for him, one large blue‑gloved hand curling around the back of his neck, pulling him in for a quick, firm kiss. Her mouth was hot, tasting of ozone and dust. When she let him go, she stepped back, rolled her shoulders, and flexed her fingers.

      The air around her feet shimmered as a faint, translucent curve of force formed under her boots, making the wet pavement steam.

      “Hold on,” she said.

      He did, looping an arm around her neck as she lifted him into her arms. The shield came up around them like a second skin.

      It wasn’t visible in the way it sometimes was, no colourful bubble, nor was it like they showed in the comics they made of her, a multi-coloured dome with glowing hexagons. Owen felt it as a pressure change, a soft, dense resistance at the edge of his senses, as if the air had suddenly remembered it could be solid if it wanted to. His ears popped.

      Then the world dropped away.

      The shield under Mel’s boots shoved against the road with a concussive thump he felt in his spine. Kinetic energy snapped downwards, and they surged off the ground in a smooth, stomach‑tilting arc, up and away from the cluster of fire engines and cranes and gawping civilians.

      Someone wolf‑whistled as they lifted. Someone else, probably the bored copper, clapped sarcastically. Owen saw it all from the corner of his eye, the bobbing umbrellas, a kid holding up his phone to catch the shot of Atalanta taking off with her husband cradled under one arm.

      The overpass slid past beneath their feet, a jagged edge of concrete and steel. Beyond it, north‑west London unrolled in grey and brick and scattered sights: the arch of Wembley Stadium on the horizon in front of them.

      “Are you all right?” she called over the wind.

      “Yeah,” he said, and it came out a little breathless. “This is significantly better than the Jubilee Line.”

      She laughed, the sound carried away on the damp air.

      “Don’t get used to it,” she said. “I’m not your personal Uber.”

      “You literally have a sponsorship deal with BlueStreak Airlines,” he said. “Don’t pretend you’re above selling out.”

      Her arm tightened around him in warning. The shield under them dipped just enough to make his stomach flip, then steadied again.

      “Be nice,” she warned. “Or I might drop you. Just a little bit.”

      He shut up, held on, and let himself enjoy it.

      They banked shallowly, cutting across rows of terraces and the railway lines that sliced north‑west out of the city. He recognised their neighbourhood from above a second before they started to drop, the patchwork of grey roofs, the little triangle of scrubby grass that passed for a park, the grey, boxy shape of their block of flats hunched between two slightly nicer ones.

      Mel angled them toward the narrow slip of alley that ran alongside the building, out of sight from the main road. The shield flared a little brighter under her boots as she bled off speed, then softened, the sense of air pressure easing.

      They touched down with a gentle bump. The shield under them cracked like glass in reverse, fragments of invisible force folding in on themselves and dissolving back into air.

      For half a second, everything was eerily quiet. No sirens. No anchors. Just the patter of rain on the wheelie bins and the low hum of the building’s air-conditioning unit.

      Then Mel exhaled. The tension went out of her shoulders in a visible vanish.

      “Home sweet home,” she said.

      
        
          [image: A newspaper cover showing the disaster]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            SEX APPEAL TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      He followed her to the side entrance, watched her punch in their code with gloved fingers. The door opened with its usual reluctant clunk. Inside, the stairwell smelled of damp stone and the takeaway place on the other side of the ground floor.

      The transition from Atalanta’s world to Melanie’s was always like this: a hard line between being a TV spectacle and a standard home life in a block of flats with peeling exterior paint.

      “I’ll run you a nice, relaxing bath when we get in,” he suggested, trailing her up the stairs. The view was decent from behind, the suit clinging to the curves of her ass, the carbon‑fibre hip plates framing it like an artistic photograph.

      “God, yes,” she said. “I smell like melting tarmac and good old-fashioned sweat.”

      “That’s my favourite scent on you,” he joked.

      She snorted. “I’ll have to wear it more often. Now stop staring at my backside and get your keys out.”
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      Their flat was on the third floor. Inside, it looked like any other married couple’s place in a London tower block. The combined kitchen‑living room was relatively tidy, the surfaces mostly clear, two mugs in the sink, a stack of unopened post fanned out on the table. Her suit’s garment bag hung over the back of a chair. An unopened box of Power Rankers booster packets that they’d been sent was shoved under the TV stand next to a row of her old trainers.

      Mel shut the door with her hip and sagged back against it for a second, eyes closing. When she opened them again, the last of the amber had gone. Her irises were back to the usual green, tired but okay.

      “Right,” she said. “Operation: de‑hero.”

      He stepped in, hands going to hers, squeezing gently. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he said quietly. “How’s the shoulder holding up?”

      She rolled it experimentally, winced a little, then shrugged.

      “It’ll be fine,” she said. “A bit of ice on it, maybe strap it up tomorrow if it’s stiff. I’ve had worse from slipping on the kitchen floor.”

      “That salad incident was almost a national tragedy,” he said.

      Mel giggled, then her eyes lit up as she spotted the Power Rankers box.

      “Oh, they came,” she said, pointing towards the shiny silver package. “Pass them here.”

      “You ordered more cardboard crack?” Owen replied, handing them to her. “I thought we agreed you’re not allowed to spend your hero stipend on loot boxes.”

      She snorted, already digging her thumb into the perforated strip.

      “I didn’t,” she said. “They sent them to me for free.”

      She peeled the plastic off in one long, satisfying rip and lifted the lid. Inside, five silver‑foil wrapped packs sat in a neat row, each fat with five cards. The foil caught the light, the Power Rankers logo gleaming.
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      “Why are they just… sending you products?” he asked. “Do Xs get a loyalty scheme nobody told me about?”

      “In the new expansion—Here Come the Brits—” she said, and there was a definite note of smugness now, “I’ve got my own card.”

      He put a hand to his chest, mock‑solemn.

      “Wow,” he said. “You made it. You’re finally somebody. All the bridges, all the lives saved, even featured in a comic book… all meaningless. This is the real milestone.”

      “Exactly,” she said, grinning. “Civil honours are boring. Being immortalised in a collectable card game? That’s a legacy.”

      She tore open the first foil pack, nails sliding along the crimped edge. Five cards fanned out in her hand, the backs identical in glossy blue.

      “Also,” she added, flicking him a look, “I’m an epic.”

      He raised his eyebrows.

      “Purple border, baby,” she said. “They emailed to say congrats, then sent me this box with a guarantee I’d be in one of the packs.”

      “They can guarantee that?” he said. “Isn’t the whole point that it’s random and unfair and ruins childhoods?”

      “They can do anything they want,” she said dryly. “I’m supposed to do an unboxing stream for TikTok.”

      She set up her phone on the shelf above the fireplace, hit record, then flipped the top card over.

      “Okay, let’s see who I’m sharing packs with.”

      The first five cards didn’t feature Mel. Slipstreme and Leverage were there, both London-based, both friends of Mel’s. Both uncommon in rarity; blue-bordered.

      The third card was a woman in a black‑and‑white suit, muscles on muscles, holding a lorry over her head like it weighed nothing. The card was purple.

      “Oh, piss off,” she said. “Titanica. How is she an epic, too?”

      Owen winced in sympathy. The two female Xs didn’t get on.

      Mel flicked the card across the room pettily. It hit the far armchair and skidded down between the cushion and the side like it had fallen down a well.

      “Next,” she said dismissively.

      Card four gleamed even before she turned it. The border was metallic gold, the art more elaborate: a figure in white and deep blue, scales and a sword, a halo of light around them.

      “Oooh,” Owen said. “Shiny.”

      “A golden legendary,” she said, flipping it fully and whistling. “Libra. One of the Zodiac.”

      Owen nodded, taking the card from her and waving it at the camera. “X royalty.”

      The Zodiac were indeed like royalty, global superstars. Nine of the most powerful Xs in the world, the team that all ambitious extraordinaries aspired to join.

      The last card from the first pack made them both do a double-take. A skinny figure in a white hoodie, human arms and torso and the head of an actual sheep, horns and all.

      “Black Sheep,” Owen read, thrown by the anticlimactic grey common card at the bottom of the pack. “Christ. He’s a weird one.”

      Mel laughed.

      “One of the weirdest Xs ever,” she said. “He went viral for eating someone’s lawn on live TV.”

      The second pack began with another weird character, Flick, owner of the world’s strongest middle fingers. Next was a character that Owen recognised immediately, irritatingly stylish: high-tech indigo armour, cape flaring, perfect dark hair, a perfect jawline.

      “Invictor,” Owen grimaced. The popular American hero was Mel’s ex-boyfriend. He took the card from her hand and flicked it across the room, somewhere towards Titanica. Mel rolled her eyes.

      Next up was Flashpoint, someone they’d never heard of, then a location card—uniquely red bordered—the art showing a sleek ring structure hanging over the Thames, glass and white steel reflecting clouds. The Orbit, the former London base of operations, back before X teams were banned in Europe.

      She held the last card between thumb and forefinger for a second, as if weighing it. Then she flipped it.

      Her own face looked back at her.

      Not exactly her face; the comic artist’s version. Jet‑black hair whipped back dramatically, eyes glowing amber, force shield blooming around her hands, the art popping off the purple-bordered card.

      “Atalanta,” Mel read unnecessarily. “Type: Energon. Code: E‑114.”

      Her lips pursed, then she turned it toward him. He took it carefully, as if it might actually shatter.

      The stats lined the bottom edge in neat bars:

      Strength 6 | Speed 7 | Intelligence 7 | Resilience 9 | Power 7

      Tagline: Defence Is The Best Form Of Attack.

      “Okay,” he said. “That’s… pretty cool.”

      She was looking at it with an expression he’d never seen on her face in front of a camera: shy, pleased, faintly embarrassed, and also mildly annoyed.

      “It’s good art,” she said to the camera. “They did the shields right. Great work, Power Rankers!”
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      Then she reached out and ended the video with a tap on the screen. “Strength six,” they said together.

      Mel sighed. “I mean,” she said, “I know I’m not ripping buses in half with my bare hands, but come on. I’m worth a seven, at least.”

      “You literally held up a bridge today,” he said. “Live on national television.”

      “And they were like, ‘let’s give her a six and call it a day,’” she continued. “Titanica got a ten.”

      He glanced at the armchair where Titanica’s card had vanished.

      “Titanica is in exile,” he said. “No one cares about her or her stats.”

      Mel took the card back and looked at it again, lips twitching.

      “True,” she said. “Epic Atalanta. I’ll take it. And they didn’t exaggerate the tits too much.”

      “I disagree,” he said. “I think they undersold them.”

      She elbowed him, but lightly. “We’ll open the other cards later. Help me out of this suit. I need that bath.”

      He found the zip, hidden behind a flap of blue leather, and pulled it down to the base of her spine. The skin of her back was smooth and soft beneath the thick material. He helped her work it down over her hips. It clung to the thicker curve of her arse and thighs in a way that made his mouth go dry.

      “Resilience nine, though,” he said. “That’s basically ‘could take a meteor to the face.’

      “That’s just because I never call in sick,” she said. The suit bunched at her knees. She braced one hand on the wall to balance as she kicked off her boots.

      He dropped to a crouch to tug the suit the rest of the way down. This close, the change in her activated body was even more obvious. The muscles in her calves and thighs were fuller, rounder, beautifully defined. He could see new little stress lines at the suit seams where this incarnation of her was a fraction too much woman for the cut BlueStreak had signed off on.

      She stepped out of the suit entirely, leaving it puddled like shed skin on the floor. Underneath, she wore the plain, practical underwear strong enough for the task of saving lives. A black reinforced bra that dug into the side of her fuller breasts, a black thong that stretched and clung to her perfectly. Suits as tight as Atalanta’s didn’t allow for a VPL.

      He straightened slowly, hands sliding up the backs of her thighs, over the swell of her arse, up along her waist. Activated, her body was all sleek power and residual heat. He felt absurdly small standing behind her, his hands unable to span as much as they usually could.

      “You know what they forgot to put on the card?” he murmured against her ear.

      She leaned back into him, head tipping to the side, exposing the damp, vulnerable line of her throat.

      “Hmm?” she said.

      He unclasped the bra, dropping it to the floor.

      “Sex appeal: ten.”

      “You’re biased,” she laughed.

      “Obviously,” he said. “I married you.”

      She turned in his arms then, facing him fully. Even without the suit and boots, she was still taller than him, looking down at him with her emerald green eyes and damp, black hair hanging in ropes around her face.

      “Do you want to fuck before or after the bath?” she asked.

      “I don’t think I can wait,” he said.

      “Even if I smell like melted tarmac and sweat?” she said. “Are you sure about that?”

      He opened his mouth to reply, but she’d already bent her head to kiss him.

      The first touch of her mouth was firm and hungry. Her tongue slid against his, hot and insistent. His back hit the wall a moment later, then she picked him up and carried him upstairs.

      Once there, she put him down, breaking the kiss long enough for Owen to drag his jacket off his shoulders. Mel took over from there, impatient, hands pushing his shirt up, dragging his trousers down. Then she pushed him down on the edge of the bed and sank to her knees in one smooth, unhurried movement, yanking down his shorts.

      “You don’t have to do this—” he started, because he’d seen her hold up a bridge, because her shoulder was strained, because he felt strange sitting upright while someone who’d just saved a carriageway full of strangers knelt between his knees.

      She shot him a look that shut him up.

      “Shut up, Ordinary,” she said, grabbing his cock. “I want to suck you, then you’re going to fuck me.” Then she lowered her head and took him into her mouth, and thinking stopped.

      Her lips were hot and soft around him, her tongue sliding along the underside in a way that made his hips jerk involuntarily. She set a rhythm quickly, knowing exactly what he liked, and Owen went from semi-hard to fully erect in seconds.

      “Fuck,” he said, hand finding the back of her head on instinct, fingers threading through the damp black hair. “Mel.”

      He watched her suck him, unable not to, her cheeks hollowing slightly as she drew him in, the way her throat flexed as she swallowed him down, her large breasts hanging beneath her chest.

      She pulled back once to catch her breath, lips slick, a strand of saliva connecting her mouth to the head of his cock.

      “You okay?” she asked, a little breathless, green eyes bright.

      “Yeah,” he said hoarsely. “Too okay. If you keep that up, I’m going to embarrass myself in about ten seconds.”

      She smiled, wiped the back of her hand across her mouth, and pushed up off her knees in one smooth movement. The sudden absence of her mouth made his body protest; his cock twitched in the cooler air, still hard, still aching.

      “Then we’d better not waste any more time,” she said.

      She hooked her thumbs under the waistband of her thong and shoved them down. When she activated, her pussy always grew back a little hair, an almost V-shaped triangle of short, wispy, dark curls covering her mound. She looked down at him.

      “How do you want me tonight?” she asked. “Atalanta or Mel?”

      They didn’t play this game often. She could let it go now, let the power bleed off, muscles smoothing, height shrinking, tits returning to their original handfuls, her black hair lightening back to soft brown. He’d watched it happen enough times, and yet it never ceased to amaze him, watching her transform back to the woman who fell asleep on his shoulder during bad movies, the one who stole his T‑shirts and burned his toast in the morning.

      Or she could stay like this a little longer. Six foot six of extraordinary. Six foot six inches of the woman everyone else only saw in a blue leather and carbon fibre suit. But who he saw completely naked now, perfection in a woman, proud, large tits, the sweep of her hips, those curvy thighs.

      “Stay as you are,” he said. His voice came out rougher than he’d meant it to. “I fucked Mel this morning. I want Atalanta tonight.”

      Her smile went slow and pleased.

      “Good answer,” she said.

      She pushed him back onto the pillows with one palm in the middle of his chest, not unkind, just completely in control. He went easily, because why wouldn’t he, because being moved by her like that lit up every wire in him.

      She climbed onto the bed and over him, one knee on either side of his hips. From this angle, she really did dwarf him: taller, broader, shoulders casting a shadow over his, her tits right in front of his face, heavy and perfect, nipples dark and hard. He reached up without thinking, hands cupping them, thumbs brushing over the pebbled tips.

      She made a low noise in her throat, a sound he felt in his palms.

      “Lie still,” she said. “Let Atalanta enjoy herself.”

      Then she reached between them, wrapped long fingers around his cock, and guided him into her tight, wet pussy.

      She was hot and slick, the muscles inside her gripping him in a way that made his breath catch, the way only an X’s pussy could. She sank down slowly, inch by inch, until he was buried in her, his hips pressed to hers, her thighs bracketing him like warm iron.

      “Fuck,” he moaned, staring up at her.

      “If you insist,” she replied, and rolled her hips.

      She set the pace, rising and falling in a steady, controlled rhythm that made the bed creak in protest. Every movement was a reminder of how she’d saved the day earlier, the strength in her legs as she lifted, the easy balance when she rocked back, the way she bounced on his cock without so much as a wobble or sign of fatigue anywhere.

      He let his hands roam to her breasts again, thumbs circling those hard peaks; down to her hips, fingers digging into the soft‑over‑hard flesh there as she rode him. He watched her face as much as he could, the little furrow between her brows smoothing out as she found the beat she liked, mouth falling open on little broken sounds.

      He slid a hand up her thigh, finding the wet folds of her pussy, and sought out her clit with his thumb, rubbing it as he thrust up to meet her, at first losing the rhythm and then finding it again with her help. The slap of skin on skin, the wet slide of her around him, the smell of sweat and sex filled the small bedroom.

      His climax built fast, coiled tight in his balls. She knew it; she was getting close, too. He could feel it in the way her muscles clenched around him, in the way her breathing stuttered into shorter, sharper bursts.

      “Cum inside,” she said, lowering herself until her mouth was right by his ear, her tits skimming his chest, her voice a rough whisper. “Fill me up with your cum, baby.”

      That undid him. Owen grabbed her hips hard enough to bruise. He thrust up into her once, twice, and then the world narrowed to just him and her, and then the rush of his release. He came with a shudder, spilling into her, hips jerking helplessly as she rode it out, squeezing around him, milking him for everything he had.

      She kept moving just enough to wring the last shivers out of him, then slowed, settling down onto him fully, him still inside her, softening slowly. She braced her hands on his chest and let her head drop, damp hair curtaining their faces for a moment.

      He wrapped his arms around her back and held on, feeling her heartbeat thudding against his ribs. For a while, there was nothing but their breathing and the faint ticking of the alarm clock on the bedside cabinet.

      Eventually, she shifted, carefully lifting herself off him with a small wince, and rolled to his side. He felt a warm trickle of cum ooze from her as she moved, saw it on her thighs and the damp patch spreading on the sheet.

      She tucked herself against him, one arm flung over his stomach, one leg hooked over his.

      “Are you okay?” he asked quietly, rubbing slow circles between her shoulder blades. “I saw you wince just now. Is it your shoulder?”

      “Mmhmm,” she said. The edge was gone from her voice now. “It’s sore, but I needed that to get rid of the buzz still in my veins. Now I’m just tired.”

      Her breathing slowed, evened out. The warmth coming off her was still noticeable, but it had dulled. He watched her face as the change started.

      It always began at the edges. Her hair shifted first, the wet black losing its blue sheen, dark strands softening toward the familiar medium brown. Her shoulders seemed to sink a fraction, the sharp definition of muscle under his hand easing. Her chest rose and fell more shallowly. The weight of her leg over his dipped as her body shortened, the angle of her knee against his thigh changing by a few centimetres.

      Her breasts, pressed against his side, softened too, the heavy fullness easing back to the shape his hands knew from the usual sleepy mornings. The line of her jaw softened, Atalanta’s perfected features settling into the version of her he knew as Melanie Duffield.

      Her eyes opened once, hazily. For a second, they were that bold shade of emerald green fighting with the last embers of amber. Then the glow went out entirely, leaving only Mel’s ordinary green, soft and unfocused.

      “Hey,” he whispered. She smiled, slow and muzzy, the grin she never gave to a camera.

      “Hi,” she whispered back. “Mel again.”

      “Hi, Mel,” he said. “You did good today.”

      She made a small, pleased noise and burrowed closer, now smaller and shorter than him again. Within a minute, her breathing evened into sleep.

      He lay there, watched the ceiling, and listened to the rain tapping faintly against the window. Somewhere out there, on a hundred screens, Atalanta was still holding up a collapsing piece of London in shaky slow‑motion. Here, in their small, slightly shabby third‑floor flat, Melanie Duffield drooled very slightly onto his chest.

      Owen didn’t feel himself drift off, just noticed the next blink took longer than it should, his thoughts smearing pleasantly around the warmth of his wife’s nakedness. What neither of them saw, as his eyes finally closed, was the bedroom door ease open and then shut again, or the faint foot-shaped depressions that appeared and vanished in the deep‑pile carpet on the stairs, or the front door latch click softly as an invisible X who had watched and heard everything slipped back out into the London night.
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            THREAT NEUTRALISED

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen had never seen so many gathered people in expensive clothes, all of them looking far more comfortable than he felt.

      The City Hall atrium had been dressed up to within an inch of its life. Banners in deep navy hung from the walls, uplighters washing everything in gold lights, a string quartet playing something tasteful and ignorable in the corner. A dozen or more waiters and waitresses circulated with trays of canapés that looked as if someone had taken a normal dish and shrunk it by ten. The bar was open, which helped, in Owen’s opinion.

      Hannah Wexler, AKA ‘Slipstreme,’ looked like she’d just stepped out of a magazine shoot. She wore a red dress that hugged her as though it had been sewn onto her body, scarlet silk clinging to every athletic line, a thigh‑high slit flashing toned leg whenever she moved. Her blonde hair was down and curled, her lip colour matched the dress. She was laughing at something a junior councillor was saying, and Owen could tell from where he was watching that he was hitting on the young extraordinary speedster.
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      Toby Renshaw, AKA Leverage, was the opposite. He was very much understated today, which went against his usual flamboyant X persona. His suit was charcoal, perfectly cut, his burnt orange tie the only nod to his usual bright attire. His boyfriend—shorter than the tall black X, older, beard trimmed to perfection—was at his side in a dark green blazer and black shirt, fingers loosely looped through Toby’s.
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      Like the other two guests of honour, Melanie had come as herself, rather than Atalanta. Just a version of her with a generous budget and a stylist.

      The dress was midnight blue, of course, to reflect her X suit. She’d joked about getting another colour and then rolled her eyes at herself and picked the blue anyway. It hit mid‑calf, simple but pretty, a deep V at the front that showed a hint of cleavage, narrow straps over her shoulders, the fabric nipping in at the waist before skimming over her hips and bottom. On five‑six Melanie, it was elegant, almost demure. On six‑foot-six Atalanta, with her much larger bosom and backside, Owen suspected it would be something else.

      “You look stunning tonight,” he said, because “you look like a walking erection” seemed impolite in a civic building.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself,” she said, eyes flicking down his chest, amused. “Even in a rented suit.”

      He tugged self‑consciously at the knot of his tie. The suit wasn’t awful, exactly. It was a little too big at the shoulder, slightly too narrow at the waist, but he thought he looked good.

      “I should be the one receiving a public service award tonight,” he replied. “For services to not complaining every time your wife gets hit on at national events.” Four men so far, none of whom she knew, had come over and flirted outrageously with her, right in front of her husband.

      She bumped her shoulder against his.

      “They all want Atalanta, not me. Remember that. Anyway, you’re getting a plus‑one to the hottest ticket in London,” she added. “That’s an honour in itself.”

      They stood near the back of the main space, watching the room gradually fill up. The guest list was a mixture of uniforms and suits: senior fire officers, NHS directors, charity reps, a sprinkling of celebrities whose agents clearly thought this counted as ‘serious’ work. Closer to the stage, a cluster of cameras and press stood ready for the awards to begin.

      On the far side of the room, Simi Okafor worked her way through a cluster of councillors and donors. The Lady Mayor wore a tailored black suit and a bright yellow blouse that made her ebony skin glisten in the soft light. Her shoulder-length black hair was up in a neat twist, her expression composed and alert. Even drifting through the room as she was, Owen could sense the presence she had, the charisma that made people get off their comfortable couches and vote for her.

      Not far from her, Sir Anthony Peck held court.

      Former Met Police Commissioner, now mayoral candidate, and Simi’s main rival for the upcoming election, Peck had the easy physical confidence of a man who’d spent a career in front of cameras as the face of the local authorities. His suit was more expensive than Owen’s and Atalanta’s monthly rent. He laughed at something a journalist said, hand touching his chest in mock modesty, and the cameraman obligingly zoomed in for the shot.

      A chime sounded, polite but insistent. Staff started shepherding people toward the rows of seats facing the small raised stage at the far end of the atrium.

      “It’s medal-handing-out time.” Owen took his wife’s hand, and they found their seats: third row back, centre aisle. She took the aisle seat, habitually placing herself between him and the room, even when there was nothing to protect him from except boredom. The lights dipped. The string quartet faded out. Conversations narrowed to murmurs and then to the soft shuffle of people finding their seats.

      Owen sat in the third row back, aisle seat, rented suit creasing at the knees. Mel sat next to him in deep blue, the programme folded between her fingers. Slipstreme and Leverage were in front, Hannah’s blonde hair spilling over the back of her seat, the tall Toby’s head partially blocking Owen’s view so that he had to lean to the side slightly.

      On stage, Simi Okafor stepped up to the lectern. The Lady Mayor let the room quieten, gaze sweeping over uniforms, donors, and press. Cameras flashed from the back of the room.

      Owen let the opening speech roll over him. Service. Sacrifice. Response times and other statistics. He watched Mel instead, her slight shoulders square, chin lifted, mouth set in that polite half‑smile she used for official things. Like this, she looked like any other woman in her thirties dressed up for a big night. Only he truly knew how often she’d gone straight from scenes like this to a collapsed stairwell or a burning train.

      Names were read aloud, and awards handed out. Firefighters, nurses, volunteers. Applause from the room rose and fell in waves.

      “And now,” the MC said, someone Owen recognised from local TV but couldn’t give a name to, “we recognise three individuals from Emergency Response England who have repeatedly put themselves in harm’s way for this city.”

      The Lady Mayor took over at the microphone. “Thirty years ago,” Simi began, “this city—indeed, this great nation of ours—did not know what to do with extraordinary people.”

      Mel’s hand tightened around his.

      “We were frightened,” Simi went on. “Not just of what they could do, but of what they might become if they stood together. A decade ago, parliament banned formal teams of extraordinaries. We took them out of politics, out of the public square, and told ourselves it was safer if they served only as individuals.”

      A ripple went through the hall. No one quite shifted in their seat, but Owen felt the listening sharpen.

      “The United Kingdom, and our neighbours in Europe, decided that groups of exceptional people were too dangerous,” she said. “That they could tilt the balance of power, threaten our democratic institutions, destabilise our economies. I agreed. I voted for that policy. At the time, it was the right decision.”

      She let that admission hang there for a few seconds.

      “But times change,” Simi continued. “We have spent that decade building a framework where extraordinaries work under law. They serve in emergency response, in policing, in defence. They are licensed, monitored, and held accountable for their actions if something goes wrong. The rate of X‑related criminality in this city is now the lowest it has ever been.”

      Someone in the middle rows shouted, “Because you pay them, it’s unfair!” A few scattered laughs, a rumble of agreement, a smatter of disapproving hisses.

      Simi didn’t flinch.

      “Yes,” she acknowledged the heckle. “We pay them. We pay them because we expect them to serve all of us, not themselves. We pay them so they don’t have to choose between saving lives and paying rent, or be tempted into using their gifts for private profit. That is not unfair. That is responsibility.”

      A pocket of applause started near the front, spreading unevenly.

      “The country we live in now is better for it,” she continued. “We are safer. We are more honest about who lives among us. And so I am prepared to say that the blanket ban on teams has served its purpose.”

      She glanced back at the crowd, her eyes seeking us out, finding us and smiling.

      “What these three individuals achieved in recent months,” Simi continued, “they achieved working around a system that forbids them from operating as a coordinated unit. Imagine what they—and others like them—could do if we trusted them to work together, with proper oversight and supervision.”

      The murmuring rose again, sharper this time. A few clear cheers. A couple of jeers. Someone booed, half-heartedly, and was shushed.

      “So I will say this plainly,” Simi said, voice firm. “If you return me at the forthcoming election, to serve you as Lady Mayor again, I will bring forward proposals to restore the legal allowance for extraordinary teams in London. Not private vigilante squads. Not unaccountable militias. A single, properly constituted, publicly answerable team, built to protect this great city and all of us who live here.”

      She let the room’s reaction wash over her: the scattered clapping, the doubtful noises, the one person who yelled, “We remember the last lot!” from the back.

      “I know not all of you will agree,” she responded. “But I have seen what they can do alone. I believe it is time we allowed them to do it together.”

      Another ripple of quiet applause, and then the MC took over again, his eyes wide, obviously not expecting such an important statement. He cleared his throat.

      “And so, the first of our three special bravery awards goes to… Atalanta,” he announced, “Melanie Duffield, for exceptional bravery during multiple major incidents.”

      The room clapped. Mel squeezed his fingers one last time and stood. The dress skimmed her thighs, the deep V showing slightly more cleavage than intended as she bent forward, making her way into the aisle and walking toward the stage, heels clicking on the polished floor.

      “Slipstreme, Hannah Wexler,” came next. Hannah bounded up, red dress flashing leg every other step, grin bright and unrestrained.

      “Leverage. Toby Renshaw.” Toby rose more slowly, smoothing his jacket, his partner giving his hand a squeeze before he moved past.

      Spotlights followed the three of them until they joined Simi on stage. They each shook hands with the mayor herself, then with the other officials standing behind. Each of them took the glass plaque offered, smiled for the cameras, while a slideshow of edited rescue clips played behind them: grainy footage of Mel’s shields holding up the flyover, Hannah as a red blur dragging someone clear of an exploding factory, Toby telekinetically pulling open a smashed car door and rescuing a baby from the back seat.

      Owen clapped until his palms stung, pride filling him completely.

      The first tremor was small. A faint shiver through the chair legs, a soft rattle from the light rig overhead. People glanced around, frowned, then smoothed their expressions back into interest in what was happening on stage.

      The second rattled the microphones, and a glass of water fell from the podium, splashing Simi’s expensive-looking shoes. This time, the sound under it was louder, a low grinding groan that came from deep in the building. The big screen pixelated and flickered.

      Owen saw Mel’s head snap toward the ceiling. All the ease went out of her shoulders.

      “Stay here,” she said to the others, voice low but audible, caught by the microphones, readying herself, her fists bunching.

      Owen stood up, head swivelling, seeing and hearing the crowd begin to worry.

      The third tremor hit like a heavyweight’s punch. The overhead plaster cracked in a jagged line that raced across the atrium. The sound was like a gunshot followed by tearing cloth. A curtain of dust drifted down in a fine grey mist, sparkling in the spotlights.

      Someone screamed. Then another.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, please remain calm—” the MC began, security teams running towards the stage and the Lady Mayor.

      A focused blast rolled through the hall from the far end, a wave that rippled the air. The floor under Owen’s feet shuddered. The projector screen fell, folding over on itself, and the glass wall beyond it shattered, shards spraying across the stage.

      Through the ragged hole stepped a short, squat, bald man with a fierce dark beard and eyes, wearing his familiar brown X suit.

      Tremble.

      His hands shook in front of him, his fingers spread. The air around them began to glow. When he put his palm on the nearest support column, it immediately started to vibrate, the stone chattering as fine cracks appeared, spreading out from the known villain’s fingers.

      “Tremble!” Leverage screamed at him. “What are you doing?”

      “Casper. You don’t have to do this,” Owen’s wife yelled from beside Toby. “Stop. Let’s talk.”

      Behind him, a red‑haired woman in a skintight green and tan costume slipped through the broken frame. Owen had no idea who she was, and neither did anyone else, by the silence that followed. She moved to the next closest pillar and placed her palm flat against it. Her arm sank into the stone to the elbow as if it were smoke, then she pulled away, as if tearing out the bones from within.

      Now the concrete groaned in both columns. More cracks raced up them from floor to ceiling. The atrium ceiling began to bow inwards, more dust and small chunks of plaster raining down on the crowd climbing over their seats in their haste to get out.

      “Evacuate now!” Simi shouted, dropping any pretence of ceremony, as security reached her side. “Get everyone out of City Hall!”

      Mel didn’t need telling what to do. Power rolled through her in a hot, invisible wave. Not all Xs activated, in fact, very few did. Most of them didn’t physically change when they used their powers, but Mel did. Her body lengthened, muscle packing along her limbs, everything stretching outwards. Brown hair darkened to black. The blue dress never stood a chance.

      The seams at her hips burst, fabric tearing under the pressure of thicker thighs. The zip at the back popped open. The neckline plunged as her breasts swelled against the specially-made black bra, the cups stretching as designed to contain more volume than normal. The dress’s straps dug into her shoulders. The skirt ripped to shreds. Her black thong stretched low over new, stronger hips, the material pulled so taut he could see—and anyone else still here watching—that there wasn’t any hair beneath.

      In three heartbeats, she stood six feet six tall, jet‑haired and bigger everywhere, dressed in scraps of blue clinging to a body that had outgrown them.

      She threw her hands up.

      A curved barrier snapped into place over the central seating area, invisible until the first large chunks of plaster and broken metal hit it and bounced. Debris that would have crushed three rows of chairs slammed into a wall of nothing a metre above people’s heads and sprayed sideways instead.

      “Shields are up!” she shouted to the evacuating crowd. “Move to the exits! Now!”

      Hannah blurred into red streaks, zig‑zagging through the crowd. One second she was at the far left, hauling a stunned security guard to his feet; the next she was at the right‑hand aisle, spinning an elderly woman out from under a failing light rig and shoving her toward an open fire door.

      Toby’s hands were already up, fingers flexing as if he were playing some invisible piano, a faint purple glow surrounding him. His eyes locked on the row of heavy emergency doors along one wall. One by one, bolts slid back and handles snapped open. The doors flew wide under pressure from nothing anyone could see.

      “Take the nearest exit!” he yelled. “Go, go, don’t stop, keep moving until you’re outside, don’t stand under anything!”

      The floor heaved next. Tremble’s power was never meant for this scale; Owen saw it in the strain on his face, the way his knees dipped, the shimmer in the air around him turning ragged. He had his shaking palms pressed against the floor, his teeth gritted, doing everything he could to destroy City Hall.

      The red-haired woman was at the third column. In her hand was some sort of silver device with a blinking red light. Her hand turned into mist, the object with it, then she buried it deep into the only remaining column. She pulled it out, leaving the device inside.

      “You!” Owen shouted, without thinking. “Someone stop her! She put a bomb in the column.”

      Her eyes snapped to him, shock and fury and something like pleading all tangled together. Her focus faltered. The vibrations jumped higher in the floor, seats collapsing, falling like skittles.

      A massive concrete slab behind the now-crumbling ornate ceiling peeled away and dropped.

      Mel widened the shield as far as she could. Dust hung everywhere in the air, choking her and Owen. The barrier took the fall of the slab with an ear-deafening thud, but more masonry fragments still slipped past, clattering off chair backs and shoulders at its fringes. Another light fitting plummeted, missed Owen’s head by inches and shattered on the floor.

      “Owen. What are you still doing here? Move!” Toby shouted, voice hoarse.

      Owen spun, grabbed the arm of a man who seemed dazed and frozen to the spot, staring up at the ceiling, and dragged him into the aisle. Not everyone was able to get out, there were over a thousand people in the room. Some of them seemed to be running back and forth, unsure which exit was best, some stalling, stuck in place, all making it harder to see who still needed help.

      There was another blast. This one didn’t feel like Tremble’s. It punched the air rather than the stone, a hot, concussive thump that shoved Owen sideways.

      He looked up in time to see a streak of white and gold slam through a broken window.

      Superion landed in the middle of the wreckage like a scene from a movie.

      He straightened in the settling dust, white outfit somehow unruffled, blonde-streaked hair swept back, blue eyes bright and sharp. Naturally tall and muscular, he looked like a god, arrived to save the day. Red light coiled around his fists, pulsing in time with his heaving pectorals.
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      “Everyone get down!” he called, voice carrying cleanly, as he surveyed the room. “Tremble!” he barked, his voice deep and resonant, his Australian accent echoing around the room. “Stop now and let everyone get out. Let’s fix this mess before it goes too far.”

      Casper flinched. For a second, the vibrations eased, then slammed back harder as he tried to redirect them towards the Aussie X.

      “What the hell—” Tremble started, voice cracking. “This wasn’t supposed to⁠—”

      The redhead grabbed for him, fingers brushing his sleeve. Her form flickered, edges blurring as she tried to pull them both out of phase, both figures beginning to turn invisible.

      Superion’s left hand snapped up right as Tremble’s shockwave reached him through the floor. He levitated a foot from the floor, and a bolt of red energy leapt from his knuckles and smashed into the floor between Tremble and the woman, close enough that they both yelled and jerked apart. The shot wasn’t full force, but the shock was enough to break the attempt at escaping together.

      Her partial invisibility dropped like a curtain. For a moment, every camera and every eye had a clear view: the mysterious redhead X, hand outstretched, green and tan outfit now torn at the shoulder, covered in dust alongside the squat, bearded saboteur. A new villain, every headline would say later. A new X terrorist.

      “I said stop,” Superion said, just loud enough for anyone nearby to hear.

      The redhead’s gaze flashed around the hall, landing on Owen for a heartbeat, then on Mel under the straining shield. There was no way out that didn’t go through someone. Unless she made one.

      She vanished.

      Not invisibly, not this time. She phased. Her body blurred at the edges and then slid sideways through the barely-standing column and into the nearest side wall like it didn’t exist. One second, she was there, exposed. The next, she was gone.

      “Shit,” Superion muttered, then his blue eyes glowed red with power.

      Tremble let out a roar that was half panic, half effort. The column with the device inside it exploded, throwing smoke and concrete everywhere, and the ceiling above them all dipped dangerously, about to collapse.

      “I’ll kill you,” the bearded villain shouted. “If it’s the last thing I⁠—”

      Superion didn’t let him finish.

      He launched himself forward, red energy wrapped his right fist like a glowing ball. He hit Tremble square in the chest with an energy blast that drove the air from Casper’s lungs and sent him flying backwards.

      Tremble hit the wrecked base of the destroyed column hard, putting him right beneath the sagging ceiling. The stone above him split with a sharp, sick crack, then dropped, a massive wedge of concrete and steel folding down toward the floor.

      Mel flung more of herself into the shield, teeth bared, shoulders shaking, extending it towards the stage. The barrier held over most of the hall, but she couldn’t catch everything. The slab fell on the far side, right where Tremble had bounced.

      Dust geysered up in a thick cloud. The few people left in the room screamed at the sound.

      Superion landed on the edge of the rubble pile, chest heaving. For a moment, his expression was hard and unreadable. He looked down at the rock, a growing pool of blood almost reaching his golden boots. He turned toward the last remaining camera, his expression grim.

      “Threat neutralised,” he said.

      Owen’s stomach dropped. Tremble was undoubtedly dead.

      But he didn’t have time to decide what he thought about that. The remaining ceiling still groaned above them. Mel’s arms were starting to shake. Sweat ran down her temples, cutting pale tracks through the dust on her skin.

      He ran towards his wife, ignoring the rain of plaster on his shoulders.

      “Nearly everyone’s out,” he reported. “Tremble’s down. The woman’s gone. Let’s go.”

      She shot him a quick look, eyes faintly glowing with amber power from within, pupils blown wide.

      “Far exit,” she panted. “Check for anyone trapped under anything, get them clear. Don’t be a hero, just move them and then get out.”

      “You’re always the one being a hero,” he said, but his voice shook more than he meant it to. “Maybe it’s my turn for once.”

      He turned and ran, lungs burning, one aching knee protesting, helping where he could, hauling a fallen steel truss off a trapped usher, then steering the final group of frozen guests toward Toby’s open doors, yelling at people who thought filming on their phones was more important than getting out. He saw Slipstreme blur through the hall, dragging them out.

      By the time the last of the stragglers were gone, the hall looked like a bomb site. Dust-covered chairs overturned, the banners torn, glass crunching underfoot. The only people still under the shield were Mel, Toby and Owen.

      Superion swooped in closer, stopping just outside the edge of the invisible dome. Dust coated his suit, but he still looked annoyingly heroic.

      “Nice work,” he said to Mel, his tone easy, as if they were at a training evaluation instead of a disaster. “You hold this much longer, your back’s going to hate you tomorrow.”

      “My back hates me most days,” she gritted out. “Occupational hazard.”

      He chuckled. Looked at Owen properly for the first time.

      “You must be the husband,” he said. “One of the famous O husbands. I’ve heard about you.”

      Owen, filthy, bruised, heart hammering, nodded.

      “Thanks for the assist,” Superion added. “Not many ordinary people run towards danger.”

      “I have terrible decision-making skills,” Owen replied. “But I’m working on it.”

      Superion’s perfect grin flashed, bright and fast.

      “Stay as you are,” the Aussie said. “The world needs more people like you.”

      Mel stepped in closer to him, still holding the faintly glowing shield above the seating area. From this angle, he could see the bra strap digging into her shoulder, the fabric pulled thin over the full swell of her breasts, the black turned almost transparent where it stretched.

      “My underwear is see‑through,” she muttered, under her breath. “If one photographer gets a shot of my nipples, I’m suing the manufacturer.”

      Owen huffed, a choked little laugh that hurt his ribs. “Then we need to not be here when they arrive,” he said. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      Before Mel could argue, a blur of red wind slammed into Owen’s side.

      He staggered, the world smearing into streaks of colour. For a second, he couldn’t tell which way was up, there was only pressure at his waist and shoulder, the rush of displaced air, the impression of movement without space.

      Then the world snapped back.

      He stood on the pavement outside City Hall, stomach lurching, leaning against a low wall. Slipstreme was beside him, red dress intact but streaked with dust, bare feet blackened, hair a mess. She let go of his arm and shook out her hands.

      “Sorry to steal you away from your wife,” she said, breathless. “But that roof isn’t going to last long, and neither is Mel. Are you okay?”

      “Define okay,” he replied. “But yeah. Thanks.”

      “Don’t mention it.” She flicked her blonde hair back and looked into his eyes with a grin. “I never knew you had a heroic side to you, Owen.” Hannah reached out, flicked some dust from his hair, staring at him admiringly for a second. Then she scanned the crowd and was gone again, leaving only a gust of wind behind.

      People were spilling out of the building in clumps now, some crying, some on their phones, some staring back at the shattered glass and dangling banners with blank shock. Sirens shrieked over each other. Police tape was already going up.

      A rush of air and a shadow crossed the ground.

      Superion came out through the broken window like some sort of holy saviour, all white and gold, his cape billowing out behind him, the golden star on his chest with the emblazoned ’S’ somehow devoid of dirt. He had Mel in one arm, Toby in the other, both of them limp but upright, as if he’d simply plucked them off a shelf. He landed with barely a bend in his knees, dust billowing around his shoes.

      Mel wriggled free the second her feet hit the pavement.

      “I can fly, too,” she said, annoyed. “If I need help, I’ll ask for it next time.”

      “Noted,” he said, unbothered. “Consider it a complimentary lift.”

      Toby managed a strained, “Cheers,” before his boyfriend reached them and pulled him into a quick, fierce hug. A paramedic immediately descended on the two of them with a first‑aid kit.

      Near the main doors, Peck’s voice cut through the noise, clipped and righteous.

      “…exactly what I warned about when I was Commissioner,” he was saying into a cluster of microphones. “Rogue X elements infiltrating civic life. Tonight, thanks to rapid intervention by our responders and international allies, we avoided a massacre. But this cannot be allowed to continue. This is proof that the current Mayor’s plan to allow teams of extraordinaries is insanity…”

      Owen tuned him out, focusing on the important things.

      Mel stepped closer to him, her eyes looking at the growing crowd outside the City Hall. The dress hung off her in sad, torn strips. The bra straps looked like they were about to give up the ghost, and the cups were so stretched they looked painted on; the outline of her nipples obvious even from where he stood. The thong hugged her hips like a second skin, black material thinned toward transparency over the swell of her pelvis.

      “If any cameraman looks this way,” she muttered, “I’m punching their equipment into the rubble.”

      “Then let’s get out of here,” Owen said. “Before you become a page in a very niche kind of charity calendar.”

      A fresh murmur rolled through the crowd. Owen looked up.

      Superion was gone.

      No—he’d gone back inside. The jagged hole in the building that he’d flown into gaped empty. For a tiny, suspended moment, nothing moved.

      Then the atrium ceiling gave up completely.

      From the outside, it looked unreal: a slow, shuddering slump, then a cascading collapse as one section took another with it. Dust and broken plaster erupted out of the gap in a choking cloud. People at the cordon gasped, some stepping back, others craning for a better view. Someone screamed Superion’s name.

      Owen’s heart froze in his chest. Beside him, Mel swore under her breath.

      The dust cloud boiled for a few seconds, opaque, swallowing the interior.

      Then a streak of white punched through it, straight up. The dust peeled aside around him.

      Superion rose out of the grey with a glowing red fist leading him, then dropped again in a controlled fall, landing on the pavement with a neat, theatrical thump. His suit was filthy, streaked-blonde hair dusted white at the tips, but he looked whole. In his other arm, he held three glass awards.

      The crowd exhaled in a collective rush. The noise that followed was part cheer, part relief. A group of young women near the barriers started clapping first, eyes wide, phones out, filming everything. One of them shouted a filthy invitation that belonged more at a pop concert than a civic disaster.

      Superion flashed them a quick, charming half‑smile, then walked toward Mel and Owen.

      “Oh, I thought you might want these,” he said, holding the plaques out. The glass caught the weak sunlight, Atalanta, Slipstreme and Leverage’s names etched into them in a neat, official-looking typeface.

      Mel took hers carefully. Her fingers looked big and strong around the delicate rectangle.

      “Thanks,” she said. “We wouldn’t want the event to have been a total waste of everyone’s time.”

      Superion laughed, easy and confident.

      “The least I can do,” he murmured, his blue-eyed gaze sliding down and up Owen’s wife’s body, taking in the shredded dress, the stretched black bra, the bare thighs. He didn’t even pretend he wasn’t looking. “I hope that dress didn’t cost a lot of money. You should claim compensation.”

      She ignored the way his eyes lingered on her breasts.

      “I have other dresses,” she replied.

      “Okay.” He shrugged, amused. “Suit yourself. Literally.”

      She rolled her eyes at the terrible joke.

      “Anyway, why is the hero of Western Australia in London?” she asked. “Other than to rescue civic awards and flirt with married women.”

      “A friend of the family,” he said, gesturing to the former commissioner. “Sir Anthony and I go way back. And I thought I’d give his campaign a bit of support. Take a vacation, see the sights, stop the occasional collapse.”

      As if on cue, Peck drifted over, drawn by cameras and opportunity. He gave Mel a quick once‑over that stuck on her semi-transparent bra for a fraction longer than was polite, then lifted his gaze.

      “And it’s lucky for all of us that he was here,” Peck said. “I dread to think what the casualty list would look like without him.”

      “Lucky that any of us were here,” Mel said, an edge creeping into her voice. “Tremble picked the wrong event to attack.”

      Peck smiled in a way that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “You could see it that way,” he said smoothly. “Atalanta, your contribution was noted. As always.”

      She didn’t bother to hide her irritation.

      “You’re welcome,” she replied. “Does anyone know the red‑haired woman who got away? The one who phased out.”

      His mouth quirked. “No idea,” he said. “It’s the first time I’ve seen her. But she’s someone with a lot to answer for. I’m sure the authorities are running checks as we speak.”

      With that, Peck turned and walked away, already angling himself back toward the press, leaving Superion and Mel facing each other in the churn of sirens and dust.

      For a second, neither of them spoke.

      Up close, Owen could see how they matched they were, almost the same height, Superion maybe slightly taller by an inch.

      “I’m Ryan, by the way,” he said eventually. “When I’m dressed normally and haven’t got an S on my chest.”

      “Melanie,” Owen’s wife replied. “But usually, Atalanta, when doing this sort of thing.”

      His gaze flicked down her body again, slower this time, taking in the ripped dress, the stretched‑to‑transparency bra, the full length of her. When his eyes came back up, there was no apology in them.

      Owen suddenly felt as invisible as the red-haired villain as the two extraordinaries on either side of him focused on each other.

      “You could let me buy you a drink,” Ryan suggested. “Maybe show me the sights. Some X to X time. I hear you used to hang out with Invictor. Axiom, too. If you miss having extraordinary company, let me know.”

      Owen felt his stomach twist. The Australian phrased it carefully, but Owen knew what he was saying. We’re the same, you and I. If your ordinary husband doesn’t do it for you, hit me up. We could have some fun.

      Mel held Ryan’s gaze. The energy still pulsed faintly under her skin, a low thrum he could feel through her arm where it brushed his.

      “Tempting,” she said, after a long moment. “But I don’t do solo missions without checking in with command first.”

      Ryan’s eyes flicked past her to Owen, then back, amusement sharpening.

      “Command?” he said. “Ah, the heroic O husband. He did very well today.”

      “He did.” She didn’t look away.

      “Think about it.” Superion brushed some of the dirt from his boots and then straightened his cape over his shoulders. “If you decide you’re up for some company with someone closer to your physical equal, let me know before I head back to the other side of the world.”

      “I’ll see if I have any gaps in my schedule,” Mel replied. She stepped back then, the subtle shift in her stance enough to tell Owen she was done here.

      “Come on,” she said, turning to him. The irritation from a moment ago had been smoothed into something else now, something more thoughtful. “Up for another lift home?”

      “Always,” he replied.

      Mel passed the glass award for Owen to hold, then glanced once more over his shoulder at Ryan.

      He gave her a small, private salute with two fingers at his brow.

      She didn’t smile, but she didn’t look away either.

      Then she bent, arms sliding under Owen’s knees and behind his back in one smooth motion, and picked him up like he weighed nothing at all. The tattered dress flapped against his legs, the stretched bra pressed warm against his chest. Cameras clicked, someone wolf‑whistled and shouted, “Nice arse.”

      She didn’t look at them. She looked up, eyes glowing with amber power, black hair lifting in an invisible breeze as she pulled power in again.

      “Hold on.”

      He did. He’d always hold on to Mel, no matter what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            I WAS DRUNK WHEN I SAID THAT

          

        

      

    

    
      Steam fogged the bathroom mirror, turning the small room into a humid cocoon that smelled of citrus shower gel and the faint, lingering grit of City Hall plaster. Owen stood under the pounding spray, Mel pressed against him, her smaller, familiar body warm as the water beat down on them both, flushing the dust from their hair and skin. She was Melanie again—five-foot-six, soft in all the places Atalanta was powerfully sculpted, the overpass goddess transformed back into the woman who left tea rings on the coffee table and stole his socks.

      “Turn around,” she murmured, tapping his hip with a wet hand.

      He obeyed, bracing his palms against the cool tiles as her strong fingers worked the foamy gel over his back. Her thumbs found the deep knot under his right shoulder blade and dug in with just the right pressure. He hissed sharply, the sting blooming into something hotter as her breasts brushed his back, nipples already tight from the heat.

      “It looks like some of the falling ceiling decided to give you a kiss,” she told him, voice low and intimate against his ear. “You’ve got quite the bruise, here.” She pressed on a spot below his shoulder.

      “Ouch. It didn’t hurt until you decided to press on it,” he managed. “Thanks for that.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replied, a smile in her voice. Her hands slid lower, soaping the small of his back, then curving boldly over his arse, squeezing the muscle there. “You were very brave today. I’m incredibly proud of you.”

      “I’m proud of you, too,” Owen smiled back. “You saved the mayor.”

      “Another award for the bookshelf, perhaps.” Her fingers dipped teasingly between his cheeks for a moment, skimming his butthole, making his cock twitch. She finished rinsing the foam from his back, then swapped places so he could return the favour.

      “Unless Peck becomes mayor. That guy seems like a jerk.”

      “Peck can eat shit,” Mel murmured, facing the tiled wall.

      Owen moved under the spray, his hands gliding over her wet skin, lathering her up, noticing how many bruises she had, too. Without the extra foot in height, her head fit perfectly under his chin again. He worked shampoo through her brown hair with slow, massaging strokes, careful around the small bump at her temple, feeling her relax into his touch. But his mind kept drifting to the image of her earlier—taller, fuller, the black bra stretched translucent over her heavy breasts, nipples dark and obvious. And the way Superion’s eyes roamed over every inch of her. Mel was quiet, too.

      “Are you okay?” he asked quietly, thumbs pressing into the tops of her shoulders.

      “I’m fine. I’ve got a bit of a headache, and I’m really fucking annoyed my lovely dress died, even if it was a heroic death. I was just thinking how Peck is probably going to spin this attack against Xs yet again.”

      “You saved most of his donor list,” Owen said, leaning in to kiss the wet curve of her neck. His hands slid down her sides, cupping the familiar weight of her breasts from behind, thumbs brushing over her stiff nipples until she arched back against him with a soft sigh. “He should be grateful.”

      “He’s not the grateful type,” she sighed, then stilled as his hardening cock nestled against the cleft of her arse.

      “So… you and the Aussie.”

      The words hung in the steamy air. Owen’s hands paused on her hips.

      “The Aussie,” she repeated. “His name is Ryan. Just don’t call him Superion. It’s such a cringe name.”

      “I thought the same.” Owen resumed soaping her, but slower now, letting his palms glide over her stomach and down to the soft hair above her pussy. “I saw his Power Rankers card and he’s just as tall and smug as he is in his picture. Nice hair, fists that light up red, bright blue eyes that are hard to miss when he’s staring at my wife like she’s the best thing he’s seen all year.”

      Her shoulders rose and fell. She pressed back against his erection deliberately, grinding just enough to make him groan softly.

      “He does have good hair and pretty eyes. I guess he’s kind of hot,” she admitted. “Obviously. You don’t need X powers to see that.”

      “Tall. Muscular. Confident.” Owen’s voice dropped as one hand slipped between her thighs, fingers stroking along her slick folds. She was already wet, and not just from the shower. “It kind of reminds me of your exes. The two American guys. It seems you have a type when it comes to extraordinaries.”

      She turned in his arms then, facing him fully under the spray, water flattening her hair and making her green eyes look even brighter. Her hand wrapped around his cock, stroking him with firm, lazy pulls that had his hips jerking.

      “Evan—Axiom—is just a guy in a high-tech super-suit, he’s tall, muscular and confident, yes, but he’s not… you know… powered up, like huge, or anything.

      “The other one then,” Owen shrugged.

      “So, the other one you’re thinking of is called Curtis. Invictor, to the rest of the world,” she said, a teasing edge in her voice even as her thumb circled the head of his cock. “Yes. He’s a big guy, all that. Anyway, go ahead. Ask the question I know you’re going to ask.”

      Owen swallowed hard, the sight of her small, slick body pressed to his making his blood run hotter. “When Ryan said ‘X to X time…’ You knew exactly what he was offering. Someone nearer your physical equal, he said. And you told him you’d check your schedule.”

      She stroked him faster, eyes locked on him. “I told him I’d think about it to shut him up. We were covered in dust, I was basically naked in front of the cameras. But yes… I thought about it. I’d have to be dead not to. He’s good-looking, charming, and powerful. He was flirting hard. Any woman, X or O, would be interested. Anyone saying otherwise is lying.”

      The steam was almost overpowering, thick in the air, but neither of them moved to turn off the shower. Owen’s fingers found her clit, rubbing slow circles as he pulled her closer. “He mentioned me as an ‘O husband.’ Basically suggesting that I’m not enough for such a powerful X woman.”

      She moaned softly, hips rocking against his hand. “That’s bullshit. You know that.” But her grip tightened on his cock, stroking him with clear hunger. This was a conversation they’d had before, and it had turned them on that time, too.

      “With Curtis… Invictor… when I was Atalanta… yes, it was different, more intense. He could hold me down, fuck me hard, thrusting without worrying he’d hurt me, and vice-versa. Sometimes I miss that, I guess.”
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      Owen’s breath hitched, a sharp twist of jealousy mixing with a surge of arousal that made his cock throb in her fist. He pictured it—Mel as Atalanta, taller and thicker, riding Superion’s cock with abandon, those glowing amber eyes half-lidded in pleasure while the Aussie gripped her powerful hips and drove up into her.

      “Tell me,” he said roughly, fingers plunging deeper into her pussy. “Tell me what you miss.”

      She kissed him hard, tongue sliding against his, then pulled back just enough to speak against his mouth. “I miss not having to be careful. I miss being able to let go completely, getting fucked so deep and hard I can’t think. But that doesn’t mean this—” she squeezed his cock possessively, “—isn’t exactly what I want most nights. You’re the one I chose, Owen. You’re the man I love. The man I want.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Owen grinned. “Prove it.”

      “If you insist.” Mel dropped smoothly to her knees on the wet shower floor, water cascading over her shoulders and breasts. She looked up at him with gleaming green eyes, lips parted, and took his throbbing cock into her mouth in one smooth motion.

      “Fuck, Mel—” he gasped, one hand tangling in her wet brown hair as she bobbed on him eagerly, sucking hard. She took him deep, her hand working the base in perfect sync until he came with a guttural moan, pulsing hard into her mouth. Mel swallowed greedily around him, milking every last drop until his legs trembled and the pleasure edged into oversensitivity. Only then did she pull off with a wet pop, licking her lips with a satisfied little smile as the cooling water rinsed the rest away.

      “That was…” he managed to sigh, as Mel shut off the tap with a decisive twist.

      “A blow job,” Mel grinned. “They call it a blow job.”

      She helped him out of the shower on shaky legs, both of them grinning and flushed. But as Owen stepped out, his aching knee finally gave out with a sharp twinge. He stumbled hard, grabbing the sink for support with a hissed curse.

      Mel burst into bright, affectionate giggles, catching him around the waist to steady him. “Easy there, hero. Looks like the day finally caught up with you.” She pressed a quick, smiling kiss to his shoulder. “We’ll talk about the rest of this—about Ryan, about Atalanta—later. When your knee isn’t trying to sabotage the conversation.”
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      Over the next couple of hours, Owen’s knee decided to make its complaints known fully. The dull ache had sharpened into a persistent throb that flared with every step. After dinner, he limped the last few paces to the sofa and eased down with a wince. Mel noticed immediately, her green eyes softening with concern even as a small, knowing smile played on her lips.

      “Sit properly,” she ordered gently, disappearing into the kitchen and returning moments later with an ice pack wrapped in a tea towel and a cushion. She arranged his leg on the coffee table, sliding the pack against the swollen joint, then curled up beside him, one hip pressed warmly against his thigh, her bare knee brushing his. The oversized T-shirt she wore rode up her thighs, offering tempting glimpses of smooth skin, making his cock twitch again despite the conversation they both knew was coming.

      “There,” she said, patting his head softly. “Now you can brood in comfort.”

      “I don’t brood,” he replied, sliding an arm around her shoulders and pulling her closer. “I ruminate. Thoughtfully.”

      “Uh-huh. The only thing you’re thoughtful about is your filthy imagination.” Mel headed back into the kitchen, emerging with a glass of white wine for herself, two painkillers and a glass of water for him. “Here. To take the edge off.”

      “I’d rather have the wine,” he complained, but took the pills, swallowing them down as she sat next to him. “Thanks. Can we talk now?” he began, voice quieter now, putting an arm around his wife again. “About the Aussie?”

      She groaned softly but didn’t pull away, reaching out only for the wine and taking a long drink. “We really are doing this sober, huh?”

      “Might as well. Whenever we’ve talked about this in the past, you’ve always been drunk. That’s the only thing that loosens your tongue.” She took another drink, so he continued. “You can’t rely on ‘I was drunk when I said that,’ forever, Mel.”

      “I know,” she sighed, touching the ice pack on his knee for a moment. Then she slid her other hand further up his thigh, palming the growing bulge in his lounge pants. “This turns you on. You’re curious about it. I understand, I do.”

      He shifted under her touch, hips lifting subtly into her hand as the ice pack numbed his knee.

      “When you’ve talked about Invictor before,” Owen said, “Yes, you were drunk, but… You come alive. Just for a second. Last time we talked about it, you said how he could take everything Atalanta could give without flinching. How he was strong enough to hold you down, fuck you good, deep, match your strength thrust for thrust.”

      Her cheeks flushed a deep pink that spread down her throat. She squeezed his cock through the fabric, stroking him slowly, deliberately, as if the confession and the touch were intertwined.

      “Yes,” she admitted, voice husky as she indulged his fantasy. “With Curtis, when I was fully activated… the sex was good. He could pin me down, pound into me so hard my power would come out subconsciously, but I didn’t have to hold back even a little. Our stamina is greater because we’re Xs, so I could ride him until we were both done. Or he could fuck me all night, make me orgasm over and over. Sometimes I miss that, no-limits power. Being matched completely, as Superion said. There. I said it. Are you happy now?”

      Owen’s breath caught, a hot spike of jealousy twisting low in his gut even as his cock throbbed harder in her grip as she began to stroke him through the lounge pants.

      “I thought you didn’t like calling him that.” Owen’s cock was hard and on edge now.

      “I don’t,” Mel sighed. “But he is… I guess. Superior.”

      He pictured it again—Mel as Atalanta, six-foot-six and powerful, her jet-black hair wild, heavy tits bouncing as Superion pounded her from behind, giving her every thick inch of his cock while red and amber energy crackled around them. The image made his pulse race.

      “Today,” he said roughly, “I watched him stare at you in that shredded dress like he already owned you. Your bra was practically transparent; he could see your nipples and the outline of your pussy through your panties. He was offering you exactly what you just described. Someone who could fuck Atalanta without worrying about breaking her ordinary husband.”

      She stroked him faster, thumb circling the head through the thin material, smearing the growing wet spot. “He was being a cocky asshole. But yes… part of me was tempted. I miss not having to be careful. I miss being able to let go and get fucked like the powerhouse I become when I’m her.”

      Owen groaned at her deliberate teasing, both physical and verbal, his hips bucking. “I think he’d fuck you good.”

      Her breathing had grown ragged. She tugged his waistband down, freeing his aching cock. It sprang up, flushed and leaking precum, and she wrapped her warm fingers around the bare shaft, stroking with long, slick pulls.

      “I know how much you love fantasising about this stuff. And I like that this turns you on,” she whispered, leaning in to kiss his neck, teeth grazing skin. “That part of you wants to watch me take what I miss… But I can’t. We keep it as a fantasy, Owen. That way is safer.”

      “Safer how?” Owen groaned. If he hadn’t already cum earlier in the shower, he’d have already shot his load by now.

      “Because… What if I like it too much? What if it’s all I want, once I’ve had him?”

      Owen stared at his wife. “I don’t think that will happen. What if you slept with him, but only as Atalanta? Not Mel.”

      She considered that, her hand stilling on his cock for a moment. “He gets Atalanta. But only you get Melanie?”

      “Exactly,” Owen nodded, sliding his hand under her T-shirt to cup her breast, pinching the stiff nipple. “He fucks Atalanta only. The version the whole city jerks off to. The one in the suit, glowing eyes, black hair, that perfect, powerful body. He can have her. But this—” he squeezed her tit, then slipped his other hand between her thighs, finding her pussy soaked, dripping wet, “—this is mine.”

      She moaned, rocking against his fingers as he plunged two deep inside her, curling them against that spot again that made her clench. “So, I get my rocks off with Ryan… Superion, then I come home to you afterwards. Transform back into Mel, and you get to reclaim me.”

      The words sent a fresh surge through him. They talked like that for long minutes—boundaries, jealousy, consent, the filthy details—until the ice pack was forgotten and they were both frantic. Clothes came off in a tangle. She pushed him back on the sofa and straddled him, sinking onto his cock in one smooth, greedy motion, her tight, dripping pussy enveloping him completely.

      “Talk,” she demanded, riding him with slow, rolling thrusts, her smaller breasts bouncing as she braced her hands on his chest. “Tell me exactly what you think I’d do with him.”

      Owen gripped her hips, thrusting up to meet her, the wet slap of their bodies filling the flat. “I think you’d meet him somewhere private. As if you’d come straight from a rescue, activated, suit half-unzipped. He’d pull you onto his lap, those big hands gripping your muscular arse, and you’d ride his cock like you own it. Those glowing amber eyes rolling back while he sucks on your tits and fucks you hard enough to make your shields give out.”

      She moaned louder, grinding her clit against him on every downstroke, pussy clenching rhythmically. “Keep going.”

      “You’d let him bend you over, pound you from behind. He’d pull your black hair, slap that perfect, powered arse, fill you with load after load because he can actually keep up with you. And when you come home to me, still leaking his cum down your thighs, you turn back into Mel and then I fuck you again, until we’re both satisfied.”

      That broke her. She came hard, crying out, walls pulsing around his cock in tight, milking waves. The sight and feel of it dragged Owen over the edge right after her—he thrust deep and spilled inside her with a guttural groan.

      They collapsed together, sweaty and tangled, breathing hard. Her hand drifted down his chest, finding him still half-hard against her thigh.

      “Still hard,” she murmured, amused and fond. “Even now. Maybe this is your superpower?”

      “A depraved imagination is hardly a superpower,” he admitted, kissing her damp forehead.

      She smiled against his shoulder. “We’ll see how depraved you feel in the morning. It’s been a long day. I think we need to go to bed and sleep.”
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      Owen woke to grey light filtering through the half-open curtains and the soft patter of rain on the window. Mel was curled against him, one leg thrown possessively over his, her perfectly sized deactivated body fitting perfectly into his side. He lay there for a while, wondering if last night’s conversation was going to stay in the hazy realm of “hot things said while horny,” as it usually did.

      “Hey,” she murmured when she woke up, voice sleep-rough, already reading him, seeing how deep in thought he was. “You look like you’re deep in thought this morning. Are you doing the Overthinking Owen thing again?”

      He huffed a laugh at her nickname for him. He did tend to overthink a lot.

      “I’m thinking about what we talked about last night.”

      “Ah. That.” She rubbed her thigh against him. He could feel the warmth of her pussy on his hip. “Want to talk about it?”

      “Yes.”

      So they did. They talked it through properly in the quiet morning light, clear heads, no hands on his dick this time. She confirmed she was tempted, curious about exploring that intensity, what it did for them both in bed, and liked how honest he’d been. He reaffirmed his boundaries: Atalanta only, no strings. Mel belonged entirely to him. She agreed.

      “So that’s a yes?” he asked finally, heart hammering.

      “It’s an ‘if he asks again, I’ll say yes.’ With your conditions.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she glanced down at the obvious tent in the duvet. “And until then… we’re going to enjoy exactly how much this turns you on.”

      Her hand slid under the covers, wrapping around his morning-hard cock. In one smooth motion, she swung her leg over him further, guiding him into her still-slick pussy with a low, satisfied moan.

      “Careful with the knee,” he reminded her, voice already rough.

      “I’ve got you,” she whispered, sinking down until he was buried to the hilt. “My brave, ordinary husband. I’ll always be careful with what’s mine.”

      She rode him slow and deep in the grey morning light after that, but neither of them noticed the faint shimmer in the corner of the room, the almost imperceptible dip of the carpet where an invisible presence stood watching them fuck. The redhead that escaped the City Hall chaos lingered a moment longer, drinking in the sight of the ordinary husband and his extraordinary wife having sex, before silently slipping out of the bedroom and out of their flat, the front door latch clicking softly shut behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            WHAT SHE REALLY NEEDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen stood in the narrow hallway of their flat, one hand resting on the small of Mel’s back as he kissed her goodbye. She smelled of her favourite Amouage perfume and tasted like mint toothpaste and strawberry lip balm. Her brown hair was loose, and she’d chosen a simple cream jumper and dark jeans that still looked unfairly good on her.

      “You’re really sure about this?” she asked, searching his eyes.

      “I’m sure,” he said, thumb stroking her waist. His voice was a little rough. “Go have brunch. And… whatever else happens. Just come home to me after.”

      Mel kissed him again, deeper, pressing her body against his for a long moment. “I love you. This doesn’t change that. Not ever.”

      “I know.” He swallowed. “Text me when you can.”

      She gave him one last soft smile and slipped out the door.

      Owen exhaled slowly. He’d been off work for the last few days recovering from the bruises and the twisted knee he’d earned at City Hall, but today was his first day back. The flat felt strangely quiet without her, so he finished his breakfast and, without dallying, headed to work.
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      The office welcomed him back with a mix of concern and excitement. A few heads turned as Owen limped through the open-plan floor, his knee still stiff from the City Hall chaos. The familiar smell of cheap coffee and laser printer ozone felt oddly comforting after days stuck at home.

      “You’re looking better, mate,” Kev from accounts called out. Kev was a stocky, balding man in his late forties with a perpetual five-o’clock shadow and a slightly rumpled blue shirt that always looked one button away from losing the fight against his belly. He wheeled his chair back from his desk, grinning. “That knee still giving you trouble?”

      “It’s getting there,” Owen replied, easing himself carefully into his chair with a wince. “The physio says another week or so, and I should be right. Still can’t believe I got out of there with only a couple of bumps and bruises and a sprained knee.”

      Kev chuckled. “Definitely better than getting crushed by a ceiling. You did well, all things considered.”

      Before Owen could respond, Richard from sales sauntered over. Richard was taller and leaner than Kev, in his mid-thirties, with sharp cheekbones, gelled dark hair, and the kind of confident smirk that suggested he spent more time on his LinkedIn profile than on actual sales reports. He leaned casually against the edge of Owen’s desk, arms folded.

      “Your wife was a bloody hero, Duffield,” Richard said, shaking his head in genuine admiration. “I watched some footage that someone put on YouTube last night. Holding up half the atrium like it was nothing? Unreal. The way she kept that shield up while Superion took down Tremble… proper impressive stuff. You must be so proud.”

      Owen nodded, a warm flush of genuine pride cutting through the low-level nerves simmering in his chest all morning. “She was amazing. I still don’t know what she sees in a man like me.”

      Kev and Richard looked at him, eyebrows raised.

      “I just thought I’d put that out there before you two say it.”

      The two men laughed and nodded, then Kev lowered his voice, glancing around to make sure no one else was listening too closely. “Are you worried about this mayoral election, though? That Anthony Peck guy is really laying into X’s now. Making them all out to be public enemy number one.”

      “People have short memories,” Owen muttered, booting up his computer. “They forget all the good Mel and the others do week after week. One attack and suddenly everyone’s terrified again.”

      Richard shrugged, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Fear sells. Peck knows how to push that button. ‘Strong leadership, proper oversight’ — all that bullshit. Meanwhile, the Lady Mayor is out there trying to be progressive. I guess it doesn’t play as well when the collapse of City Hall is on the evening news night after night.”

      “It’s definitely hurting Mayor Okafor in the polls,” Kev added. “Peck’s been all over every channel hammering her ‘tolerance’ policy. Keeps saying the attack on City Hall proves Xs working together is dangerous. And it’s working. The public’s getting twitchy again about the whole thing. He’s the clear favourite to be the new Mayor now, apparently.”
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      The conversation drifted on for a few more minutes before the lads wandered back to their own desks. Owen tried to focus on the stack of emails waiting for him, but his mind kept drifting back to Mel. To where she was right now. To what she might be doing.

      The morning dragged. Owen kept checking his phone, but it stayed quiet until just past eleven, when a text message pinged through.

      Mel: Brunch was great. He invited me to his place, but said I didn’t have to come if I didn’t want to. He was very gentlemanly, but I decided to go. We’re here now.

      Owen’s heart pumped loudly in his chest. She was with Superion—Ryan, at his place. There was only one reason he’d invited her. He typed a message back.

      Owen: Okay. I’m nervous but… Have fun. Tell me everything later?

      She replied immediately.

      Mel: I promise I will. Love you.

      Owen stared at his phone, his cock stiffening in his pants at the thought of what his wife was about to do. And with one of the world's most powerful men, too. He got up and headed to the canteen for an early lunch, hoping his erection wasn’t showing too much.
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      Everything was quiet at work for the next few hours, including his phone, until finally, mid-afternoon, another message came through.

      Mel: We’re still at his place. It happened. It was… intense. I’ll tell you everything tonight. I’m going to shower, then head home. I love you so much xx.

      Owen stared at the message, heart pounding hard against his ribs, one more. The mix of sharp jealousy and raw, immediate arousal hit him like a wave. He could already picture it—Mel’s taller, activated body pressed against Superion’s, those strong hands on her⁠—

      He typed back with slightly shaky fingers.

      Owen: It happened? You mean you had sex?

      He needed confirmation. Her next message gave it to him.

      Mel: Yes. Twice. It was incredible. Thank you for letting me have some fun. I hope you’re not angry with me, like you changed your mind or something.#

      Owen didn’t want her to think he was angry. He was feeling a whole lot of different, conflicting emotions right then, but anger wasn’t one of them. He typed up a text and sent it.

      Owen: Not angry, no! I’m turned on like crazy. I can’t wait to get home and hear all about it.
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      That evening, Mel was quiet at first when she got home. She’d changed into one of his old T-shirts and a pair of soft cotton shorts, her damp brown hair still smelling of citrus shampoo from the shower she’d had at Ryan’s. They ate—a Chinese takeaway because neither of them could be bothered to cook—then she curled up against Owen on the sofa. The soap opera, EastEnders, was playing on the TV. For a long while, she just rested her head on his chest, her fingers idly stroking his thigh.

      Eventually, she spoke.

      “So… do you want to know what I did earlier?” she asked softly.

      “Yes,” Owen replied, his pulse speeding up. He’d been wanting to ask all evening, but couldn’t bring himself to utter the words.

      “Really?” she asked again. “You want to know… all of it?

      “Every detail,” Owen said, voice already thick.

      Mel took a breath and started talking.

      Ryan had been charming over brunch—funny, attentive, and very direct. He kept looking at her like he already knew exactly how the rest of the day would unfold. After they ate, he paid for everything, then he asked her if she wanted to come back to his place. He reminded her of what they talked about—Mel’s history of extraordinary boyfriends and offered her sex. Again, he was very direct. That was when Mel texted Owen to ask if he was sure, and once she was happy he was okay with it, they went back to the apartment Superion was renting while in London. Once inside, Ryan didn’t delay; he said they should go straight to the bedroom so she wouldn’t get nervous.

      And she agreed, but explained the rules to him—the agreement she’d made with Owen: she would only sleep with him as Atalanta.

      “And I did only sleep with him as Atalanta,” she said, cheeks flushing. “But I had to undress first. I took everything off in front of him. He watched the whole time. I felt so exposed, but it was kind of thrilling too. So… he saw all of normal me, naked Mel, before I activated.”

      Owen’s breath caught. A sharp little twist of jealousy hit him, hotter than he expected. “He saw you completely naked as Mel?”

      “Yeah,” she admitted, looking up at him. “I’m sorry if that’s more than you wanted. I know that’s not exactly what we agreed on, but I didn’t know how else to do it without ripping my clothes when I activated. Is that… okay?”

      Owen swallowed, pretending to wrestle with it for a second. “I guess so,” he said, trying to sound slightly affected. “It’s a bit weird knowing he saw you like that… but you told me. That matters.” Inside, the confession only stoked the fire higher. The image of his ordinary wife standing naked in front of the powerful Australian hero sent another surge of arousal through him.

      Mel relaxed a little and continued.

      The moment she activated, growing taller, stronger, hair turning jet-black, body filling out into Atalanta, Ryan hadn’t held back. He was every bit as strong as he looked. He’d gotten undressed. His body was every bit as muscular as it looked through the skintight costume. He had a little chest hair, trimmed pubes… and a huge cock, like most Xs did. He picked her up—all six foot six of her—like she weighed nothing, pinned her against the wall, and kissed her fiercely. Then he shoved his cock into her—the first big cock she’d had in years—and fucked her hard while she was still standing. Then bent over the sofa. Then on the bed. He made her cum harder than she had in forever, the kind of deep, powerful orgasms that left her shaking and glowing.

      “Where did he cum?” Owen couldn’t help but ask.

      “The first time inside,” Mel admitted, her cheeks flushing bright pink. “I hope that’s okay. The second time all over my pussy and belly.”

      Owen’s cock was rock-hard by the time she finished talking. He pulled her into his lap, tugging her shorts and panties down in one motion, and yanking down his jeans. Mel straddled him eagerly, reaching between them to guide his cock to her entrance. Then she paused.

      “There was a lot,” she said slowly, biting her lip, “A real lot… of cum. He filled me up really deep. I showered but⁠—”

      “I don’t care,” Owen murmured, pulling her down onto him.

      As she sank down onto him, Owen groaned. She was soaked—wetter than usual, whether it was Superion’s cum or just her juices, he wasn’t sure—and for a moment he obsessively tried to read every sensation. Did she feel different? Looser? Was there any trace of the way Superion had stretched and used her earlier? She was still tight around him, but the sheer wetness made everything slicker, hotter. He gripped her hips, thrusting up into her slowly at first, then harder, searching for any change in the way she moved or moaned.

      This is the same pussy that took Superion’s cock just hours ago, he thought, the idea burning through him. He fucked my wife. Twice. He saw her naked. He made her cum.

      The mix of emotions—love, jealousy, raw lust—made everything feel electric and strangely intimate. Mel rode him with familiar enthusiasm, but there was a new looseness in her movements, a satisfied glow that hadn’t been there before. She leaned down, kissing him deeply as she rolled her hips.

      “He fucked me so hard that first time,” she whispered, her hand sliding down Owen’s chest. “So rough, so deep. It was crazy. He didn’t have to be careful. He could just take me, he didn’t have to hold back and neither did I. It felt incredible.”

      “What was it like the second time?” Owen asked, gripping her tighter, fucking her harder, almost like he was trying to erase the memory of the other man even while the thought of it drove him wild. Mel gasped, grinding down on him, her smaller breasts bouncing under the T-shirt.

      Mel told him how they’d relaxed afterwards, had a cold drink, and made light conversation in bed in the hazy aftermath of superpowered sex. Then he’d told her he wasn’t done with her yet. He needed her one more time before she went back to her O husband. The second time, she did most of the work, riding his big cock, slamming down onto him much harder than she possibly could with Owen, until she orgasmed and then the bigger man took over again. He fucked her doggy style, so hard that they broke the bed, and even that didn’t stop him. They finished in the good, old-fashioned missionary position, on the floor, pounding her pussy so hard it would shatter a mortal’s pelvis, until he was done a second time.

      “I climaxed so hard,” she breathed against his mouth. “But I kept thinking about coming home to you the whole time. And doing this.”

      Mel circled her hips on his cock, driving him wild, and when Owen finally came, buried deep inside her with a guttural groan of her name, he held her close, arms wrapped possessively around her back. They stayed like that for a long minute, breathing hard, his cock still twitching inside her.

      Then, against the damp skin of her neck, he whispered:

      “It sounds so hot. Next time you fuck him… I want to watch.”

      “Next time?” Mel pulled back just enough to look at him, those beautiful green eyes dark with heat but wide with surprise. “I’d love for there to be a next time, but you want to watch? Are you sure? You might not be prepared for how good he fucks me.”

      “Yeah,” he breathed, still half-hard inside her. That’s what he was counting on. “I’m sure.”
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      A few days later, it happened.

      Superion had decided to stay in London longer than expected. “Helping with security reviews,” according to the official line. Mel had arranged everything carefully, choosing a discreet hotel in a quiet part of Kensington, so no one would see them meeting up yet again. Owen’s heart was hammering so hard he could feel it in his throat as he sat in a comfortable armchair in the corner of the spacious bedroom, hands gripping the armrests.

      “Are you okay?” Mel asked from the edge of the bed, where she sat while they waited for Ryan to emerge from the shower.

      “Nervous, but yes,” Owen replied, the tremor in his voice betraying his nervousness without him having to tell her.

      Ryan stepped through in a white towelling dressing gown, emblazoned with the golden S in a sun logo on the chest. It did nothing to hide his powerful physique. He glanced over at Owen first, blue eyes steady. To Owen’s surprise, the big Australian didn’t look smug. He looked almost… respectful.

      “One last time, are you absolutely sure about this, mate?” Ryan asked, voice low and genuine. “I know this is a big step. If you’ve changed your mind, I’ll walk out right now, and you can use the room for whatever you want to do. No hard feelings.”

      Owen blinked, caught off guard by the politeness. He’d expected arrogance. Instead, he got decency. It made the whole situation feel even more surreal.

      “I’m sure,” Owen said, voice slightly hoarse. “You’ve already had sex, so doing it again doesn’t matter. I just want to watch.”

      “Understood.” Ryan nodded once, then turned his full attention to Mel.

      Mel looked at Owen for a long second, then began undressing. She peeled off her jumper and jeans, then her underwear, until she stood completely naked in front of both men. Her normal, five-foot-six body looked soft and petite compared to the towering hero beside her.

      “Fuck, you’re cute,” Ryan murmured, stepping closer. His large hand cupped one of her breasts, thumb brushing over the tight pink nipple. His other hand slid down between her thighs, fingers stroking along her already-wet slit. “So petite and pretty. I’d love to fuck you like this, Melanie. Just you. No powers.”

      Mel shivered under his touch, cheeks flushed, but she shook her head. “No. That’s only for Owen. I’m Atalanta for you.”

      “I’ll be gentle,” he promised.

      “No.” Then she stepped back, closed her eyes, and activated.

      Owen watched, mesmerised, as her body transformed. She grew taller, stronger. Her limbs lengthened, muscles sculpted themselves into powerful curves, her breasts swelled into full, heavy globes, and her hair darkened to jet black. A light smattering of dark pubic hair grew over her freshly-shaved mound. Amber energy flickered in her eyes. In moments, six-foot-six of breathtaking Atalanta stood before them, completely naked.

      “Mel is Owen’s wife,” she growled. “Atalanta is your friend-with-benefits.” And then, this time, Atalanta took control first.

      She grabbed Ryan by the front of the dressing gown and shoved him back onto the bed with surprising force. “My turn,” she growled, voice resonant with power. She tore the robe open, freeing his thick, hard cock. Owen stared at it. It was probably about eight inches long, thick and veiny. The circumcised head was dark purple, shiny and throbbing. Without hesitation, Atalanta climbed on top of it, straddling Ryan’s hips and sinking down onto his impressive length in one smooth, greedy motion. Owen got the perfect view of her pussy lips stretched out around his generous girth.

      “Fuck yes,” she moaned, head tipping back as she started riding him hard. Her powerful thighs flexed, hips slamming down as she took every inch. The wet, obscene sounds of her pussy sliding up and down his cock filled the room, along with the slap-slap-slap of flesh against flesh. Ryan groaned, hands gripping her thick arse, but she was the one in charge, bouncing on him with raw, athletic energy.

      Owen couldn’t resist. His hand moved to his own cock, pulling it out through his jeans zipper and stroking slowly as he watched his wife fuck another man, a literal superhero, right in front of him.

      But Ryan eventually turned the tables.

      With a deep growl, he flipped them, pinning Atalanta beneath his much larger frame. He shoved her muscular thighs apart and drove into her pussy with long, powerful strokes that made Owen’s wife cry out. The bed creaked under the force. Were they going to break this one, too? Owen hoped not. The room was paid for on his credit card. Red energy crackled around Superion’s fists and shoulders while amber light glowed from Atalanta’s eyes and faintly around her entire form. But there were no shields. Their bodies slammed together, sweat-slick and glowing.

      “Look at her,” Ryan said, glancing over at Owen while still thrusting deep into Atalanta. “This is what she needs sometimes. A proper fucking.”

      Owen’s hand sped up on his cock, shame and arousal twisting together. He saw Ryan glance at it, noting his average size.

      Ryan’s voice dropped lower, teasing. “I get it. You must keep Melanie very satisfied in your own way, with your ordinary cock. But this…” He slammed in particularly hard, making Atalanta moan loudly, “…this is what Atalanta craves.”

      The words stung for a second, but the sight of his wife writhing in pleasure beneath the powerful hero swept any annoyance away in a flood of heat. Owen kept stroking himself, completely lost in the scene.

      Ryan fucked Atalanta through a shattering orgasm, her amber eyes blazing, shields flickering involuntarily around them, pushing him away momentarily before fading, then he finally buried himself to the hilt and came with a deep groan. His hips jerked as he pumped load after load deep inside her. When he finally pulled out, a thick river of white cum immediately began to drip from her well-fucked pussy, running down her thighs and onto the sheets.

      “See that, mate?” Ryan said between heavy breaths, “If she weren’t on birth control, my cum would knock her up. Imagine that, what our X baby would be like. How powerful they might be.”

      Atalanta lay there for a moment, chest heaving, glowing with satisfaction, not answering to his teasing.

      Then she turned to Owen, still sitting in the chair, pumping his cock with his tightened fist.

      Atalanta rose from the bed with liquid grace, her powerful body still flushed and lightly glowing, thick strands of Superion’s cum already leaking down her inner thighs. But instead of deactivating immediately, she looked over at Ryan first.

      The big Australian was lounging back against the headboard, still naked and half-hard, watching them with lazy satisfaction.

      “Go on then,” Ryan said, voice deep and amused. “Fuck your husband. He’s been furiously jerking that ordinary cock the whole time. If I can’t have you as Mel, at least you could let me watch her fuck.”

      Atalanta’s amber eyes flicked to Owen, who was now stroking himself even more desperately in the chair, flushed and aching. She smiled, slow and wicked.

      “Let’s have sex, baby,” she purred.

      Owen stood on shaky legs. But Mel, still fully activated as Atalanta, pushed him back into the chair and straddled him. She was so much taller and stronger like this, towering over him as she sank down, taking his cock into her cum-filled pussy in one smooth, wet glide.

      Owen groaned loudly at the sensation. She was incredibly slick, hot, and loose in a way she never usually was. He could feel some of Ryan’s load still inside her, coating his own cock,  white and foamy as she began to ride him. The filthy, wet sounds were obscene.

      But after only a minute, Atalanta suddenly lifted herself off him.

      “Stop,” she commanded softly, catching his hand before he could keep stroking. “Don’t cum yet.”

      She deactivated right there in his lap.

      Her body shrank, muscles smoothing out, black hair lightening back to brown, until it was just Melanie, petite and flushed, straddling him. She sank back down onto his cock with a soft moan.

      “There,” she whispered, kissing him deeply as she started riding him slowly. “Only you get this version of me.”

      Owen’s hands gripped her hips tightly. The contrast was overwhelming. She still felt different, warmer, wetter, unmistakably used, even though she’d shrunk to her normal size. Every thrust pushed more of Ryan’s load out around his cock, coating his balls and dripping onto his thighs. The knowledge that he was fucking his wife’s freshly-creampied pussy while the man who had just filled her watched from the bed made his head spin with raw, filthy arousal.

      Ryan watched intently from the bed, slowly stroking his own thick cock back to semi-hardness.

      “Fuck your wife properly,” he encouraged. “Show me what that ordinary dick can do.”

      The words lit a fire in Owen. He suddenly stood up, still buried inside Mel, and carried her the few steps to the bed. He laid her down right next to the naked superhero and flipped her onto her hands and knees.

      Mel gasped as Owen gripped her hips and drove into her hard from behind. He fucked her with everything he had, deep, forceful strokes that made her moan into the sheets. The sound of his hips slapping against her arse filled the room, mixing with the wet squelch of Ryan’s cum being churned inside her.

      Ryan reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Mel’s face. “You look so good getting fucked, Melanie. Why don’t you suck my cock while he takes you?”

      Mel shook her head, even as she pushed back onto Owen’s cock. “No,” she gasped. “That’s only for Owen. You can watch… my mouth is his, just like my other holes.”

      Owen’s chest swelled with possessive heat. He fucked her even harder, pounding into her cum-slick pussy with renewed intensity, determined to show Superion exactly what he could do with his “ordinary” cock. Mel’s moans grew louder, her body trembling as another orgasm washed over her.

      Finally, Owen buried himself as deep as he could and came with a guttural groan. He pulsed hard inside her, adding his own load to Ryan’s, mixing their cum deep in his wife’s pussy. The thought of it, reclaiming her right next to the man who had just dominated her, made his orgasm drag on and on, spurt after spurt flooding her.

      When he finally pulled out, a thick, creamy mix of both men’s cum dripped from Mel’s well-fucked hole. She collapsed onto the bed, breathing hard, then turned and pulled Owen down into a deep, loving kiss.

      “You guys are quite something,” Ryan said with a genuine smile when they finally broke the kiss. “We should definitely do this again sometime.”

      Mel giggled, but it was Owen who replied. “Absolutely,” he said, nodding enthusiastically. “I could get used to this setup.”

      “It’s a shame you have to head back to Australia,” Mel sighed.

      “Well,” Ryan replied, his hand gliding over her breast, stroking her nipple and sliding down her body towards her pussy until she pushed it away. “I might be able to keep extending my stay while we’ve got this thing going.”

      The three of them laughed, but once again, no one noticed the door move just an inch as the invisible red-haired villain from the City Hall slipped out of the bedroom after watching them fuck, then quietly exited through the front door.
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      A few weeks passed, and it had become a thing.

      Superion was sticking around London for “additional consultation work,” and he and Mel (only as Atalanta) were hooking up regularly. They did another couple of threesomes, similar in intensity to the first, but the majority of their meets were just Mel and Ryan, with Owen getting all the details later. The sex between them had never been better. Raw, frequent, and soaked in filthy details.

      Then the rumours broke publicly.

      Someone had taken photos of Ryan and Mel, dressed as civilians, which made it worse, entering and then leaving his apartment. Newspaper and magazine headlines exploded: Atalanta and Superion, London’s X Couple? More grainy photos of them, dining out together, then going into a hotel. Speculation that her marriage was over, or that she was seeing the Australian hero behind her ordinary husband’s back.

      “What are we going to do about this?” Owen asked, slamming the newspaper down on the kitchen counter while Mel peeled a panful of potatoes for dinner.
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      “I know it’s embarrassing for you,” Mel replied, “But it’s all speculation. No one has any real proof. I’ve told Ryan we need to cool it down for a few days. Let it settle down and die off. He’s good with it.”

      “Should we put out a press release?” Owen asked. “Deny it officially?”

      “I got some advice,” Mel replied, cursing as she cut her finger, tossing the offending knife into the sink and running her finger under the tap. “Simi wants us to lean into it.”

      “She wants what?” Owen took a step back in surprise. “Wait. You told the Mayor?”

      “She’s a friend,” Mel nodded, getting a sticking plaster from the drawer and wrapping it around her finger. “She doesn’t judge. She thinks we should embrace it. Photoshoots. Joint TV and media appearances. She thinks it could help fight the anti-X sentiment and boost her campaign, and show that Xs can be stable, heroic, even… romantic.”

      “But what about me?” Owen was quiet for a long moment. “What am I supposed to tell people? It’s humiliating.”

      “You tell everyone that it’s a fake story. A PR stunt.” Mel turned to face him and traced the injured finger down his chest. “Which is kind of what it is. We’ll pretend it’s a relationship when it’s not. They just don’t know what it really is.”

      “Fuck buddies,” Owen commented, then sighed. “You really think people will believe me?”

      “I know it’s difficult and risky. But if it helps people see us as more than threats… I could live with it. The question is, can you?”

      Owen thought about everything they’d done. The jealousy, overcome by the arousal, and the passion they’d enjoyed in bed since starting this with Superion. The love that somehow only seemed stronger for it.

      “I think so,” he said finally. “As long as you don’t make me look the complete fool. As long as we’re honest with each other. As long as you come home to me.”

      She kissed him softly. “Always.”

      Even so, at work it was unbearable. Owen stuck to the script they’d agreed on.

      “It’s a PR stunt,” he told Kev and Richard with a forced laugh. “The Lady Mayor’s office wants positive stories about Xs working together. Mel and Ryan are just playing along for the cameras. We’re fine. There’s nothing going on between them. They’re just friends. But keep it a secret. The population needs to think they’re together if Simi is going to win this upcoming election.”

      He repeated the line to friends and family. Whether they believed him or not, he wasn’t sure, but he did his best to sell it like it was the truth.
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      A few days had passed since the intense afternoon in the Kensington apartment. The rumours about Atalanta and Superion were still swirling in the tabloids and on social media, they’d even posed for a couple of photo shoots and interviews together for a few magazines, but the worst of the office gossip had finally died down. For the first time in what felt like forever, no one asked Owen if his wife was really seeing a superhero when he walked in that morning. It was a small mercy.
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      Mel had asked him the night before if she could spend a full day and night with Ryan. A proper, discreet getaway, flying—the superhero way—up to Scotland, staying well out of sight of London’s hungry press. She’d promised again that she would only be with him as Atalanta. No Mel. And she had sworn, with a wicked little smile and a slow kiss, that she would make it more than worth his while when she got home: a full day of reclamation sex and every filthy detail to tease him with.

      Owen had agreed, heart pounding with that now-familiar cocktail of jealousy and excitement.

      The workday dragged. By the time five-thirty rolled around, he was packing up his things when his phone buzzed.

      Mel: Had the most wonderful afternoon… We took a boat out on Loch Ness. It was freezing, but the cabin was warm. Let’s just say I’ve been very well fucked and I don’t know how Nessie didn’t feel the vibrations and come to see what was going on. We’re back at the hotel now, about to have dinner. I’ve been thinking about you the whole time. I love you so much. Can’t wait to come home tomorrow and tell you everything. Promise I’ll make it up to you all night.

      Owen stared at the message, his thumb hovering over the screen. A sharp stab of jealousy twisted in his gut, imagining her laughing on a private boat with Superion, getting fucked senseless on the water while he sat at his desk answering emails. He pushed the feeling down, breathing through it.

      Owen: That sounds incredible. Have fun tonight. I’m looking forward to collecting on that promise. Love you.

      He slipped the phone into his pocket, trying to ignore the low throb of arousal mixed with the jealousy, and headed out of the office.

      The tube station was busy as usual, people jostling past him on the crowded platform as he made his way toward the entrance. The evening rush was in full swing.

      He never made it to the barriers.

      A stunningly beautiful woman stepped smoothly into his path, cutting him off from the flow of commuters. She was tall and elegant, with long, wavy blonde hair that cascaded over one shoulder, framing a face that looked like it belonged on a magazine cover. She wore a form-fitting emerald green dress that hugged her curves perfectly, the fabric shimmering slightly under the harsh station lights. Around her neck hung a striking amulet, a glowing purple gemstone set in a spiky silver setting that pulsed with faint, hypnotic light.

      Her smile was warm, inviting, and her eyes, a striking violet, locked onto his with an intensity that made the noise of the station fade into the background. He recognised her from one of Mel’s Power Rankers cards, too late. The villainous Irresistabelle.
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      “Hello, Owen,” she purred, her voice like warm velvet wrapping around his mind. “My boss would like to talk to you. Would you come with me, please?”

      The pendant at her throat flared brighter for just a moment.

      Owen’s thoughts went fuzzy, warm, and wonderfully compliant. All his worries about the press headlines, the jealousy, the busy hubbub of the station, everything melted away into a pleasant, obedient haze. He felt relaxed. Happy, even. There was nowhere else he’d rather be than right here with this beautiful woman.

      “Of course,” he said dreamily, a small, content smile spreading across his face. “Lead the way.”

      Irresistabelle’s smile widened, satisfied. She slipped her arm through his, as if they were old lovers, and gently guided him away from the crowds toward a waiting black car at the station entrance. Owen followed without hesitation, mind blissfully quiet, completely under her charming spell.

      The ride was a soft blur. He remembered the purr of her voice telling him to rest, the gentle press of her finger against his temple, and then nothing but warm, dreamlike darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            THE MAN IN THE TV

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen woke slowly, blinking up at an ornate ceiling with dark oak beams. The room was luxurious. Panelled walls, heavy velvet curtains, antique furniture that probably cost more than his flat. The early evening light filtered through a tall window. He sat up on the large four-poster bed, his head fuzzy.

      For a few precious seconds, the charm slipped. His heart slammed into overdrive. “What the fuck…?”

      He scrambled off the bed and rushed to the door. Locked. The window was also locked and too high to risk jumping, even if he could break it. His pockets were empty. Phone gone. Keys gone.

      Panic clawed up his throat. He pounded on the heavy wooden door with both fists.

      “Hey! Let me out! What the hell is this?!”

      A calm, velvety voice answered from the other side. “Step back from the door, Owen. I’ll come in and explain everything. But only if you move away.”

      He backed up, breathing hard. The lock clicked, and the door opened.

      Irresistabelle stepped inside, still wearing the elegant green dress, the glowing purple amulet resting between her full breasts. She was even more stunning up close, in her mid-to-late thirties, with the kind of mature, confident beauty that came with a lifetime of knowing you were good-looking. Her blonde hair spilled over her shoulders, and her violet eyes held that same hypnotic pull he’d seen earlier.

      Before Owen could bombard her with questions, the pendant flared again.

      The panic melted like sugar in hot tea. That fuzzy warmth flooded his mind once more.

      “What do you want with me? Who are you working for?” he managed to ask, but his voice was already softer, slower.

      “All in good time,” she murmured, stepping closer. She smelled of roses and something deeper, musky and intoxicating. “You’ll meet my master soon enough. But first…” Her gaze travelled over him admiringly. “There’s something I have to do. It’s quite fortunate that you’re a very good-looking man, Owen Duffield. This is going to be an unexpected pleasure.”

      She reached behind herself and unzipped the dress. It pooled at her feet, revealing a stunning body, full, heavy breasts in a black bra, a soft but toned stomach. A black thong sat on wide hips, and her legs were impossibly long and shapely. Then the underwear came off. Her nipples were dark pink, puckered in the cool air. Her pussy was totally bald.

      “Strip,” she said gently.

      Owen’s hands moved of their own accord. He pulled off his shirt, trousers, and boxers, his cock already hard and aching for some reason. Everything felt dreamy, distant, yet intensely pleasurable. What enchantment had she put upon him? That had to be the explanation.

      Irresistabelle smiled as she came closer, then pulled him onto the bed. She kissed him deeply, her tongue sliding against his as she guided his hands to her breasts. He squeezed them eagerly, his thumbs brushing her stiff nipples. She moaned softly into his mouth, then pushed him onto his back and straddled him.

      “You’re going to fuck me now,” she whispered, lowering herself onto his cock. He was fully erect, the tip pushing against her slick folds for only a moment before sliding into her.

      Owen groaned as her wet warmth enveloped him. She was incredibly slick, perfectly tight and soft. She rode him with slow, rolling movements at first, then faster, her heavy tits bouncing as she took him deeper. The charm placed on him made every sensation feel amplified, dreamy, euphoric and undeniably pleasurable. He thrust up into her, hands gripping her hips, lost in the pleasure.

      She leaned down, nipples brushing his chest, kissing his neck. “That’s it… Good boy. Fuck that pussy, Owen.”

      He did as he was told and changed positions. She got on all fours, her amulet still glowing softly as he took her from behind, pounding into her with lusty, urgent strokes while she moaned encouragement.

      “That’s it. Give it to me. Fuck, yes!”

      The room filled with the wet slap of skin and her breathy cries. Owen found himself doing it harder, her pussy feeling incredible around his cock. He rolled her onto her back, enjoying the sight of her large tits rocking on her chest as he thrust up into her, looking down, enjoying the sight of his cock going in and out of her wet hole.

      Owen, what are you doing? It was Mel’s voice in his head, and he slowed, but then the amulet brightened between those bouncing tits, the voice disappearing into the void.

      “Give me your fucking cock, Owen,” Irresistabelle encouraged him. “Fuck me good. Enjoy me. Fill me with your cum. You know you want to.”

      He did want to. He slammed it home, making her violet eyes widen momentarily in surprise before softening again, her full lips curving in real pleasure.

      “It feels good, right?” she moaned softly as he fucked her. “Wet. Tight. Like Mel’s?”

      “It feels really fucking good, yes,” he found himself saying, his hips moving faster, his cock driving in and out of her while her fingers found her clit, teasing it while he looked down. “You’re so fucking hot.”

      Owen came hard inside her with a shuddering groan, filling her as she clenched around him. Irresistabelle kept circling her clit, then pushed down on it, her hips spasming, pushing her pussy onto him, her own climax taking her as he kept pumping his seed into her.

      When both their urgent movements stilled, the blonde sighed contentedly, then slid from beneath him. She stood and gestured lazily toward a small camera nestled in the corner of the room, a glowing red light he hadn’t spotted until now.

      “Smile,” she said sweetly. “We got all of that on film.”

      The charm wavered. Owen’s mind snapped back into focus with horrifying clarity. He sat up, staring at her in dawning horror.

      “What… what did I just do?” His voice cracked. “Mel… I just cheated on Mel. Oh god⁠—”

      Irresistabelle gave him a sympathetic little smile as she slipped back into her dress. “You did. You bad boy. Don’t worry, darling. It will all make sense soon.” She blew him a kiss and slipped out of the room, locking the door behind her.

      Owen lunged after her too late. He slammed his fist against the wood, panic and guilt crashing over him in waves. Shit. What had he done?
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      Owen woke slowly again on the large four-poster bed, head fuzzy and heavy. At some point after the sex, he’d felt weird, light-headed and then found himself walking to bed and going to sleep. Now the sky outside the tall window had gone dark. Early evening had become full night, and Irresistabelle sat in an ornate chair in the corner of the oak-panelled room, watching him with a small, satisfied smile.

      She’d changed into her full supervillain costume, a tight, emerald-green suit that left very little to the imagination. The material clung to her mature, voluptuous body, plunging deeply at the neckline to show off generous cleavage and riding high on her hips, showing off those long, toned legs.

      Owen’s mind cleared for a moment. Horror flooded in, the knowledge of what he’d done earlier.

      He lurched off the bed toward her. “You⁠—”

      The amulet at her throat flared bright purple.

      His body froze mid-step, muscles locked in place. A dreamy, pleasant warmth washed over his panic.

      “Shhh,” she cooed, standing up and stepping close enough for him to smell her perfume again. “Come with me, Owen. It’s time for you to talk to my boss.”

      He followed obediently as she led him out of the bedroom, down a wide hallway lined with grand paintings, and around a corner into a grand lounge. An old-fashioned tube television from the 1990s sat on a heavy wooden cabinet, already on and showing nothing but thick white noise, a matching electronic hiss coming through the speakers.

      Irresistabelle gently pushed him into a leather and steel armchair facing the TV and fastened one of his wrists to the armrest with a pair of steel handcuffs.

      “Don’t fight it,” she said, sitting on his knee for a moment. Her face was so close to his that he could see a light pink glow in her eyes. Arcane magic. Irresistabelle was a sorceress.

      “Let me go,” he pleaded. “My wife will be worried about me. She’ll be looking and if she finds you…”

      “Oh, I’m not worried about the amazing Atalanta,” Irresistabelle giggled, reaching between his legs and squeezing his cock. “I’m jealous of her. You’re a good fuck for an ordinary.”

      Then she stood, leaving Owen with an odd sense of longing for a moment, before she turned back to him. “Besides, I already texted her from your phone. I told her you were going out with Kevin from the office. Then I suggested—as you did—that she extend her overnight stay with Superion to a weekend if she was enjoying herself. She said she’d like that, so unfortunately, Owen, I have you all to myself for a little while longer yet.”

      “Fuck you!” Owen growled, yanking hard at the handcuffs, but they didn’t budge.

      “I told you,” Irrestistabelle’s amulet glowed—it was pink, not purple, he could see now—and he felt all the anger inside him dissipate once again. Then she reached down to the TV and made an odd gesture, pink power emanating from her finger into the screen.

      The static on the screen shifted. A vague, shadowy shape of a male face wearing a full-face black-and-red mask coalesced within the flickering snow.

      A deep, electronically disguised voice spoke.

      “Owen Duffield.”

      “Yes. Who are you?” Owen asked immediately, voice thick, his mind clearing again.

      The vague, almost shapeless face didn’t answer the question. “You’re wondering what’s going on. What is to become of you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Truth be told, I haven’t decided yet,” the masked man replied calmly. “There is a game being played, Owen. A grand chess match between the powers of light and dark. I needed to remove you from the board while I worked out my next move.”

      “A game?” Owen snapped. “I’m an ordinary guy. You’ve got the wrong man. This is kidnapping. Let me go.”

      “You’re in no position to be making demands, Owen.”

      The screen suddenly cleared, the white snow replaced by the camera feed of the bedroom. Owen saw himself atop the blonde X, his naked ass moving up and down between her thighs as he fucked her. He heard his voice, all too clear.

      “It feels really fucking good, yes. You’re so fucking hot.”

      “You’ll do exactly as I say,” the image returned to being a vague face in a dance of white and black pixels.

      “I won’t be blackmailed.” Owen’s head swam. “You said this is a chess game. I won’t be your pawn.”

      The face laughed, low and amused. “This is my game. I control both sides of the board. You’ll do whatever I want, trust me. Even if I have to get my girlfriend there to make you do it.”

      Owen sighed, the fear of that creeping through him. “So what do you want?”

      “As I said before, I’m not sure yet. Things are shifting.” The room went quiet for a moment, Irresistabelle looking at the TV, wondering if her master was still there until he finally spoke again.

      “Many years ago, when I first came into my powers, I saw everything.” The TV screen shifted again, showing old news footage of the disaster, the explosion at the ECA that had altered mankind’s destiny and created the Xs.

      “I saw the beginning of the universe, the hot gases forming stars,” the voice continued, now showing the void, the empty black ball of pure nothing floating above the explosion site to this day.

      “I saw the end of time, the stars exploding. Then back to Earth, to the cooling of the rivers, the meteor that wiped out the dinosaurs and then rise of humanity… and then I saw their fall. I was trapped in this tsunami of knowing everything, a billion different outcomes, every single possible timeline, all dictated by so-called ‘free will’. But every path eventually comes down to one moment. One person at the heart of it all. One extraordinary person who has a say in humanity's fall. At the end of the world.”

      Owen stared at the screen. “You’re crazy. Who?”

      The masked face seemed to smile. “What if I told you that you’re not a pawn, Owen? What if you are a much more important piece on the board? Which is why I need to remove you. Before you ruin everything.”

      Before Owen could demand an explanation, alarms began blaring throughout the building, deafeningly loud. A red light flashed in the corner of the room, another down the corridor.

      “Intruder alert!” a mechanical voice announced. “Manor security breached.”

      “Shit,” Irresistible cursed, standing suddenly, putting herself between Owen and the TV.

      The figure on the screen didn’t sound surprised. “Belle. Secure the recording of Mr Duffield’s… indiscretions. It is vitally important to our plans. Send it to our friend as arranged. Then find and kill the intruder. Do not let your captive escape.”

      “Yes, Master,” she replied obediently. The screen went black, and the room plunged into darkness, illuminated only by the flashing red light.

      “Power supply interference,” the robotic voice screamed through the speakers in the ceiling. “Security procedure enforced. All doors and windows shut down.”

      “Good.” Irresistabelle checked the handcuff on Owen’s wrist, yanking it hard to make sure it was fastened tight, then held the glowing amulet close to his face again. “Stay right here. Do not move. Do not try to escape. Master doesn’t want you dead yet, but if you piss me off, I will kill you and face the consequences later. Good fuck or not.”

      “Shut the hell up,” he started to yell, but then the charm washed over him once more. Owen sat obediently in the chair as she hurried out of the room.

      The moment the door closed, a shimmer appeared beside him.

      The red-haired phaser from City Hall materialised out of thin air. She was wearing the same skintight tan-and-green suit. He noticed a loveheart tattoo on her thigh through the thin material. She was pretty. Green eyes like Mel, a smattering of cute freckles over her nose and cheeks. She moved quickly, phasing her hand through the handcuff, making the steel vibrate, then phasing out. He moved his wrist away, and then she released her power, the steel turning back to solid, but without his arm inside it.

      “What the hell?” he murmured. “Why are you helping me?”

      “Now isn’t the time for questions,” she whispered urgently. “We have to go. Now. I’ll answer everything later.”

      She grabbed his arm. The world blurred as she turned them both invisible and phased them straight through the wall. Owen felt a strange, weightless sensation that made him feel nauseous, and as she dragged him towards a door, he held back, almost making the redhead trip.

      “I’m going to throw up if you do that again,” he warned her. “Is there another way?”

      “There are worse things than throwing up.” She grabbed Owen’s arm, and again, the world seemed to shimmer and move away from them, as though he was floating in a sea of nothingness. Then she yanked him forward and straight through the glass window.

      He realised, too late, that they were on the second floor. As they phased back into reality, they both dropped heavily to the floor.

      “Told you,” she said, as she picked herself up and dusted herself off. “Falling eight feet is pretty bad, too.”

      Owen was lying on a damp lawn, the dewy, cool grass pressed against his face. Everything hurt. He got up, then immediately doubled over and emptied the contents of his stomach onto the floor.

      “Better?” the redhead asked. Behind them, he heard Irresistabelle’s furious scream as she discovered the empty chair.

      “Not really,” Owen managed to gasp, spitting out the last of his vomit. “But let’s go.”

      The phaser grabbed his hand—it was surprisingly warm—and they ran, not stopping moving until they were far away from the property, hidden in a thick cluster of trees. She released him, breathing hard.

      Owen’s head was spinning. The charm had completely faded now, leaving him dizzy, guilty, and completely lost.

      “What the hell is going on?” he demanded.

      “My name is Liminal,” the woman said, looking at him, her expression a mix of determination and something almost apologetic. “I’ll explain everything at my place,” she said. “But we need to keep moving. They’re coming. My van is nearby. Follow me. Don’t try anything crazy, okay? You have to trust me if you want to live.”
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      She pulled him through the trees, the pair of them tripping over hidden roots, but not stopping. They heard whistles, saw torch lights in the distance, back near the mansion. They were being hunted. Finally, the trees opened out onto a small car park where a black van waited.

      She shoved him inside and climbed in after him, but then reached into her glove compartment. Too late, he saw a hypodermic needle in her hand. She stabbed him in the thigh with it, that apologetic look on her face again.

      “You have to trust me,” he heard her say again, before, for what felt like the millionth time today, everything slid away into darkness.
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      Owen woke up slowly, his head thick and fuzzy, this time from the sedative rather than Irresistabelle’s charm. The cool air smelled faintly of damp. He was lying on a simple but clean bed in what looked like an almost finished basement. A desk with a PC, a battered old radio set, and a tall cabinet stood against one wall. Several versions of Liminal’s green-and-tan suit hung inside like a costume wardrobe, similar to the one Mel had at home for her Atalanta suits.

      A sharp pang of guilt twisted in his chest. Mel. She’d probably been messaging him, and God only knew what Irresistabelle was messaging back to her. His stomach churned with worry. He had no phone, no idea where he was or what day or time it was. He could be anywhere in the country.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Liminal descended, carrying a mug of tea and a plate with a thick sandwich. She looked tired, her red hair tied back messily, but still strikingly attractive in civilian clothes, a tight white T-shirt, dark jeans and a pair of pink Crocs.

      “You’re awake,” she said, setting the food down on a small table beside the bed. “Eat. You’ll feel better. Then sleep. It’s the middle of the night.”

      Owen accepted the tea gratefully, the warmth seeping into his hands. “Thanks… for saving me back there. But I need to go home. I have to get a new phone, contact Mel, tell her about that sorceress woman and the masked guy on the TV⁠—”

      “Your wife is safe,” Liminal cut in quietly, rubbing her palm absently on her thigh. “For now. I won’t tell you how I know that, but she is.”

      Owen searched her face, her bold green eyes, but she gave nothing away. He took a bite of the sandwich, suddenly ravenous. Ploughman’s with cheese and pickle, his favourite. How had she known?

      “I tried to get your phone and the recording Irresistabelle made,” she continued, moving away and sitting on the edge of the desk. “But Wolfhill Hall is extremely large, lots of places to hide things, and well secured. I didn’t have time. By the way, the lord of that house is completely under her thrall. Practically a zombie. Someone really should do something about that one day… but not today. There are more pressing matters.”
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      “I said thanks, Liminal. But I really do need to go.”

      “You can call me Nicole,” the redhead said softly, her eyes dropping to his feet.

      Owen glanced down and noticed a glowing metal band locked around his ankle.

      Liminal shrugged. “If you leave the immediate vicinity of this house, it detonates, and then it’s kind of hard to run away with one leg.”

      “What the fuck?”

      Liminal spread her hands apologetically. “I know, and I’m sorry. But it’s necessary right now. I keep telling you, you have to trust me, but I know I haven’t done a whole lot to earn your trust yet, besides saving you from a murderous nymphomaniac witch.”

      He stared at the band, noting the flashing green light and the red wire poking out of the top. It did look like an explosive. He looked back at Nicole. “Why did you save me? You were working with Tremble at City Hall just the other week, trying to kill me and everyone else there. You nearly brought the whole place down on us.”

      She sighed, rubbing her eyes. “It’s a long story. I’m not a bad person, Owen. I’ll explain everything tomorrow. If I tell you tonight, you’ll only worry more. Eat. Rest.” She pointed to the cot. “Sleep. Tomorrow we’ll get out of here, once I’ve explained everything and told you the plan.”

      Owen gave a sarcastic little laugh. “You’ve got a plan? That’s comforting.”

      Liminal’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I could kill you right now, you know. Phase my hand into your heart and pull it out. It wouldn’t even be hard.”

      She let the threat hang for a moment, then softened, shoulders slumping. “But I’m tired. And I’m hurting. Just like you must be. You’re only an Ordinary, after all. Your knee was fucked all week until today.” Her gaze lingered on him a little longer than necessary. “Though from what I’ve seen and learned about you… You’re a surprisingly capable one. Both in the bedroom and out of it.”

      Owen felt heat rise in his face. For the first time, he really looked at her and saw a woman, and not just another villainous X. She wasn’t wearing a bra beneath the white T-shirt. He could clearly make out the round curves, the hint of her nipples poking through. The slim jeans showed off the strong lines of her legs, the tightness of her arse as she shifted. A flicker of unwanted attraction stirred in his boxer shorts.

      Guilt slammed into him immediately. He thought of Mel. Of what he’d done with Irresistabelle. Of the recording now out there somewhere.

      She saw him looking, a faint blush rising in her cheeks and a wry smile forming on her lips. Owen cleared his throat and looked away. “I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

      Liminal gave him one last long look, then headed back up the stairs without another word. The lock clicked behind her.

      There was a TV in the corner, so he got up and turned it on. The screen flickered to life on a late-night news channel. A serious-looking presenter was speaking over a photo of a sharp-featured man with greying temples and intelligent blue eyes. Axiom, former leader of the Zodiac, tech genius, entrepreneur, and one of the most famous Extraordinaries in the world, had been reported missing. He had been expected back from a private vacation in Hawaii days ago, but had never returned. Friends, colleagues and staff were growing increasingly concerned for his welfare. No one had heard from him. No one knew where he was.

      Owen stared at the screen. Axiom. One of Mel’s ex-boyfriends. He wondered if she was seeing the same report up in Scotland. She would be worried for him too.

      Owen lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling, mind swirling with guilt, fear, and far too many questions. Liminal might have a plan for tomorrow, but he needed one, too. One of his own. A way to get away from all these crazy Xs and to his wife, wherever she was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            PULLING THE STRINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Owen woke to the tink-tink-think sound of the basement lights flickering on, and the faint smell of toast. His body felt heavy, the strains and bruises from the City Hall collapse that had just started to get better, making themselves known again. For a long moment, he just lay there on the bed, staring at the concrete ceiling, the weight of everything crashing down on him again.

      Mel… I cheated on you. She has it on camera. And now I’m trapped underground with a supervillain who says she’s trying to save me.

      Footsteps descended the stairs. The supervillain he was thinking about, one of two he’d met yesterday, appeared carrying a tray with a mug of tea, a plate of buttered toast, and some scrambled eggs. Liminal—Nicole looked tired, her red hair pulled back into a messy ponytail, wearing a simple black tank top and tight grey leggings. She set the tray down on the small table beside the bed.

      “Good morning,” she said quietly. “Although it’s nearly afternoon. You’ve been out for a while. You must have needed the sleep.”

      Owen sat up slowly, accepting the mug of tea. The warmth of it in his hands felt comforting. “Thanks,” he muttered. He took a sip, then looked at her. “Nicole… right? You told me your name last night.”

      She nodded and pulled up a chair, sitting across from him. “Yeah. Nicole.”

      For a few minutes, the only sounds were Owen eating. The food was simple but good, and he was hungrier than he expected. Eventually, he set the fork down and met her eyes.

      “You said you’d explain everything today. So talk.”

      Nicole exhaled slowly, rubbing her hands together as if gathering her thoughts. She looked different in the bright basement lights, mid-twenties maybe, but with the kind of weariness that came from carrying too much for too long.

      “I have a little brother,” she started. “Benjamin. Everyone calls him Ben, but lately he’s gone by the name Sprout. He’s fourteen, fifteen next week. He’s an X, like me, but his power is… harmless. He can grow flowers from his hands. That’s it. Just flowers.” Her voice softened. “He’s a good kid. Kind. He doesn’t deserve any of this.”

      “Any of what?” Owen asked softly.

      She looked down at her hands for a moment.

      “The man behind all this,” she gestured around her with her hands, “He’s got my brother. He’s been holding Ben hostage to make me do what he wants. That’s why I was at City Hall with Tremble. That’s why I’ve been helping him sabotage various buildings and roads around London. I didn’t want to do any of it, but they made it very clear what would happen to Ben if I refused.”

      Owen watched her carefully. “I see. And who is this mystery man behind it all?”

      Nicole hesitated, then continued. “He’s called… Ratcatcher. He’s evil, the one behind all of this. The attacks. The chaos. He wants to destabilise London and make people terrified of Xs again, so that Peck wins the mayoral election. Once Peck’s in power, he’ll push through laws that give him and his allies more control over us. Ratcatcher has been pulling strings for a while. He’s got henchmen working for him, Tremble was one of them. Somehow, I’ve become another.”
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      Owen’s stomach twisted. “So what’s changed? Why did you save me?”

      Nicole stood and stretched, pulling the tank top tight over her breasts, then she walked over to him and sat next to him on the bed. “Believe it or not, Irresistabelle wasn’t part of Ratcatcher’s plan. He told me to keep an eye on you, make sure you didn’t get up to any mischief.” She smiled, patting Owen’s thigh. “You’ve earned his respect, Owen. And I’m not sure that was a good idea.”

      “So you took it upon yourself to rescue me?” Owen shook his head. “None of it makes any sense. Ratcatcher is Irresistabelle’s master, too, right?”

      “Not that I know of,” Nicole replied. “I’m not sure how she fits into this yet. It’s probably Ratcatcher playing me, just as he seems to be playing everyone. Maybe he’s setting Irresistabelle against me, putting his henchwomen against each other. Whatever it is, I decided to play it safe. Keep you safe. If something happened to you, and Ratcatcher wasn’t behind it, he’d blame me. And I don’t want Ben getting hurt.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” Owen asked. “You said you have a plan.”

      “I do.” Nicole nodded. “I know where he’s keeping my brother. Right now, Ratcatcher is busy trying to recruit more Xs to replace Tremble and make himself more powerful ahead of the election. He knows Atalanta—your Mel—is out of the picture, so maybe he’s got a false sense of security. I think this is my best chance of getting Ben out.”

      “Tell me one thing,” Owen sighed, standing, looking down at the explosive band around his ankle. “Why should I believe you? Why should I believe any of this? You’ve got a bomb on my leg.”

      She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “I know you don’t trust me. You have every right not to. But I’m not a bad person, Owen. I’m just trying to get my brother back. That’s all I care about right now.”

      Owen stared at her for a long moment, the tea growing cold in his hands. Guilt, fear for Mel, and a reluctant flicker of sympathy warred inside him.

      “Okay. So, you need me… why, exactly?”

      Nicole gave him a small, tired smile. “Because certain parts of Ratcatcher’s base need two people to access. Security systems, biometric locks, that kind of thing. I can phase through most things, but not everything. I need someone on the inside with me.”

      Owen let out a long breath and ran a hand through his messy hair. “This is insane.”

      “I know,” she said softly. “But it’s the only chance I have. And whether you believe it or not… I think it’s the only chance you have, too. You’ve got his attention, Owen. If he’s sent Irresistabelle after you, I think you’re in trouble. You have to fight back, just like I’m doing.”

      The basement fell quiet except for the electronic hum of the ventilation system.

      Owen looked down once more at the glowing band locked around his ankle, then back up at Nicole.

      “Fine,” he said eventually. “Let’s do this.”
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      The conversation had left the basement feeling smaller, heavier. Owen needed space to think. When Nicole offered him the chance to shower in the bathroom upstairs, he accepted without hesitation.

      He realised he was in a regular house and quickly realised it really was Nicole’s when he saw several photos on the staircase, including one of her with a young man who looked like her. The same red hair, the same cute face. It must be her brother, Ben. There was another one, too, of Nicole looking a few years younger, her arms around an older man with jet-black hair and piercing blue eyes. Owen had no idea who it was. The house was nice, quite large, with several bedrooms. Nicole either had a nice job or used her abilities in ways she shouldn’t.

      He found the bathroom, stripped and turned on the water, blessedly hot as he stood underneath it. He stood under the spray with his eyes closed, letting it pound against his shoulders and back, trying to wash away the lingering guilt that clung to him like a second skin. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw flashes of Irresistabelle’s body moving on top of him, the purple glow of her amulet, the camera in the corner.

      The air shimmered behind him. A cool draft brushed his back for half a second before he realised he wasn’t alone. Owen’s eyes snapped open.

      Nicole stood naked under the spray with him.

      Water cascaded down her body in glistening rivulets. Her pale skin was lightly freckled across her upper chest and shoulders. Her breasts were full and firm, pale pink nipples soft and relaxed in the heat. The ornate loveheart tattoo on her thigh caught his eye, but he couldn’t help but stare at the rest of her. Her waist curved into wide, strong hips and a firm, rounded arse, and a tiny thatch of reddish hair dripped water between her legs.

      Owen froze, one hand still on the shower wall. “Nicole, what the hell are you doing?”

      She tilted her head, letting the water run down her face. Her red hair darkened as it got wet, clinging to her neck and back. She looked dangerously beautiful. “I needed a shower too,” she said simply, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Her eyes drifted slowly down his naked body, then back up. “You’re cute when you’re flustered, do you know that?”

      Owen turned slightly away, trying to hide his body’s automatic reaction. His cock was already stirring despite everything. “This isn’t… I can’t. I’m married. I already…” He swallowed hard. “I already fucked up once.”

      Nicole stepped closer. The steam curled around them both. She didn’t touch him, but she was near enough that he could feel the heat radiating from her skin. Her nipples almost grazed his chest as she leaned forward.

      “I know all about you and Mel, and Superion,” she said softly. “I’ve been watching you for weeks. I saw you two having sex. I heard about your fantasies about her with other men. I stayed invisible, heard you make your pact, that she can only share herself as Atalanta.” She gave a small, almost sad smile. “And of course, I watched you with that witch yesterday. That’s part of why I saved you. Ratcatcher was going to use you, then either swat you like a bug when you stopped being useful… or let Irresistabelle keep you as her latest pretty little sex slave. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      She reached up and brushed wet hair out of her face.

      “I like you, Owen. You’re… decent. In a world full of powerful assholes, that’s rarer than you think. I watched you at first because he made me spy on you for information, but since then, I’ve become… fond of you.” Her voice dropped, huskier. “And yes… I think you’re cute. Watching you fuck is… kind of hot.”

      The admission hung in the steamy air between them. Owen’s heart hammered. His cock had hardened fully now, impossible to hide. Nicole noticed, but she didn’t smirk or push. She simply stood there, water streaming over her curves, watching him with open, unguarded hunger.

      “I saw a photograph downstairs,” Owen said, stepping back, his back pressing against the glass wall of the shower. “You and a man. It looks like you’re together. You can’t live in this big house all alone, right?”

      “Ah,” Nicole nodded, stepping closer again. There was nowhere left for Owen to move. “Don’t worry about him. He’s not a part of my life right now.”

      For one dangerous moment, Owen imagined stepping forward, switching places with her, pressing her against the glass, sliding his hands over those wet breasts and fucking her right there under the spray. The image was vivid and filthy. His cock throbbed as she reached out and took hold of it, stroking it gently.

      But he squeezed his eyes shut. “I can’t,” he whispered. “Mel… I already betrayed her once. I won’t do it again. Not like this. Please, don’t tempt me.”

      Nicole was quiet for a long second. Then she nodded.

      “I understand,” she said, and there was real respect in her voice. She didn’t look embarrassed or rejected. She turned slightly, letting the water rinse over her back. “We should both get clean. We’ve got a busy night ahead.”

      “I… That… Yes,” Owen stammered, “I guess.”

      “Or you could at least let me get you off,” she offered, barely audible over the sound of the water falling over them. “I can’t have you watching back all night, horny and not thinking straight.”

      She took hold of his cock again. Owen didn’t say anything. She began to stroke him again, not slowly this time, but fast, firm strokes, bringing him to the edge surprisingly quickly.

      “That’s it,” she purred. “It’s not cheating, it’s just two friends helping each other out. Mel—sorry, Atalanta—is getting her world rocked. Why shouldn’t you?”

      Owen saw the sense in that, but even though he knew it was wrong, he couldn’t stop it. He let Nicole jerk his cock until a few minutes later, he exploded, spurt after spurt of thick white cum landing in the shower, washed down the sink hole by the water stream.

      “I could really use you returning the favour,” Nicole sighed, once she’d finished milking him and Owen didn’t need to be asked twice. He pushed her back against the tiles, reached between her thighs and slid two fingers inside. They didn’t kiss. They just held eye contact the whole time as he finger-fucked her.

      “Yes!” she moaned, “Right there.”

      Owen had his thumb on her clit, his fingers curled inside her, and he kept working her like that, flexing his wrist, plunging his fingers into her while rubbing her clit firmly. She came on his hand, her knees trembling and then buckling so he had to catch her and steady her before she fell.

      They showered in silence after that, the air thick with steam and arousal. Owen kept his back to her as much as possible, but he couldn’t stop the occasional glance, the way her breasts moved as she washed her hair, the smooth line of her spine, the way water traced down the curve of her arse.

      When they finally stepped out and dried off, Nicole wrapped a towel around herself and gave him one last long look.

      “For what it’s worth,” she said quietly, “I respect you for resisting going all the way. Not many men would have done that in your position.”

      Owen didn’t know what to say to that. He just nodded, throat tight, as she left him alone to get dressed.

      He watched her go, and wished—briefly—that he’d just fucked her when he had the chance, but perhaps it was for the best. He had to tell Mel, when all of this was over, and it was going to sound better that they’d just played with each other, rather than full sex.
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      Nicole gave him some clean clothes to wear: a sweatshirt, jacket, and jeans—all black—and some fresh underwear and socks. “Yes, they’re his, but don’t worry. He’d be fine about it. They should fit. He’s about your height and build.”

      After he was dressed, she told him to sit down in the beautifully decorated living room and sat down across from him with a serious expression. She was dressed completely in dark clothing, too.

      “We need to talk about the plan,” she said. “I really do have a plan.”

      “Plan. Got it.” Owen nodded. “I’m listening.”

      She took a breath. “Sprout—Ben—isn’t being held at Ratcatcher’s main base. He’s somewhere you probably wouldn’t expect.”

      “Where?”

      “The Orbit.”

      Owen frowned. “The Orbit? The old Vanguard HQ at Battersea?”

      The Orbit was built as a grand expansion of the power station redevelopment back at the turn of the Millenium. A huge chrome-and-glass hoop suspended over the Thames. It used to be the headquarters of The Vanguard, The UK’s official Extraordinary team, but they shut it down eight years ago after Parliament passed the team prohibition laws. Crown, their leader, a powerful and heroic X, retired and disappeared from public life not long after.
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      “The whole place has been mothballed for years,” Nicole explained. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “But Ratcatcher found a way in. He copied the old entry codes, somehow reactivated some of its facilities. He’s using one of the high-security containment rooms deep inside to keep my brother hostage.”

      “So… if you know where he is,” Owen reasoned, “Why can’t you just⁠—”

      Nicole—Liminal—knew where he was going with this. “The Orbit has unique technology built into the structure. It actively disrupts phasing powers. That’s why I can’t just walk in and grab Ben by myself. The security systems require two keys to be activated at the same time, one by an X and one by an Ordinary.”

      Nicole reached into her pocket and pulled out two small silver devices. Each was the size of a thick key fob, with a glowing blue LED on the end. She handed one to Owen.

      “This is yours. I have the other. We both have to activate them simultaneously at the security checkpoints. That’s why I need you.”

      Owen turned the cool metal device over in his hands. “This is insane. You’re telling me we’re breaking into one of the most famous abandoned landmarks in London to rescue your brother from a supervillain who’s secretly running half the chaos in the city?”

      “Pretty much,” Nicole said with a tired smile. “Ready to be a hero again?”

      Owen stared at the key, mind racing. Guilt, fear, and a growing sense of determination warred inside him. Nicole moved, kneeling between Owen’s legs. For a second, he thought she was going to try to suck his cock.

      “Relax,” she rolled her eyes, sensing his thoughts. She took hold of the metal band around his ankle, put her fingers against two pressure points, and the device snapped open.

      He finally looked back up at her. “Okay. When do we go?”

      “Tonight,” she said, a determined look on her face. “We leave after dark.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            TRUTH AND LIES

          

        

      

    

    
      The journey across London felt surreal.

      They left the house just after midnight in Nicole’s battered black van. Owen sat in the passenger seat, fidgeting restlessly. Every few minutes, his eyes drifted to the glove compartment or Nicole’s pockets, searching for any sign of a phone.

      “I need to contact Mel,” he said for the third time as they crossed the river over Chelsea Bridge. “Just a quick message. I have no idea what that crazy bitch has told her. I’m losing her mind with worry.”

      Nicole kept her eyes on the road. “No. Not yet.”

      Owen’s jaw tightened. “Nicole⁠—”

      “She’s safe,” she cut in gently. She pulled her phone from where she’d hidden it, behind the centre console, tapped the screen a few times, and passed it to him. A small red dot pulsed steadily on a map. “I placed a tracker on her bag before they left for Scotland. She’s at a hotel in the Scottish Highlands, still with Superion. She hasn’t moved in hours, so I guess they’re… having a good time.”

      Owen stared at the little dot, a complicated knot of emotions tightening in his chest. Relief that she was physically safe. Fresh jealousy at the thought of her spending another night with Ryan. Guilt over the fact that he and Nicole had made each other cum in the shower earlier.

      “Ratcatcher has been keeping tabs on Atalanta this whole time through me,” Nicole continued quietly. “He thinks he has her under control. He’s in a false sense of security right now, that’s why he thinks he can head out to recruit more Xs for whatever he’s planning. If you message her and she suddenly rushes back to London, it could alert him. This is the only way. The second we have Ben, you can contact her and tell her what’s happened.”

      Owen exhaled shakily and handed the phone back. “Fine. But the moment we’re out…”

      “The second we’re out, you can call her. I promise, Owen.”

      The rest of the drive passed in tense silence.
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      Battersea Power Station loomed ahead as they approached from the south, its iconic chimneys floodlit against the night sky. And there, suspended elegantly over the Thames like a giant chrome wedding ring next to it, was The Orbit.

      Even at night, it was breathtaking. The massive circular structure—easily hundreds of metres in diameter—hovered on graceful, illuminated supports above the river. Its outer ring was made of gleaming chrome and vast panels of glass that reflected the lights of London like a mirrored halo. It had been built as the crown jewel expansion of the redeveloped power station complex, once the proud headquarters of The Vanguard. Now it stood dark and abandoned, a sleeping giant of a building.

      Owen had seen it countless times from the ground and from trains crossing the river, but he had never been inside. Very few people had since The Vanguard was disbanded eight years ago.

      Nicole parked the van a few streets away in a quiet industrial zone. They were still both dressed normally, jeans and dark jackets—nothing that would draw attention. Just two people out for a late-night walk.

      They approached the perimeter fencing casually, sticking to the shadows where possible. The Orbit’s security fencing was still intact, though overgrown with weeds in places. A few warning signs hung crookedly. Beyond the fence, the grand entrance plaza lay silent and empty, illuminated only by distant city glow.

      Nicole stopped near a shadowed section of the fence and looked at Owen.

      “This is it,” she whispered. “Ready?”

      Owen gripped the small silver access key in his pocket, heart hammering.

      He nodded.

      They slipped behind a cluster of overgrown bushes near the fence. Nicole glanced around once, then peeled off her jacket and jeans with efficient movements. Underneath she was already wearing her Liminal suit, the tight green-and-tan costume that clung to every curve of her athletic body like a second skin. Up close, the fabric looked different from normal clothing, almost liquid in the way it shifted.

      “A special weave,” she explained quietly as she stuffed her civilian clothes into a small backpack and hid it. “It phases with me. Normal clothes either get left behind or shredded when I turn intangible. I’ve ended up naked more times than I care to admit.”

      Owen tried not to stare at how the suit hugged her breasts and hips, tried not to picture how she’d looked in the shower.

      She continued, “I can’t stay phased or invisible for long anyway. It burns a lot of energy. If I push it too hard, I get dizzy, weak… sometimes pass out. That’s why I don’t just walk through everything all the time.”

      Owen was still staring. If she noticed, she ignored it. She held out her hand. “Ready?”

      Owen took it. The world shimmered sickeningly again as she phased them both. The nausea hit him immediately, that horrible, floating, twisting sensation in his gut. For a few seconds, they passed straight through the metal fence like it wasn’t there. Then they were on the other side, and Nicole released the power with a sharp exhale.

      Owen bent over, breathing hard, fighting the urge to be sick again. “I really hate that,” he muttered.

      “You get used to it,” she whispered, though she sounded a little winded herself. “Come on.”

      They moved quickly across the open plaza toward the grand main entrance of The Orbit. The building was even more imposing up close. The massive chrome hoop towered above them, its glass panels dark and reflective, catching fragments of London’s night lights like a crown suspended over the Thames. It felt both futuristic and eerily abandoned.

      At the main doors, Nicole pulled out her silver key. Owen did the same.

      “On three,” she said. “One last phase.”

      Owen braced himself as Liminal took his arm and dematerialised them through the door. She was right about it getting easier over time. As he found himself on the other side, he didn’t feel quite as nauseous, just a small amount of bile rising in his throat as he took a moment to reorient himself.

      Inside, the darkness was almost total. Emergency lighting cast long, weak shadows down wide, curved corridors. The air smelled of dust and decaying carpets.

      “From here on, the walls and doors are unphasable,” Nicole warned as they slipped inside. “They’re lined with Aetherite mesh, a rare metamaterial the old Vanguard developed. It completely disrupts phasing fields. That’s why they built the high-security rooms here. Even I can’t walk through them. Keep the key safe. We’ll need it to open the doors and activate the elevators.”

      Owen nodded, gripping his key tightly. The silence inside the building was oppressive, broken only by a distant, faint electronic buzz from something, and their own careful footsteps.

      They moved down the first curved corridor, keeping close to the inner wall. Nicole’s head was on a swivel. Suddenly, she froze, yanking Owen back into an alcove.

      Ahead, a figure patrolled slowly through the darkness.

      “Shit. Who’s that?” Owen whispered. Nicole didn’t reply. They risked a look around the edge of the alcove again.

      The woman—asian, pretty—moved with predatory grace, her grey-and-blue costume barely visible in the low light. Her hair was strange, white with electric-blue streaks that matched the faint blue flames flickering around her hands as she scanned the hallway.

      Nicole’s hand tightened on Owen’s arm. “Damn it,” she breathed. “It’s Wisp. She’s one of his. She wasn’t supposed to be here.”

      “Wisp,” Owen breathed. “I’ve heard of her. Another female villain. Ratcatcher seems to like his femme fatales.”
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      Nicole laughed, then took a slow breath. “He does. I’ll deal with her. Stay out of sight,” she whispered to Owen. “Find the elevator. Go to floor three. Locate the secure unit wing and wait for me there.”

      Before he could argue, she stepped out into the corridor and cleared her throat loudly.

      Wisp spun around, blue flames flickering at her fingertips, her tilted eyes narrowing. “Liminal? What the hell are you doing here?”

      Owen pressed himself into the shadows and crept away as quietly as he could. Behind him, he heard the two women talking, Liminal attempting to sound casual, Wisp’s voice sharp and suspicious.

      “Orders,” Nicole said confidently, “He told me to make sure everything was secure while he’s… recruiting. Why are you here? He didn’t say you’d be on patrol.”

      “Hmm. Don’t worry,” the other woman replied in a Korean accent, sounding unconvinced. “Your brother is safe. You should go. I’m in charge here.”

      Owen left them behind, sneaking around until he found an elevator at the end of the curved hallway. The silver key worked as he touched it to the sensor panel. The doors slid open with a soft chime that made him wince. He rode up to floor three in tense silence.

      When the doors opened with another alarming ping, he stepped into a ghost from the past.

      Floor three was a wide, circular promenade that followed the outer ring of The Orbit. Moonlight and the city glow filtered through the enormous curved glass windows, casting long silver beams across the dusty floor. Old promotional posters of rhe Vanguard still clung to the walls, faded but haunting.

      One showed Crown, their former leader, tall, regal in the famous red, white and blue uniform, cape flowing behind him as he stood heroically on the roof of the building. Another featured a younger Titanica, her muscles rippling as she lifted a car, her expression fierce. She was in the Vanguard for only a few months before they were disbanded. There were others, several heroes he either didn’t know or had forgotten the names of. The slogan beneath them still read in bold letters:

      THE VANGUARD: PROTECTING BRITAIN TOGETHER.
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      The air up here smelled even more dusty, like walking through a tomb of fallen legends.

      Owen moved carefully down the corridor until he reached a heavy set of reinforced carbon-fibre and steel doors marked ‘SECURE UNIT WING.’ This was where Nicole had told him to wait for her, so he found a dark corner and hid there, heart pounding, listening to the distant echoes of the building.

      Ten minutes or so later, a shimmer appeared beside him. Nicole coalesced into view, breathing hard. Her suit was torn across the chest, one full breast partially exposed, a streak of blood running down her arm from a gash near her shoulder.

      “It didn’t go well with Wisp,” she said grimly, pressing a hand to the wound. “I had to… deal with her. She’ll be out for a while, but this is bad. We don’t have much time. Fuck! Why did it have to be so complicated?”

      “Okay, let’s hurry.” Owen looked at the door in front of them. There was a glowing red panel on the right and a white panel on the left. “I’m guessing these are for our keys?”

      “Yes. Red is for the X.” Nicole tapped her silver key to the red pad. “White is for the O.”

      Owen drew out his key. The small blue light pulsed brightly as he moved it towards the white sensor. Then the door clicked and slid open with a quiet hiss.

      “We’re in,” Nicole said triumphantly, then went quiet when she saw the long, curving corridor with numerous doors along its perimeter. “Now we just have to find him.”

      Using their paired keys, they began opening doors along the secure wing. The first two rooms were empty. The third contained a middle-aged man sitting calmly on a bench. He had sharp features, greying temples, and an intelligent look in his blue eyes.

      Nicole tensed. “Who are you?”

      The man raised his hands slowly, his eyes widening as he realised they weren’t meant to be here. He spoke slowly, in an American accent. “Relax. I won’t hurt you. I just want out of here.”

      Nicole’s eyes narrowed, taking him in. “Sure. Come with us. I’m looking for my brother. Ben. Young, red hair like mine.”

      The man nodded. “I saw them taking him food. I think he’s the only other prisoner here. Cell eight.”

      Cell Eight was at the end of the corridor. When they opened it, a teenage boy with messy red hair looked up from the corner. His face lit up.

      “Nicole!” Sprout—Ben—launched himself at his sister. She caught him in a fierce hug, eyes glistening. Owen and the rescued stranger exchanged a look, and then a smile at the happy scene.
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      “I’ve got you,” she whispered. “We’re getting you out of here.”

      Then alarms began blaring throughout the building. Owen looked up to see a flickering red light pulsing on the ceiling, and saw a camera down the corridor slowly rotate towards them.

      “Shit,” Nicole cursed. “This is bad.”

      “Hey, I know you,” Ben said, seemingly oblivious to the sudden danger they were all in. Owen turned to see him looking at the stranger

      “You’re Axiom, aren’t you?”

      The stranger stroked his chin and nodded. “Evan Ellington at the moment, young man. Without my suit, I’m not quite Axiom.”
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      Before anyone else could ask questions about how Axiom had gone missing in Hawaii only to turn up in central London, a calm, velvety voice came over the speakers. A voice Owen immediately recognised. Irresistabelle.

      “I know you’re here, Owen. Give yourself up. There’s no escape.”

      Evan stepped forward, his head looking up and down the corridor, getting his bearings. “I know a way out that I doubt anyone else does. I helped Crown design this building. That was a long time ago, but I don’t think it’ll have changed much since then.”

      “Lead the way,” Nicole said, her jaw still hanging open slightly at the fact that she was in the presence of one of the world’s most famous Xs.

      Evan moved at a surprising pace for a man who had been locked up for who knew how long. “This way!” he called, leading them at a run down another curved corridor. The alarms wailed louder now, a piercing, relentless tone that vibrated through the walls.

      Footsteps and shouts echoed behind them — what sounded like multiple pursuers closing in fast. A security door somewhere nearby hissed open and then a heavy bang reverberated like a gunshot.

      “What… what was that?” Ben stammered, looking over his shoulder nervously.

      “I don’t know,” his sister replied, urging him forward, even faster now. “Keep running. Follow Axiom.”

      Owen’s heart hammered against his ribs. Every step sent fresh jolts of pain through his bruised body, but adrenaline kept him moving. Mel. She’s still with Superion. She has no idea what’s happening. The guilt from Irresistabelle, the fear and raw terror of being hunted all blended into a sickening cocktail in his chest.

      The turned a sharp corner and down a set of stairs, two at a time and burst into what had once clearly been The Vanguard’s main meeting room. It was vast and circular, dominated by a huge holographic table in the centre that now stood dark and lifeless. Moonlight poured through the enormous curved glass windows that formed the outer wall, casting long silver beams across the dusty floor and illuminating faded murals of the various heroes on the ceiling. The air smelled fresher in here, as if this place had been occupied recently. Owen saw the a painting of Crown on the far wall, slashed down the middle, half of it dangling out. Whoever had done that had some sort of issue with the Vanguard’s old commander.

      “Okay, wait.” Evan looked around, his blue eyes taking in the room, narrowing as he tried to remember whatever it was he was looking for. “Aha! There we go.”

      He moved towards the ornate fireplace on the far wall, its marble surround still imposing despite the dust.

      “We don’t have time to put the heating on,” Owen muttered breathlessly as they all finally caught up to him.

      Axiom let out a short, sharp laugh. “You have no idea.” He looked at Nicole. “You have a security key, right?”

      The redhead nodded, passing it to him and he pressed the silver device against what looked like just another wooden panel beside the mantelpiece, but this one indented slightly as he tapped it. With a deep mechanical thunk, the entire fireplace swung outward like a door, revealing a dark, sloping chute behind it.

      “No time for questions,” Evan said, gesturing urgently. “Go!”

      Nicole went first, pulling Sprout with her. The boy slid down with a startled yelp. Owen followed, heart in his throat as the narrow metal chute swallowed him. The smooth steel was cold even though the black jeans, and the descent was fast and disorienting, tubes of metal rushing past him as he spiralled downwards into the darkness. Finally, he landed hard on a grated floor at the bottom, rolling to absorb the impact.

      Evan came down right after him, almost knocking him over. Nicole and Sprout were already back on their feet, gazing at their new surroundings.

      They were in a massive, cavernous hangar at the very bottom of The Orbit. The space was enormous, easily large enough to have once housed the old Vanguard jet. High above, faint moonlight filtered through the large grated bay doors that ran from floor to ceiling. The walls were lined with old maintenance scaffolding and empty weapon racks. The air was colder down here, carrying the damp, briny scent of the Thames.

      Axiom dusted himself off and looked around with something like nostalgia. “We’re all still in one piece? Good. Let’s get these doors open.”

      Using Nicole’s key again on the rusty-looking lock pad, he got the tall grated bay doors to open, with the deep groan of mechanisms that hadn’t moved in almost a decade. A fresh blast of cold, river-scented air flooded into the hangar, along with the sound of the river rushing far below them. Owen stepped closer to the edge, feeling the wind on his face and looked down. The dark waters of the Thames churned slowly, reflecting the distant lights of the city on the other side.

      “I was hoping there’d be some transport still here.” Evan sighed, also looking down, gauging the distance. “Can you all swim?”

      There had to be another way out. Owen’s eyes searched the huge room, but stopped on a nearby uniform rack. He walked over and looked closer. Hanging on a peg, perfectly clean and pressed, were two pristine white-and-gold Superion costumes. The bold ‘S’ emblem on the chest seemed to gleam with mocking confidence even in the dim emergency lighting.

      He turned slowly to Nicole, a horrible suspicion forming in his gut.

      “Superion costumes?” His voice was hollow. “Why the hell are there Superion costumes here?”

      Nicole went deathly pale. The colour drained from her face as she stared at the hanging suits.

      Axiom and Sprout looked equally confused. “Wait… you didn’t know?” Axiom asked carefully. “Superion’s the one who’s had us locked up here.”

      The words hit Owen like a physical blow. The hangar seemed to tilt around him. His knees buckled slightly as the full weight of it crashed down.

      “You said it was…” he turned to Nicole, his voice failing him. “Ratcatcher.”

      Axiom and Sprout still looked baffled. “Ratcatcher?” Axiom asked, frowning. “He’s a minor league villain. A total nobody. What does he have to do with any of this?”

      Nicole closed her eyes for a long second, then let out a shaky breath.

      “I lied,” she said quietly. “Ratcatcher isn’t involved. I made that up so I wouldn’t have to tell you the truth back at the house. I was trying to protect you from panicking.”

      She looked Owen dead in the eyes, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “Superion is the one behind everything, Owen. I’m sorry.”

      The words landed like a hammer blow.

      Owen felt the floor drop out from under him. His vision tunnelled. “Mel…” he whispered, voice cracking with horror. “Mel is with him right now. She’s in danger⁠—”

      “Mel is with him?” Evan said sharply. “Mel… as in Atalanta? You’re that Owen?”

      Before anyone could respond, the tall twin security doors at the far end slid open with a violent screech of metal.

      Silhouetted in the entrance, mist swirling around her like living smoke, stood Wisp. Blue flames licked menacingly at her fingertips as she locked onto them with furious eyes.

      “No!” shrieked another voice. “They are mine! They all turned to see Irresistabelle come though another smaller door, her blonde hair floating around her head as if she were in zero gravity. She was wearing that tight green leather mini-costume again, the pendant glowing bright purple between her breasts as she raised her gloved hands towards them.

      “Run!” Nicole shouted.

      They sprinted for the open hangar doors.

      Nicole went first, without hesitation, grabbing her brother’s hand and leaping out into the darkness even as she phased them both invisible.

      “Go!” Axiom bellowed as Owen teetered on the edge. “Jump. We’ll rescue Atalanta—Mel, together, you and I. Axiom and Mr Ordinary. I promise you.”

      Then he dove cleanly, plunging into the water and disappearing from sight. Owen was last. He paused for half a second longer at the edge, heart thundering, the cold night air whipping around him. Below, the black water looked terrifying. Behind him, Wisp unleashed a burst of disorienting blue flame and mist that rushed toward him like a living storm. He saw a pink glow of light reflecting on the wall to his left, felt the charm of Irresistabelle at the edges of his consciousness.

      Then he jumped.
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          ON X/O

        

      

    

    
      What happens when the golden hero your wife is sleeping with turns out to be a monster?

      What happens when you find out the woman who saved your life was lying to you all along?

      What happens when a homicidal enchantress has a recording of the worst (and hottest) mistake of your life… and plans to use it?

      And what happens when the most ordinary man in a world of Extraordinaries realises the fate of his wife — and possibly the entire country — now rests on his shoulders?

      Owen Duffield is about to find out.

      X/O Book 2: Mister Ordinary

      Coming September 8, Pre-Order Now Available

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AFTERWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you again for reading and for taking this journey with me. I hope you enjoyed the story, oh, and that cliffhanger!

      But don’t worry: X/O Part 2 is coming very soon, in early September, in fact, the pre-order is already live on certain ebook platforms!

      Originally this was going to be a standalone book, but while I was finishing it, I realised there was still so much story to explore and still so much sexy fun to be had. Who are the Zodiac? Who were the Vanguard and what happened to them? Who was the man talking through the TV? Was it Superion? It didn’t seem like Irresistabelle and Wisp were on the same team, did it?

      And most importantly, what’s going to happen to Mel and Owen, and can their marriage survive everything that’s happened?

      By the way, there’s so much art and extra content not included in the book, which I’ve been sharing with my readers on my Patreon, Substack and Ream pages. So, if you’re interested in seeing and reading all the bonus material I couldn’t include here, consider joining us!

      I hope you’ll join me for the next part of the story. X/O Part 2 is coming soon!

      Thanks again for trusting me with your purchase and I’ll see you in the next one, coming before X/O Part 2, a return to suburbia in ‘How My Pin-Up Wife Became A Hotwife: Bombshell’, coming mid-August.

      Until then, stay horny!

      Paul
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      Paul Garland is an author of erotic novels and short stories, guaranteed to keep you turning the lust-filled pages until the early hours of the night. He lives with his wife and two children in a small house in the suburbs of Sheffield, England along with a lazy green budgerigar, an African Grey parrot that curses and a tubby tabby cat which would love to eat either. (Preferably the vulgar-tongued parrot.)

      He has been writing since the turn of the millennium but only turned to the erotica genre in 2018 with his Cerulean Erotica Presents series and No Angels series of books which rapidly gained him a following. In 2020, he began ‘The Cuckold Collection,’ a brand new collection of cuckold-themed books and two new series of shorter stories: The No Angels Stories, The Sexy Season Stories and The Cerulean Archives. 2022 began two series, Holiday Hotwives and A Size Queen Story and 2023 introduced a new series, Improper Investigations and the return to the Cerulean Archives with I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex. 2024 saw the My Wife series and the I Know Who You Did Last Summer series reach huge success. 2025 introduced us to his best selling Trad Wife series, the follow up Modern Husband, and his sci-fi erotica series, Cheat Codes.

      2026 brings the return of the Detective Hotwife, a new superhero hotwife erotica and the climax of the Holiday Hotwives books, along with his highly anticipated and biggest series to date, The Hotwife Diaries.

      

      My Website: http://www.paulgarland.net

      All my links in one place: https://allmylinks.com/eroticapaul 

      My Medium Page: https://medium.com/@belgarionten

      Patreon (exclusive content): https://www.patreon.com/paulgarland

      Twitter: https://twitter.com/eroticapaul

      Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/paulgarlanderotica
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SLIPSTREME

“The fastest girl on Earth”

Slipstreme's ability to travel faster than
sound makes her one of the UK's most
pawerful Xs.
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