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​Book One
Rebel
Chapter One
Mia
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Mia knew that she shouldn’t be in the infirmary as often as she was. She knew that she shouldn’t be so desperate to see her brother.

That kind of bond was weakness.

Enhanced were supposed to have strong ties to their batch-siblings - those who had been grown at the same time, from the same genetic stock - but only as far as it didn’t interfere with the job. With their duty. Their mission.

And here Mia was, late for her first mission away from the base, because she had to say goodbye.

The sight within the infirmary was more than familiar, Mia noted as she walked in.

There was workout equipment at one side of the room, put there to help the scientists figure out if an injured Enhanced was still capable.

Despite his own injuries, Ty was practising pull-ups and had been for a while if the fine layer of sweat across his onyx skin was anything to go by.

Had he even moved since she had last been there?

Mia sighed as she approached. “Should you really be doing that without anyone else here?” she asked as she made her way around to face him, the bandages around his face – specifically, his eyes – coming into view.

Mia couldn’t help but flinch every time she saw them, and she was glad that her brother couldn’t see her.

Ty scowled at her comment, shaking his head. “I don’t need eyes to do pull-ups.”

“What if you slip and fall?”

“You could say the same about anyone working out alone, and yet, there are no rules about it for the rest of the Enhanced.”

Mia suppressed a sigh. The last thing she wanted before she left was to argue with her brother.

They were both more than aware of the dangers of the outside world.

Not even the dangers Mia would have expected. After all, they had been genetically engineered to fight the ultimate threat humanity faced. The hidden danger most humans didn’t even know existed.

Magic.

And yet, it hadn’t been magic that had hurt her brother. No, it had been a careless driver.

Mia hadn’t known whether she wanted to rage or cry when she had been told.

When her brother had left for his first mission, she had worried for him, fearing that he would attract the attention of the magical beings, like Alex had. And since her brother was in no danger of going traitor, the magical beings likely wouldn’t have left him be...

But he hadn’t even seen a magical creature, and now there were whispers about what was to be done with him.

After all, they were operating on limited resources and keeping around an Enhanced who couldn’t fight...

As much as Mia might worry about her brother pushing himself too far too soon, she also couldn’t blame him. In his position, she was sure that she would be doing the same.

And while she would never dare to say it aloud, she was starting to feel a lot more sympathetic towards Alex for leaving, even though she still couldn’t quite imagine teaming up with the enemy they had been designed to fight.

Ty dropped down from the pull-up bar, turning to face his sister properly. “You don’t have to worry about me. If either of us should be worried, it isn’t you...”

Mia looked away, folding her arms tight across her chest. “I’ll be fine,” she said, but she suspected neither of them believed it.

How could they?

Ty didn’t respond, simply sighing as he placed his hands on his hips.

“I mean it,” Mia said. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

“Yeah, okay,” Ty muttered.

“I... I should go.”

Ty nodded. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

“Yeah, you will,” Mia said, silently praying that her words were true.

She headed back out of the infirmary, quickly running into Tina in the corridor.

“How is he?” Tina asked, falling into step with Mia as she walked towards the armoury to get ready for her mission.

“Getting better,” Mia said, not wanting to risk saying anything else aloud. While his physical injuries were on the mend, she suspected that wasn’t what Tina was asking.

“That’s good,” Tina said, nodding. “That’s really good.”

If he’s getting better, the superiors will likely not consider him as much of a liability.

The unspoken statement hung between them. While neither of them would dare to say it, they were both more than aware of the realities of Ty’s situation.

“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Tina promised. “While you’re gone, I mean. I’ll make sure he’s all right.”

“Thank you,” Mia said, though she was uncertain of just how thankful she should be.

What could Tina do, after all, if their superiors decided that Ty was nothing more than a waste of resources?

But then again, what could Mia do?

Other than outright rebellion, of course. But that would be suicide...

Yes, Alex had managed it, but she had been away from the watchful eyes of the other Enhanced, already out of the base, and she had the help of an Angel.

What could Mia hope to do on her own?

When she entered the armoury, she found that she wasn’t the only one there. Gus and Jan were already suiting up for their own missions.

“You heading out too?” Gus asked her.

Mia nodded. “I think they want as many people as possible out, scouting for the lost bases.”

And they probably wanted me away from my brother, in case they do decide he’s no longer worth keeping around...

“Well, I’m being sent off to northern China,” Jan said with a sigh. “Halfway around the damn world. What about you?”

Mia shrugged. “Lagos.”

“Yeah, I get the feeling that the two of us were chosen to find these bases specifically because we could blend in with the locals better.” Jan nodded to Gus. “What about you? Latin America?”

“Spain.”

Mia folded her arms. “Alex was Gus’ batch sibling, and they sent her to England,” she pointed out.

Gus shook his head. “My monitor explained that to me. Apparently, the closer you are to the big cities, the less it matters. But only a handful of bases were built in such locations. The point was to stay hidden from magical creatures, and building your base next to a major population centre hardly does that. You might be staying in major cities, but you’ll be venturing out to rural areas in your search.”

Mia nodded with a frown. “Speaking of Alex, I wouldn’t have expected you to get a mission. You are her brother, after all. If she was going to recruit anyone...”

“It’s not just him,” Jan added. “Hell is heading out in about a week. I don’t think they can afford to write off an entire batch of Enhanced. Even if their sister is a traitor.”

“Even that’s bad,” she said, turning back to Gus. “But you’re not just her brother. They sent you to capture her, and you came back empty-handed. I would be more suspicious if I were them.”

Gus smiled with a shrug. “Then I guess I’m glad you’re not them. Plus, I didn’t even see Alex when they sent me after her. After sending me that message, I guess she chickened out. Must have figured that I would have turned her in.” He shook his head before turning to Jan. “Anyway, like Jan said, they need as many of us as they can get to do all of this base hunting. Didn’t they send Sam and Bob out just recently?”

Jan shrugged, looking away. “I guess.”

Gus raised an eyebrow. “What, you don’t know where they went? I mean, I thought you were friends with Sam.”

Jan smiled, though Mia could see it strained at the edges. “Yeah, he’s in Torino and Bob’s somewhere in Germany. Munich, I think.” She quickly turned to Mia. “If you want to be ready on time, you had better get started...”

Mia nodded in agreement, turning to her equipment and putting it together.​
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Chapter Two
Alex
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Alex awoke in the middle of the night, cursing the Spanish heat.

She had grown up indoors, hidden away in a safe, air-conditioned environment. And then her first venture out of the compound had been to the north of England, where she had stayed for several months.

So, despite her brown skin, dark eyes, and ink-black hair, which would suggest that she was built for warmer climates, she still struggled with the heat.

Alex suppressed a groan. She wanted to turn and snuggle up into her girlfriend.

No, her fiancée.

That would take some getting used to.

It had been mere hours since Alex had proposed to the girl who would have once been considered her enemy.

After all, Alex had been built from the DNA up to hunt and kill magical beings.

And she had gone and fallen in love with an Angel of all things.

She couldn’t help but smile at the thought. They were a couple of troublemakers, and she wanted nothing more than to spend her days making trouble with Freya.

Months ago, when they first had to flee England, Alex had been poisoned by another magical being. One who had been hunting Freya.

And Freya, amazing as she was, had managed to purge the poison from her system with her magic. But before that...

Before that, it had been almost certain that Alex would die.

And in those moments, Freya had told her whatever she had thought she needed to hear to keep her going.

They would get married and have kids and a life together...

Alex had never thought about any of those things before that moment.

She had never considered a real relationship until Freya if she was being honest. She hadn’t even had an idea what that looked like before Freya, and they had figured it out together.

She’d had sex, of course. The scientists that raised her figured regular sexual activity with her peers after puberty was healthy.

But a relationship was something different.

Marriage? Binding yourself to a person for the rest of your days?

That was definitely different.

And the idea of children... Not born to propagate ideal genes, but just to add to your family? To have someone else to love?

The outside world was rife with alien ideas that Alex had found both daunting and tantalising.

Not that they were ideas that she and Freya were in a position to start exploring. Not when they were both on the run from powerful organisations.

Alex had only heard bits and pieces about Angels before meeting Freya. It wasn’t something the Enhanced ever had the means to properly research. Though they had recently acquired those means, and the thought made Alex’s stomach burn with fury.

What had become obvious in her time with Freya, however, was that Angels were some of the most powerful magical beings around.

Which made them a threat to many magical beings in power, to be taken down with any excuse.

And thanks to Alex, Freya had given them one hell of an excuse.

All because Alex had put her trust in the wrong person.

It had been years without a whisper of tension between Humans and magical beings. Alex had thought that the rest of the Enhanced wanted peace, just as she did.

So when she had been upset, she had confided in her monitor about her relationship with Freya...

He had hunted Freya down, using Alex to track her without her knowledge, before taking her back to a lab to learn exactly how strong Angels were.

Freya had never spoken of exactly what had happened to her in that lab, but she didn’t need to. Her scars spoke for themselves.

Alex couldn’t help but look them over in the pale moonlight, the surgical lines across her skin still painfully visible.

They had faded, but not nearly enough for either woman to be comfortable with their existence.

Alex cursed herself for being unable to help Freya.

Unable to save her.

Her monitor had beaten Alex, broken her nose, and tied her up in another room of the facility.

She had sat alone, tears mixing with the blood down her face as she fruitlessly tugged at her shackles, knowing that Freya must be undergoing tortures in the other room.

The rain outside the facility had grown heavier, the wind howling in pain, and after a while, the roof of the building tore clean off.

Freya had freed herself.

But her Elemental powers had been new and dangerous. She had been able to control water and fire a little when Alex had met her, but a whole storm?

She had given herself over to nature, shedding her humanity.

Eventually, Freya’s friends had arrived and found Alex, freeing her and taking her to her girlfriend.

Her girlfriend who had built a tower of vines in the centre of the city.

Whether Alex’s impassioned plea had gotten through to her, or exhaustion had just caught up with her, Freya had finally stopped her efforts. After, she had collapsed for days, while both the Enhanced chased Alex for turning traitor, and the Council of Light - some magical political structure - chased Freya ostensibly because she could have levelled the city, but in reality, they were scared of her taking their power from them.

While they were both being chased – having to stay constantly on the road, keeping safe through a plethora of magical protections and false identities – any thought of the settled future remained a distant dream.

But not one that Alex was content to remain distant.

Freya had mostly recovered from her ordeal and was finally learning to control her new powers, and Alex had had enough time to think over how she was going to deal with the rest of the Enhanced.

The ring she had given Freya that afternoon had been a promise. A promise that they would start moving forward, rather than continuing to run. That they would deal with the Council of Light and the Enhanced so that they could finally start building a life together.

Alex was about to try and settle back down to sleep when she saw a figure out on the apartment balcony.

Her hand went for the knife she kept on the bedside table, but it stilled as she recognised the new arrival.

Alex made her way quietly out of the door to greet the figure.

“Alice, right?” she asked. “Freya’s sister.”

The Anglo-Japanese Oracle nodded, her impeccably tailored suit and cropped black hair suddenly making Alex all too aware of her own bed head.

“If you want to see Freya, you should probably wait until morning,” Alex said, trying not to betray her discomfort.

Freya had a lot of love for her sister, but she would be the first to admit that Alice’s arrival didn’t often bring glad tidings.

It was the nature of Oracles.

“It’s not Freya I wanted to speak to,” Alice clarified. “At least, not yet. I love Freya, but she isn’t the best at making sensible decisions when her heart is on the line. I will bring her my news in the morning, but she will never accept what I have to say. You, however, will by the time dawn comes.”

A deep pit of dread opened in Alex’s stomach at Alice’s words, and yet she asked, “What news?”

“The Enhanced have found a way to track you. By the end of the week, you will be dead. Freya will flee to her Demon friends, and they will help her narrowly escape to the Underworld. Her wrath will herald the end of the peace between humanity and magic. She will attack the Enhanced in full force, with an army of Demons at her back, the secrecy her mother died to regain will again be lost, and there will be at least a hundred years of war.”

Alex felt as if the world had been pulled out from under her and she gripped the railing of the balcony to stay upright. In truth, after she had prophesied her death, Alex hadn’t been entirely listening to Alice’s words. Though she had caught the bit about a hundred years of war.

“But we can stop it, right?” Alex finally managed to ask. “You wouldn’t be telling us if we couldn’t stop it.”

Alice nodded. “Their tracking method isn’t perfect. They’re not tracking you, you see, they’re tracking Freya. Or more precisely, they’re tracking the effect she has on the weather. Now that she has come into her full power, even if she learns to control it as best she can, she will always make slight, subconscious changes. Ones that they can use to track her. Of course, they have no interest in her. Not anymore. They know that they could never capture her and that killing her would incite a war that they are not yet prepared to fight. No, they are only using her to get to you.”

Alex’s blood chilled, despite the warm night, as she realised what Alice was saying.

She and Freya would have to split up.

As long as the Enhanced were a threat, they wouldn’t be safe together.

“I will tell Freya in the morning,” Alice continued, “but she will not see reason. She will not believe that leaving you will be the only option until it is too late. If you are resolute, however, she will agree to part ways.”

Alex nodded, her mouth dry. Still, she managed to ask, “How long?”

“Hmm?”

“If we part ways, how long until we can see each other again?”

Alice shrugged. “That depends on the choices you make. No time soon, in any case. Not without the Enhanced catching up to and killing you.”

With that, Alice disappeared, leaving Alex completely alone as the reality of the situation hit her.

She would have to say goodbye to Freya.

A real goodbye.

If it was anything else - a “maybe someday” - Alex knew herself well enough to know that she would become reckless. Guilt would grow the longer she was away from Freya if she asked her to wait, and that guilt would push her to make careless decisions.

“Are you okay?” Alex heard from behind her.

She turned around to see Freya, awake and giving her a curious look.

Alex realised at that point that she was crying, silent tears flowing down her cheeks.

She nodded, quickly wiping the tears away. “Yeah,” she said, before clearing her throat. “I guess thinking about the future is just a little emotional, you know?”

She didn’t want to tell her what Alice had said. She couldn’t.

Alice had said that Freya wouldn’t understand anyway. Alex decided to let her find out in the morning, hoping that it wouldn’t hurt as much in the dawn light.

Freya nodded, seemingly taking Alex’s words at face value. “I know. I feel it too. But it’s okay.” Freya placed her hand over Alex’s. “As long as we have each other, it will be okay.”

Alex’s hand stiffened under Freya’s touch.

Would they ever touch again after dawn came?

The thought was too much for Alex, and she grabbed Freya by her oversized t-shirt, pulling her in for a desperate kiss.

Alex’s hands went to Freya’s waist, and she knew that her nails were digging in a little as she clung to her, afraid to let go.

But Freya simply responded by returning her passion, and Alex pushed any thought of their impending separation from her mind, wanting to savour their last night together.
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​ALEX AWOKE THE NEXT morning when she felt Freya stir beside her.

Instead of waking to greet her, however, Alex kept her breathing steady, and her eyes closed, feigning sleep.

She listened intently - her Enhanced hearing allowing her to perfectly keep track of Freya, even with her eyes closed - as Freya padded out of bed.

As per usual, Freya made her way over to the kitchen and made herself a coffee. Freya was nothing if not a creature of habit.

Whenever Alex brought it up, Freya would just smile and say, “That’s what you get for falling in love with an autistic girl.”

Once Freya was done, she made her way out to the balcony, and Alex finally cracked open an eye to peer out.

She sat up as soon as she saw that Freya wasn’t alone.

Alex sighed, waiting as she watched Freya and Alice talk. Even with her hearing, she couldn’t tell exactly what was being said.

She could see how upset Freya was, however, her hand going to tug her mother’s pendant.

It was the only thing Freya had of her mother, and it was the thing she went to whenever she was upset.

After a while, Alice disappeared, and Alex made her way over to the balcony

“Was that Alice?” she asked as she headed outside.

Freya spun around to face her. “Yeah, it was. You don’t seem surprised...”

Alex gave a sheepish shrug. “She came to see me last night. She said that you’d never understand, but that I would after sleeping on it.”

Freya curled into her coffee at that, seeking the warmth despite the warm morning air. Freya always had a thing for heat. Whenever she was upset, flames would come to warm her.

“Do you want to split up?” Freya eventually asked.

“I don’t want to die,” Alex replied simply.

Freya nodded with a sigh. “I... I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you because of me, but... I also don’t want to lose you.”

“Yeah, tell me about it,” Alex said, her voice hollow. “It’s a high price to pay for my life. But I don’t think it’s one we can avoid.”

Freya obviously tried to swallow the small sob that came at Alex’s words, but she did a poor job of it.

“We’ll meet again,” Freya said, resolutely. “When it’s safe, we’ll see each other again. And then we can have our normal life.”

Alex’s gaze dropped. “Freya, I... It might take decades before it’s safe again. I know myself well enough to know that I won’t last that long if I know that you’re out there waiting for me. If I feel like I’m taking too long to get back to you, that you are just waiting for me, I will get reckless. I’ll start taking bigger and bigger risks just in the hopes that I’ll see you again.

“I need to know that you’re not waiting for me, Freya. That you’re gone. If things do become safe, and I do see you again, then great, but don’t tell me that you’ll wait for me. Not for that long. My resolve isn’t that strong.”

Silent tears started to fall down Freya’s cheeks, and Alex felt her throat sting in sympathy.

She willed her love to understand. She didn’t know that she had the resolve to tell her no again.

Freya’s hand went to her mother’s pendant to tug at it again, but she paused for a moment, her gaze going down to the ring on her hand.

The ring Alex had given her.

After another moment, Freya’s hand went back to her pendant, pulling it from her neck before holding it out to Alex.

“Here,” she said.

“Freya...” Alex started, knowing that she couldn’t take it.

Sure, the focusing rune on the pendant had become useless to Freya as soon as she had come into her full powers, but it was still the only thing of her mother’s she owned. To just give it to Alex...

“It’s a promise,” Freya said, her tone firm and refusing argument. “A promise that we’ll see each other again, someday.”

Alex started to protest anyway, but Freya cut her off.

“I’m not saying that I’m going to wait around for you,” she clarified. “I know that we might not meet for another hundred years, and I’ll probably be a grandmother or something, but we will see each other again. I can’t say goodbye if it’s goodbye for good, Alex. I just can’t.”

Alex nodded silently, shedding her own tears now. She brought the pendant over her head, bringing it to rest around her neck.

Once it was resting over her top, she grabbed Freya, drawing her tight against herself.

They just held each other for a while, both knowing that the second they let go, it was over...
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​FREYA HEADED TO THE airport, and Alex wasn’t sure where Freya intended to go from there.

They had fled England after Freya had come close to levelling the city centre of her hometown, and Alex was pretty certain that she couldn’t go back. But then, before they had gone on the run, it had been the only home Freya had ever known.

Alex pushed those thoughts away as she got into the car that she and Freya had been sharing in their travels and headed east.

That had always been the plan. Or at least, it had been the plan before she and Freya had parted ways. Anywhere they could get to with the car, that had been the limit on their travels. So, they had zigzagged across the continent.

Eastern Europe had been their next destination, just because they had flipped a coin.

As long as they kept moving, the actual destination didn’t matter.

Except it mattered now. If she wanted to stop the Enhanced, Alex would have to do more than just wander aimlessly.

Of course, she wouldn’t be able to face them alone. She didn’t have much in the way of allies, but there was at least one person she could call.

She picked up a burner phone with an Internet connection and quickly set up a one-use email account.

At a petrol station, while picking up fuel and snacks, she typed up a quick message, using a code that only she and one other person knew.

When that person received her message, they would be able to decipher the code and get the coordinates of the bar she was heading to.

She was going to need a drink...​
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The message Gus had received from Alex was both a relief and a curse.

While he knew that the Enhanced hadn’t caught up with her yet, he also knew that her girlfriend was more than capable of attracting her own trouble and he had done nothing but worry since they had last parted ways. Both for them and for himself if he was caught keeping information on them from the other Enhanced.

The message had meant that Alex was alive, at least, and it meant an end to Gus remaining with the Enhanced, pretending that he had forsaken his sister as much as the others had. Pretending that he didn’t know where she was.

That lie had been the hardest with their other batch-siblings. Gus had wanted to tell them the truth. To tell them that their superiors had betrayed Alex, not the other way around.

But it had been too great of a risk. Too much of a burden to ask them to bear.

And now they would think the same of him.

He shook away the thought as he approached the address Alex had sent him. If Alex was calling him, that meant that she must be ready to start the fight against those who had betrayed her for real. That would mean she would need allies, including their other siblings.

Gus entered the small drinking establishment and scanned the room for Alex.

It took him a few moments to find her, slumped in a corner over a bottle of vodka

Smart to stay hidden, he thought at first, but as he approached, he realised that Alex’s posture had little to do with intention.

Even when he had first seen her after her monitor had betrayed her, he had never seen her so haunted.

Finally, she looked up and smiled, though it barely touched her eyes.

“Gus!” she cried, waving him over.

He smiled at her greeting, though it was accompanied by a raised eyebrow. “Alex, it’s good to see you,” he said. “Though I can’t say I was expecting such an excited greeting.”

Alex shrugged, her gaze dropping as she passed him a glass and poured him some of the vodka she’d been drinking. “It’s been a rough couple of days,” she admitted. “It’s good to finally see a friendly face.”

Gus frowned. When she had called him, he had expected her to be determined and ready with a plan, but she couldn’t look more lost.

And where was Freya? When he had last seen them, they couldn’t have been more joined at the hip.

“What happened?” he asked. “The other Enhanced couldn’t have caught up with you, could they? I would have heard about it.”

Alex sighed. “Then I suppose you haven’t heard about their new tracking capabilities?”

Gus’s frown deepened, his stomach turning to ice as he realised that his fears had been justified. His superiors had been keeping him in the dark because they feared him working with Alex. Which he had been, but the fact that they suspected it so strongly meant that he wouldn’t have nearly as much accurate information as he would have liked...

“What new tracking capabilities?” he asked, the lack of Freya suddenly feeling a lot more sinister.

Gus and Freya had never exactly been friends, but Alex had loved her. And while Freya didn’t always make the best choices, it was clear that she always had Alex’s best interests at heart.

So, while that damn giant wolf of hers still gave him nightmares, the last thing Gus wanted was for any harm to befall the Angel.

“The one that they developed specifically to track Freya,” Alex explained, worrying Gus further. “We got a warning from her sibling – an Oracle – and we realised that we would have to part ways to stop the Enhanced from catching up to us.”

Gus breathed a silent sigh of relief. If Freya had been hurt - or worse - he doubted he would have been able to pull Alex from her melancholy. Temporarily separated, however? He could work with that.

“Wouldn’t you have been safer keeping Freya by your side?” he asked as he thought through Alex’s words. “I mean, last time I saw the two of you, she caused a huge storm just to electrocute a couple of people, and then a wolf the size of a horse showed up, seemingly super friendly with her. Couldn’t she just kill them all with one hand wave?”

Alex shook her head, frowning into her glass. “It’s not that simple. Using her powers like that takes a lot out of her, and after the other Enhanced experimented on her... I don’t think we could rely on her to be level headed in a fight with them. Especially not since her sister told me that if the Enhanced found us, Freya would get away, but I would have been killed. And then something about Freya’s wrath sparking a war that would last for at least a hundred years... I don’t know, I stopped really listening after the part about my death.”

Gus just stared for a moment before saying, “Yeah, shit, I suppose parting ways was your best bet.”

Alex nodded. “Like I said, I couldn’t trust Freya’s reaction in a fight with them, and we would need the element of surprise if we hoped to win. We will need to be smart in order to do this, and I have every intention of taking the fight to the Enhanced.”

“And I will be right there with you,” Gus assured her, wanting her to know that she wasn’t alone, even if Freya was gone for now. “We’ll stop them.”

Alex glared at her drink, the intensity of her gaze almost frightening. “I’m going to do more than stop them. I’m going to make sure that they can never hurt anyone else ever again. I’m going to obliterate them.”

Gus gave her a sympathetic smile, a reassuring hand going to rest on her arm. “We’ll fix this,” he told her softly. “We’ll get you back to Freya soon.”

Alex looked away, moving her hand out from under Gus’. “It won’t be that easy,” she said simply. “I know that, Gus. You don’t have to pretend. This isn’t going to be an easy or a short fight. If I want to put all of my efforts into doing this properly, if I want to be able to think in the long term, not just the short-term, I can’t think of returning to Freya as a real possibility. If I want to survive this, I have to let her go. Completely.”

Despite her words, Alex’s hand went to a pendant around her neck. Gus frowned as he recognised it.

It had been the one Freya had worn.

Before Gus could say anything about it, she continued, “Just give me everything. Everything you know, every rumour or scrap of intel you collected when you were back with the Enhanced. I need to know absolutely everything about the way they are operating now, and their plans, if I want to figure out how to beat them.”

Gus paused for just a moment, wondering if he shouldn’t push her about her obvious grieving. Though, Alex had never been one for letting such things get in her way. He suspected asking would only cause her to snap at him, so he let it go.​
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By the time Gus awoke the next morning, Alex had ironed out all of the details of her plan.

“Did you sleep at all last night?” Gus asked groggily as he sat up, rubbing his eyes.

Alex shrugged. “Sleep wasn’t going to get the plan finished.”

Gus frowned. “No, but you know that it’s important to stay in good health. I mean, were you eating properly on the road?”

Alex looked away, knowing full well that she couldn’t give him the answer he wanted in good faith.

Freya hadn’t had the healthiest of eating habits, and Alex hadn’t exactly fought against the constant stream of fast food.

Gus groaned. “You’re not going to be able to fight the other Enhanced if you don’t take care of yourself.”

Alex rolled her eyes. Why did he have to be such a mother hen? “I’ll take care of myself when there’s time to. For now, just hear out my plan. I need another perspective.”

“Okay, so what is your plan?”

“That Enhanced base you told me they were looking for.”

“Which one? They’re looking for all of them. All of the ones that were shielded to protect them from the timeline reversal, at least.”

“The one that had been newly built when the old timeline was erased. The one that hadn’t yet been staffed.”

“You mean the one in Russia? What of it?”

“We need a base of operations. Somewhere fortified that they can’t get into. An Enhanced base, with all of the security measures, but none of the people guarding it, sounds perfect.”

Gus frowned. “While I agree that there is a need for us to have a base of our own, I don’t think this one will be as easy to capture as you think. The Enhanced have already sent scouts to investigate it. I think we’re likely to meet more resistance than you’re anticipating.”

Alex just shrugged. “It’s the best that we have,” she told him simply. “Once we have a base of operations, we can start building from there. For now, any move we make against the rest of the Enhanced directly will be suicide. To go after a base where they most likely don’t have many guards, where we will probably only be facing a couple of scouts, is our best bet for striking the first blow.”

Gus’s frown deepened. “I’m not saying that there’s a better target to hit for our first blow against them. I’m saying that the two of us won’t be enough. We will need more allies, we will need to recruit more Enhanced to our cause if we want this to work.”

Alex glared at the suggestion of recruiting more Enhanced. “I have been gone for almost two years now,” she reminded him. “And for most of that time, the older Enhanced have considered me a traitor. You were there, listening to the things they were saying about me. Do you honestly think that any other Enhanced would side with us?”

“I sided with you.”

“You’re my brother.”

“And we have other siblings,” he pointed out. “Not to mention, I know of a few others who are less than enamoured with the way the older Enhanced have been running things. Who aren’t keen on the idea of another war with magical beings.”

Alex sighed, shaking her head. “Even if we wanted to track them down, it would take too long. They’ll be spread out across the globe, remember? And with Enhanced having access to so many security systems, we can’t just waltz through an airport. The security is too tight.”

Gus grinned. “About that, I might have disrupted their spiders. By the time they figure out that there’s an internal problem, not that you’re still avoiding transport hubs, we should have recruited more than enough of the others to our cause.”

Alex frowned, less than happy that she had been unable to dismiss his plan with technicalities. “Even if the others are a little disgruntled,” she eventually said, “I will not make the mistake of trusting another Enhanced. I trusted my monitor – he was supposed to protect and watch out for me – and he used that trust to kidnap and torture Freya.”

“But you trusted me after that.”

Alex looked away. She didn’t want to admit that her trusting Gus had been a combination of her own tumultuous emotional state and her confidence when she’d had Freya beside her.

As much as Freya probably couldn’t take on more than one or two Enhanced at once, the two of them likely could have dealt with Gus if he hadn’t trusted Alex.

And if she’d had anything close to a clear head, if she hadn’t just run away with Freya, her bruises and cuts still healing as she found herself in denial about the betrayal she had suffered, she wouldn’t have contacted Gus at all.

But she didn’t want to tell him any of that. He was on her side now, and that was all that mattered to her, not that she might have mistrusted him in the past.

“I’m not going to approach any other Enhanced until we have a secure starting point,” Alex said eventually. “I will not ask them to join us until our mission appears less suicidal. If anything will sway them to our cause, it will be thinking that we actually stand a chance. Capturing the base will do that, and between the two of us, we should have no problem dealing with a couple of scouts the other Enhanced have sent. Not when we have the element of surprise on our side. Surprise that could be jeopardised if we try to approach other Enhanced and they choose not to join us.”

Gus sighed, clearly not happy with the plan, but having no argument.

“Just tell me where the scouts will most likely be, and we can stop them before they ever reach the base.”​
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Alex wasted no time putting her plan into motion, dragging Gus across country borders, to the location of the base.

Or at least, the rough area where it should be...

That was the thing about the lost bases, no one knew their exact location. It had been a security measure, to make sure that if one was compromised, the others wouldn’t be. Back before the timeline had been changed so that none of the Enhanced outside of the shielded facilities had ever existed, there had been communication between the bases that made knowing their exact location irrelevant.

But that communication had been decimated when the timeline had changed, decades ago. Gus and Alex had been barely babies when the war had ended, growing up in secrecy so that no magical being would ever find out that any of their number had survived.

They had been weapons for a war that had no longer happened.

A war that they were more than happy to leave behind in the alternate timeline. For the older Enhanced, however, it seemed to be a war that they wanted nothing more than to fight again.

Without knowing where the base was, the scouts sent by the Enhanced would have to find somewhere to set themselves up, as near to where they suspected the location to be as possible.

Usually, that meant a hotel. Inconspicuous, but still defensible.

Each generation of Enhanced was improved over the last, meaning that even though they were young, Alex being the top of their age group meant that she was considered the peak of what genetic enhancements could achieve. So, when they had needed someone to find the lost British base, Alex had been chosen, despite having never been out of their home base before.

That had been how she had met Freya.

Thanks to that experience, she knew the protocol well, and they quickly narrowed down the possible locations for the scouts to be working from.

They went to each hotel in turn, with Alex keeping an eye out to make sure no one spotted them, while Gus hacked into the security cameras.

The Enhanced were trained to avoid cameras, but in some instances, they couldn’t be avoided. Not to mention, they were mostly trained to avoid facial recognition software, not someone manually looking through the footage for them.

“Found them,” Gus said after half an hour searching through the footage from the third hotel.

“How many?” Alex asked.

“Two.”

Alex smiled. “That’s great. We should be more than able to deal with them if we’re facing only two of them and we have the element of surprise on our side.”

Gus frowned. “I’m not so optimistic,” he admitted. “After you betrayed them, the Enhanced stopped sending out younger members as scouts. I recognise these two. See, that’s Effie. She used to train us just after we hit puberty, remember? And with her is Jay, who was one of the top tech experts at our base. Do you honestly think we stand a chance against the people who taught us everything we know?”

Alex shook her head. “Not everything we know. Not anymore. They may have trained us as children, but we have real-world experience on our side now.”

“So do they. And they are decades ahead of us. Not to mention, most of their experience is from an actual war, whereas ours is just from messing around playing spy.”

Alex glared back at him. “If you think I earned these scars from just playing-”

“I’m not trying to invalidate what happened to you,” Gus told her, shaking his head. Why was she being so stubborn? Did she have a death wish? “Facing your monitor like that must have been hard, but you didn’t win that fight, Alex. Freya won it for you. And how many fights did you get in before that? I saw the reports, you fought a couple of Demons. Demons who had no way of anticipating an Enhanced soldier even still existing. I would be willing to bet that you won those fights by nullifying their magic to catch them off-guard. None of those Demons had probably ever had to fight without their magic before. But that tactic won’t work against the other Enhanced, Alex. They’ve never had magic to rely upon; they have the same enhancements as us.”

Alex shook her head. “Not the same. They had decades to perfect the genetic code between them and us.”

“They did, but I don’t think it will make that much difference in a fight. I don’t think it will make up for our lack of experience.”

“I do. I think you’re underestimating us. If we catch them off-guard, we should be able to take care of them before they even realise what’s happening.”

Gus sighed. “I still think this is a bad idea.”

“Your objection has been noted. You still coming?”

Gus sighed again before reluctantly nodding. “Yeah, I’ve got your back.”​
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Alex watched the two Enhanced from a distance for a while, noting their daily route out of the hotel as they went to search for the base. They were heading to the same place, mostly, to look for local records of any strange, abandoned buildings.

Gus stood beside her the whole time, radiating unhappiness and concern.

It was getting on her last nerve.

She thought about saying something. Snapping and demanding to know just what exactly he wanted from her.

But she didn’t.

She needed him to believe that she could do this. That she had a cool head on her shoulders.

That they could win this fight without calling in any damn backup...

So, she stayed silent, and once she was reasonably certain that the Enhanced wouldn’t deviate from their route, she and Gus found the spot on said route that would provide the best conditions for an ambush.

A small, quiet street, with a narrow road that could be easily blocked.

Once they had that information, it was just a case of waiting.

Alex perched at the top of a building, looking down from the roof through the scope of a sniper rifle. She didn’t necessarily want to kill the other Enhanced if she could avoid it, but then she remembered how her monitor had fully intended to slit her throat as soon as she was no longer useful as a way to cause Freya pain. The man who was supposed to have been looking out for her had been more than ready to kill her, so she didn’t see why the other Enhanced who shared his views should be spared.

That just seemed like causing more trouble for her.

Alex checked her watch, knowing that the Enhanced always arrived at the same time.

Two minutes past the hour.

They were a minute late.

“Something doesn’t feel right about this,” Gus told her. “Maybe we should call this off. Figure out a different way to approach them.”

Alex shook her head. “No,” she said, as Gus got up and started scouting around the rooftop. “There are hundreds of reasons why they might be a minute late. They could have hit traffic or anything...”

“Or they suspected that they were being followed,” Gus said, his voice hard. “If they thought someone might be after them, this is the most likely place on their route for an ambush.”

Alex frowned. “But we’ve been following them for days. Why today? How would they know that today would be the day we would strike?”

“Because they installed sensors up here to see when we would try and ambush them,” Gus said with a sigh as he picked up a small, metallic device.

Alex cursed as she recognised the Enhanced sensor.

“We should go,” Gus said quickly. “Hopefully, they decided to avoid us entirely, but if they decided to face us instead... We need to leave before they find us.”

Alex clenched her fists at the idea of just walking away from their one opportunity to get the scouts. “No, they still don’t know that we’re onto them. They will be expecting to catch us by surprise. We can use that to our advantage.”

Gus shook his head. “Alex, I wasn’t happy about this plan when they didn’t know we would be here. Now that they do-”

Gus was cut off by a shower of bullets, aimed right at them.

Thanks to their quick reflexes, both Gus and Alex managed to duck down, out of the line of fire.

“We need to leave,” Gus told her firmly.

Alex shook her head. “Even if we try to leave, they will just follow. Better to stand our ground here, where we were expecting to fight, than have them give chase.”

Gus groaned but nodded. Even if he felt that they should have left before, staying was truly the best option now.

Alex waited until the Enhanced firing at them ran out of bullets, before launching herself down from the roof, to land in front of them.

She couldn’t see the second Enhanced but trusted Gus to take care of them as she focused on this one. She couldn’t tell who they were under their black armour and mask, but she decided it was no matter. She’d figure it out soon enough from their fighting style.

Alex grabbed her baton and used it to knock the empty gun from the Enhanced’s hand.

She heard fighting from behind the Enhanced and assumed that Gus had engaged the other beyond her line of sight.

The Enhanced whose gun she had knocked away responded with a kick to Alex’s middle, but Alex deflected the blow with both hands either side of her baton.

She tried to strike at the Enhanced, but they blocked her blow with their forearm before slamming their other hand towards her stomach.

Alex spun out of the way of their strike, bringing her legs around to sweep under the Enhanced and knock them off their feet.

Alex straightened, but before she got fully upright, she found herself knocked back by a sudden blow.

She flew back onto the hood of a car, hitting her head as her breathing went short and sharp with shock.

She looked in front of her to see the Enhanced that Gus had been fighting with a gun aimed right at her.

Alex felt the world swim around her as Gus struck the Enhanced who had shot her.

That was the last thing she saw before the world went dark.​
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The only thing that kept Gus on his feet after Alex went down was his training.

Every day, relentlessly practising for this exact scenario from as soon as he was old enough to walk.

And yet nothing could have prepared him for the sight of his sister collapsing like that.

He had to know if she was even still alive.

Pragmatically, he had to know to re-evaluate the situation.

Did he have to get her to safety, or would he be fleeing alone?

But even if that wasn’t a concern, he knew that he would never be able to just leave his sister.

He had to know.

Effie attempted to strike him again, but his hands were fast as lightning, catching hers before twisting her arm around her back.

While she let out a yelp of pain, Gus kicked her in the middle before bolting back towards Alex.

Jay tried to tackle him, but Gus spun out of his way, racing towards Alex.

When he finally reached her, his hand went to check her pulse, but his attention was drawn back to the sound of the two older Enhanced sprinting towards him.

One of Gus’ hands brushed the charm around Alex’s neck, as the other came up to defend himself.

A torrent of fire shot forward, knocking Effie and Jay back.

Gus blinked in shock, looking around to see the source of the flame before exhaustion and realisation hit him in tandem, the fire sputtering out.

The flames had come from his hand.

Gus’ chest restricted with panic as he struggled to wrap his mind around what had just happened.

That had been magic.

He had used magic.

How had he been able to use magic?

Effie and Jay stumbled upright, both of them having managed to put out the flames.

Their armour was burnt, but they were still standing.

Gus’ hand went to Alex’s neck again, to check her pulse for real.

He needed to get her out of there.

As soon as his skin touched hers, however, the world seemed to slip out from under him, and he tumbled back onto a carpeted floor.

Alex was next to him, breathing ragged but there.

Gus could feel panic threatening to return. Had he just teleported them? Or what was it magical beings called it? Shifting. The name seemed apt, but he refused to let himself think on it, or the reality of how they had escaped.

Alex needed medical attention.

She needed him.

He had to focus on that...​
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Consciousness intruded upon Alex like a parade of angry elephants.

Everything hurt, especially her head and chest.

She groaned as she remembered being shot, and the subsequent blow she had taken to her cranium.

“How bad was my concussion?” she asked as she pried open her eyes and managed to make Gus sitting next to her in the hotel room.

When he had left the Enhanced to join her, he had brought as much technology as he could, including portable medical equipment.

They should be able to deal with any injury without having to deal with hospitals.

Alex had made the mistake of not taking tech like that with her when she had left, and even before she had defected, she had felt its absence.

She looked over to the faint scar on her arm, where Freya had stitched up a wound from a Demon for her.

She looked away as she began to feel her throat sting.

“Not as bad as it could have been,” Gus told her. “You shouldn’t have any permanent damage, though if you had been a normal Human...”

“That’s the point, isn’t it? That we’re not normal Humans. That we can go beyond their limits.”

Gus glared at her response. “Alex, do you not understand how badly we failed here? If I hadn’t gotten you out as quickly as I had, you could have died. Your armour stopped the bullet from doing any more than badly bruising you, but I don’t think it would have taken many more hits. Not to mention, that blow to the head could have been much worse.” His gaze softened as he added, “I could have lost you.”

The stinging in Alex’s throat worsened, and she felt tears behind her eyes.

“Why didn’t you?” she asked in an effort to change the subject. “How did you manage to get me out of there?”

He tensed up, causing Alex to frown.

What had happened?

Gus shook his head. “I gave as good as they did. I hurt Effie enough for them to flee. I guess they thought killing you would be sufficient. And I have no doubt they think you’re dead after that. I’m not exaggerating when I say I could have lost you...”

Alex looked away, turning to the monitors she was strapped to and tugging them off her skin.

“You’re right,” she spat. “I should have done better. I should have been better. You were right to say that I let myself become weak while I was on the run. I had Freya with me, and I relied too much on her, as well as indulging in my newfound freedom, instead of taking care of myself and making sure that I was in the best condition I could be. Literally, the first lesson we were ever taught was that our genes are only the beginning. They lay the ground work, but we have to do the rest ourselves. I let myself forget that. I was designed to be the perfect sword, and I have let myself grow dull.”

Gus stopped her hand still by putting his own over hers. “This wasn’t about you,” he assured her softly. “There is nothing you could have done to beat them. Even if you had been in peak physical condition, they simply have more experience than us. We won’t win in a fair fight against them. We need to outnumber them. We need help.”

Alex looked away. “I won’t bring on other Enhanced. We can’t trust them.”

Gus sighed. “Then who should we turn to? I’m not against other suggestions for allies, but we cannot ignore the fact that we need more than two of us to succeed.” He cocked his head in thought for a moment, before asking, “What about magical beings? Just because you can’t be near Freya anymore, doesn’t mean that we can’t use her contacts to our advantage. Surely they have to want the Enhanced dealt with as much as we do.”

Alex ran her hand through what remained of her ponytail before shaking her head. “Even when I was with Freya, the other magical beings weren’t exactly happy talking to me. You remember what those Slayers were like. The only reason they didn’t kill the two of us was that they were afraid that Freya was going to destroy their town and they figured we were the only ones who could stop her. Hell, the only reason why Freya lost it in the first place was that they threatened to kill me once they realised what I was. No, the only reason I was never killed by any of the magical beings we encountered together was that Angels are so revered by most magical beings that they can get away with anything. Even dating and protecting an Enhanced. Without Freya with us, trying to approach any of the magical beings would be suicide.”

“Then who else would you suggest? Regular Humans won’t be able to deal with Enhanced so that just leaves other Enhanced.”

Alex responded by glaring down at her hands in her lap.

“If you have another suggestion, I would gladly hear it out,” Gus told her gently.

Alex groaned, shaking her head. “Fine,” she agreed. “We’ll try to approach the other Enhanced. I assume you have a list of people out in the field right now that we would have a chance of convincing?”

Gus nodded. “I have five people we can approach. They should all be safe enough to talk to, and even if only one of them agrees to join us, that’s still one more than we currently have.”

“Okay, who do we talk to first?”​
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