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Chapter 1 – Zahyra 
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Watching her younger brother as he slept Zahyra contemplated their situation. Her one overpowering thought was to get Asher to safety, but deep down she knew she had no idea how to manage it. After the time they had spent in the safe haven so much had changed – even though it had only been a little over a week. While Asher’s chest rose and fell softly as he breathed she wondered how his Gen 6 mutation would change him. 

What her father, Emerson had told them still circled around in her head. Was he truly the only one who knew how to deal with Asher? With his mutation? If that was the case then there was no turning back, Asher himself had made sure of that when he’d put a bullet in their father’s chest. 

Shaking her head Zahyra realised that even if there were more people within the safe haven who knew things about Asher’s mutation there was no way they could go back there now. Cain had killed what had to be a large proportion of their red band, the soldiers tasked with protecting the safe haven. Even more of them had just died right in front of her eyes, killed by the mutants who lived in the city the three of them were hiding in. 

She was still shocked by how quickly the battle between the mutants and the safe haven had turned around. It had seemed like suicide for the red band, the mutants overpowering them easily with their vast array of genetic mutations, each one making them more powerful than anything Zahyra had dared to dream about. 

That was until Heather had pulled out that strange glowing stick. It still didn’t seem real to Zahyra that the safe haven had managed to create something that made mutations inactive. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes she probably wouldn’t believe it. But unfortunately it was true. 

Zahyra bit her lip as she realised she had probably helped them to create it. Albeit unwillingly, but her T128 trial had been for the purpose of finding out more about the genetic mutations. She wondered just how much the safe haven would have been able to accomplish if she hadn’t been there. How much would be different if the three of them hadn’t walked straight into the facility, unaware and oblivious to the real intentions behind it. 

That was something that bothered her even more. The fact she still didn’t know what the safe haven was hoping to achieve. They had the power to stop all genetic mutations, but they had also worked to develop a New-Wave of mutants. Generation 6. Something that Asher was now a part of. Try as she might to avoid it Zahyra’s mind kept going back to her brother and what he could turn into. 

She didn’t trust what her father had said about it, but knew his words were the only thing she had to go by in guessing at Asher’s future. Aside from that only time would tell as he began to change from his mutation. A small part of her prayed it was all a lie. That Emerson had fabricated the whole thing, but even she knew he had very little to gain from everything being a lie and with the way he had spoken to her in his final moments... No, he must have been telling the truth. Her father’s whole life had been shaped by turning Asher into what he now was. 

Cain shifted slightly beside her. It had been an hour since Heather and the remaining soldiers from the safe haven had left the area after killing the advanced mutants. Cain had told her to get some rest, the area not being safe for them to venture out into just yet. While sleep had welcomed Cain quickly, it had not been so kind to Zahyra and she was left awake, torturing herself with her thoughts. 

She still couldn’t truly believe that Cain was by her side again. Many nights in the safe haven she had thought about him, wishing to see his face again. When he had walked into her room dressed as someone from the red band she couldn’t quite believe it. 

At first it had seemed like a dream, like he wasn’t really there. She almost had to pinch herself to remember that it was really true. That was at least the small bit of happiness she now carried with her. The three of them were back together and that meant that any challenges they faced now would be easier. She never wanted to face her troubles alone again. 

Her feelings towards Cain were almost overpowering. Even watching him sleep Zahyra struggled to stop herself jumping on top of him, hugging him and kissing him with every ounce of strength she carried in her body. Being apart from him had only made her feelings stronger, but she still worried about how his mutation would affect their relationship. 

The pills they had taken from the safe haven were a long shot. In reality she had no idea what they would do and without the technology of the safe haven there was no way of finding that out without someone taking one – an unnecessary risk she wasn’t willing to let anyone absorb. 

A part of her hoped the three of them could go back to Cain’s cabin just outside of the woods. When she had first arrived at that place she had no idea how important it would eventually come to her. That was the beginning of her journey after all, the beginning of her bond with Cain and the ever-changing path their relationship would take her down. Sadly now she knew it was unlikely they would return. She was uncertain how much the safe haven knew about Cain, but if there was even the slightest chance they knew about his cabin it would be foolish to try and return there. Once again she would have to find a new home. 

This responsibility weighed heavily on her. They would have to find somewhere that herself and Asher would both be safe from the more advanced mutants, but where Cain would be free to be himself also. Sighing Zahyra knew she had no idea where such a place could be; everywhere that had ever seemed safe to her now off limits or destroyed. 

There was also a niggling itch at the back of her mind that she couldn’t get rid of. Somehow she wanted to find out what the safe haven was really planning and put a stop to them. 

Deep down she knew it was ridiculous. There was no way the three of them could overpower the facility, or even figure out what they were planning without going back inside. And that was firmly bottom on Zahyra’s list of things to do. She still couldn’t shake the feeling however. Why would they develop a new generation of mutants, and force a young boy like Asher to become one if they only wanted to rid the world of advanced mutants? Was Asher the only one, or were there more like him out there? 

Her father had never spoken about injecting anyone else with the Gen 6 mutation but that didn’t mean other members of the safe haven hadn’t done it too. She remembered him saying there were other scientists out in the field; could they have all been following the same evil plan? Zahyra thought of the old bubble man from her camp – could he really have been an agent for the safe haven? 

Dropping her head into her hands Zahyra groaned at how little she knew, even despite everything she had been through in the facility. She had almost been boiled alive, frozen, put in hospital and constantly poked and prodded, made to perform experiment after experiment and for what? So the safe haven could develop a weapon they could use to destroy mutants, while developing a new generation of their own? It just didn’t make sense to her. 

She looked at the timekeep on her wrist and was surprised to see it had stopped working. Suddenly a terrible thought popped into her head and she tore the device from her wrist. It was safe haven technology and they could be using it to track her right now. Cain had mentioned something about the SUV possibly being tracked and she knew if the safe haven had any sense they would have been tracking her as well – just in case. 

Cursing herself she moved as quietly as she could across the room and towards the window, desperately trying not to wake Cain or Asher from their sleep. She stuck her head out of the window first to check no one was on the street below her and then threw the timekeep as far as she could away from her. It landed with a small thud on the ground, still only a few meters from where they were hiding. If it was being tracked that wouldn’t be a good enough decoy. 

“What’s going on?”

Cain’s voice caused Zahyra to spin round quickly away from the window. He was already rising to his feet to move towards her before Zahyra shook her head, moving over to sit beside him instead. 

“My timekeep,” she began. “I just realised they could have been tracking me through it – like you said they might be with the SUV.” She paused, “I err, I threw it out of the window.”

Cain smiled and lifted up his arm so Zahyra could nestle into his chest. “To be honest,” he started with a hint of laughter in his voice, “I doubt you managed to throw it far enough to put them off our trail.”

Zahyra smiled slightly at his joke but pulled away from him to look Cain in the eyes. 

“Do you think they could have been tracking us?” She asked seriously. “It had stopped working but, it could still have a tracker in it, couldn’t it?”

Cain thought about her question for a moment. “Yeah it could do,” he replied, “but if they had been tracking you why wouldn’t they have come into the building earlier when they were outside? We would’ve been caught already.”

Zahyra nodded slightly, but she still remained suspicious about the piece of equipment. Heather could be waiting just around the corner for them, biding her time until they left their hiding place. 

“Where are we going to go?” Zahyra asked Cain instead, wanting to think ahead to the future rather than remember her past in the safe haven. “Do you know of anywhere nearby?”

“There are various camps dotted around the area,” Cain replied. “To be honest though, I’m not sure where would be best for us. According to our brandings you’re still a Gen 1, Asher is a Zero and I’m undoubtedly a Gen 4. We’re not exactly a normal group of travellers, I don’t know what type of camp would take us in.” 

Zahyra’s heart sank. What Cain was saying was true and she knew it. Herself and Asher would likely be safe in most places, so long as Asher’s true ranking was kept hidden. But most of the camps that let them in wouldn’t take so kindly to Cain being a Gen 4. Even though he was nothing like any mutant she had ever encountered. 

“Unless...”

“What?” Zahyra’s eyes lifted back up to Cain’s with a glimmer of hope sparkling in them. 

“Have you ever heard of the warped settlements?”

Zahyra shook her head, the name sounded slightly familiar to her but didn’t ring any obvious bells. Cain continued. 

“Well, have you ever wondered why you never see anyone with non-advantageous mutations? I know we wouldn’t generally call them an advantage, but you never see mutants with three arms or six eyes, do you?” 

Zahyra shook her head again. “I thought they stopped happening after the first couple of generations? Back when everyone thought selective breeding was a great idea to create the more developed mutants? Surely people with mutations like that just faded out?” 

“I suppose that’s what a lot of them want us to believe,” Cain smiled. “They certainly do exist though, I passed through a warped settlement when I was younger, after I escaped the camp where Asher was taken. If we could make it there I’m sure they’d accept us, they have all types of mutants living there. Both deformed and regular, like you and me, I even stayed there for a couple of nights back then. 

“Out of everywhere I can think of, that’s probably the safest place for us. We’d be surrounded by other mutants so not left out completely on our own, but they don’t live by any rules stopping certain generations or types of mutations from joining. The warped settlements are actually a pretty nice place if people manage to look past the mutations that most of the residents carry.”

“That sounds like as good a place as any,” Zahyra replied after a moment, thinking over what Cain had said. Now she thought about it, it was odd that deformed mutants weren’t ever seen out and about. It was common knowledge that when the genetic mutations started happening more than half were dis-advantageous to the host. 

A lot of mutants died at a younger age if they carried what was known as a warped mutation, later simply being referred to as deformed, although Zahyra was certain they wouldn’t like to be known as that. She smiled, thinking of it quite similar to her own situation – she was technically a pure human rather than a Zero, but by now even she had come to accept the derogatory term. 

“It may take me a while to get my bearings,” Cain continued, “but I’m pretty certain I could find the way there.” 

“When could we go?” Zahyra asked almost impatiently. She didn’t want to stay in the city any longer; not only was she afraid of more advanced mutants finding their friends dead in the street, but the thought of her timekeep being tracked was still putting her on edge. 

“Nightfall is probably best,” Cain replied glancing out of the window. “Let’s give it a couple more hours. Have you managed to sleep yet?” 

Zahyra shook her head, a yawn suddenly escaping her as she realised how long it had truly been since she’d had a proper rest. Asher was still out like a light and she smiled at that, he had always had an incredible ability to sleep in the most hectic of situations. During busy camp meetings they’d been a part of when they were younger, on the bus on the way out of their camp the night it had been raided and even last night – or earlier that morning – when Cain had broken down and attacked the red band. 

“I’ll stay up and keep watch if it would make you feel better?” 

Zahyra started to argue against Cain but another yawn caught her off guard and she reluctantly accepted Cain’s offer, repositioning herself on the floor to get more comfortable. “Just for a couple of hours, okay? Make sure you wake me when it starts getting dark so we can get going.” 

“Don’t worry, I will,” Cain smiled and picked up a tattered cushion from beside him for Zahyra to use. He gently lifted her head and placed the cushion beneath it, setting her back down in a more comfortable position. Then he leant down and lightly touched his lips against hers, catching her unaware as her eyes were just drifting closed. He moved away by the time she had opened them again and simply smiled at her from across the room. “Sweet dreams.”

As Zahyra closed her eyes again she couldn’t help but smile. Even such a simple act like Cain brushing his lips against hers for a kiss made her feel warm and protected. She thought of the warped settlement they were going to travel to as her mind began to lose focus, willing it to be a safe place where the three of them could finally find somewhere to call home. 
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Chapter 2 – Asher

[image: image]


Waking up Asher took a moment to remember where he was. They were in some city – he couldn’t remember the name of it – but they had escaped the safe haven. A chill grabbed him as he remembered what he had done in order for them to escape though, what had transpired between him and his father. 

Asher hadn’t really taken any time to process what Emerson had done to him, or indeed what he had done to his father. They had been moving a million miles a minute since then, desperately trying to get out of the safe haven’s reach. At least they had managed that now, he thought. He had slept for what felt like hours which meant no one had come to disturb him, hopefully they were finally free of the facility. 

Shifting slightly on the floor Asher rolled over and looked into the rest of the room. It was almost dark and so he had to strain his eyes to see much but eventually noticed Zahyra lying quietly on the ground. Cain was sat beside her; his eyes open, watching her sleep. 

Asher smiled as he watched Cain look at his sister. It was clear the man cared for her a great deal and that he made her happy, that in turn made Asher happy too. Cain then lifted his head slightly and smiled at Asher, noticing that he was awake. Asher returned an embarrassed smile, blushing at being caught out watching the older man. 

He lay his head back down on the ground for a second and thought about everything that had happened. Knowing Cain gave him hope that he could be like him, even though he was now an even more advanced mutant. More advanced than anyone, technically. 

Closing his eyes and searching his head Asher looked for anything that made him feel like a Gen 6. He realised that even though he had spent almost every day in the safe haven performing tests to do with his new mutation, he had never learned what type of mutation it was or what he would be able to do. 

He hadn’t felt any effects of it and wondered when they would start becoming apparent. He supposed a part of him had always wanted a mutation of some sort. He thought it would be cool to be able to move objects with his mind or control the elements around him. What worried him most though was how his father had spoken just before he had shot him. 

He spoke as if Asher would become insane, lose control of himself completely. He was reminded of Cain in that statement – how Cain’s mutation made him lose control of himself and go into some manic rage. Asher thought that was scary, but even then Cain knew how to control himself so maybe he could teach Asher to as well. He quickly realised it was the not knowing that made him most afraid about what the future would hold. 

As he heard Zahyra grumbling from across the room Asher opened his eyes again. Cain was waking her up and that meant there was something that was about to happen. Swallowing hard and promising himself that he wouldn’t let the Gen 6 mutation take over who he was Asher rose to his feet and crossed the room to be with his two companions. 

“Hey little man,” Cain smiled as Asher sat down next to him, “how’re you doing?”

“I’m fine,” Asher replied. “I don’t err, I don’t feel any different.” He wasn’t sure whether Cain was asking him about his mutation or not but decided to answer to that anyway, just to make sure everyone understood him. 

“Asher,” Cain looked over at him with a more serious expression now. “You don’t need to worry about this mutation okay? We’re both here to protect you and we’re going to go to a place where mutations don’t really matter to anyone anyway, no matter what they are. You’ll be safe.” 

“Where are we going?” Asher asked immediately, ignoring the rest of what Cain had said about him. Although he was aware he needed to watch out for any signs of his mutation appearing, he didn’t really want to talk about it.

“We’re going to a warped settlement,” Zahyra said from the other side of him, finally pulling herself up into a sitting position and leaning back slightly against Cain. 

Asher smiled at Cain putting an arm around his sister but then furrowed his brow at what she had said. “What’s a warped settlement?”

Cain took the conversation back over from Zahyra and explained to Asher what he had told her a few hours before. Asher listened wide-eyed. He had never really thought about what happened to people born with deformities and his mind went into overdrive thinking of what kind of mutants they would find there. Cain explained that all three of them would be safe there, even with their various brandings. It sounded like the warped settlement let pretty much anyone in. 

“So we should let them think that I’m a Zero?” Asher asked after Cain’s explanation, his question causing a pause of silence between the three of them. 

“I think, for the time being yes,” Cain replied. “No one has heard of a Gen 6 mutant yet and until we really know what it entails it’s probably best to keep it between us.”

“But –” Zahyra cut in, “I think it’s also probably best we don’t tell anyone you’re a Zero either. These camps may accept a wider range of mutants but we still don’t know how they’d react to a Zero. At the beginning at least, until we get to know the mutants in there, I think we should all try and keep our generation numbers and the details of our mutations a secret. Agreed?”

“Yeah alright,” Cain agreed with her. “Let’s just play it by ear.”

Asher nodded silently; still nervous about where they were going. He didn’t like that they all had to keep themselves hidden from the truth but even he knew it wasn’t wise to go about shouting your mutation, especially with a ranking like the one he now carried. 

Cain pushed Zahyra off his body slightly and moved over to pick up the rucksack he had brought with him. Pulling out three bottles of water he handed one each to Zahyra and Asher and then began digging around in the bag for some food rations. Only then did Asher realise how hungry he was, his stomach grumbling as the first drop of water sloshed around in the very empty crevasse. That was one thing he was going to miss about the safe haven at least; three full meals a day had been a luxury he’d hardly ever been used to. 

The dried meat Cain presented him with instead of safe haven bread and stew was salty and brittle at first, but the more Asher ate the more he enjoyed it, savouring every last bite of the stick. He recapped his water bottle still two thirds full and rolled it back across the floor to Cain to go back in the rucksack. Even with his short experience out in the desert he knew he was going to need water more out there than he did inside. 

“Do you think there’s any point scavenging for food around here before we go?” Zahyra asked sucking on her fingers after her piece of dried meat. 

Cain shook his head. “I think it’s better to just get out of here while we can. So far I don’t think any other mutants have realised what happened down below, but I don’t fancy waiting around here until they do.”

“What?” Asher piped up at Cain’s statement, unaware of whatever had happened. The look that Cain and Zahyra shared told him it hadn’t been pleasant and he scurried over to the window after noticing Zahyra glance that way. 

The sight that met him down below knocked the breath out of Asher and he let out a flurry of deep coughs as he took in the scene. The whole street was littered with bodies, there had to be more than twenty of them, some of them killed in weird ways but most lying in a puddle of blood from a gunshot – something Asher was now all too familiar with. He pulled away from the window and spun around to face his sister. 

“What happened?”

“It was the safe haven,” Zahyra started, quickly moving over to take Asher’s hand when she saw him start to tremble at the mention of the facility. “They didn’t find us don’t worry, but they did get into a bit of a fight with the mutants who live in this city.” Zahyra paused, wondering whether to tell Asher about the magical stick that could stop mutations but thought better of it. 

“Neither the safe haven nor any advanced mutants are around here anymore,” Cain took over from Zahyra in a reassuring voice. “But it’s best we get moving just in case – we don’t want to be in this city any longer than we have to.”

Asher paused for a moment then squeezed Zahyra’s hand. “Okay, let’s go then.”

At Asher’s statement the three of them started moving quickly, gathering up the supplies they carried with them. Asher took the rucksack from Cain, leaving the other two to carry the assortment of weapons Cain had brought from the safe haven. Looking around the room to make sure they had everything Asher nodded, smiled to his sister and then slowly began following Cain down to the ground floor of the building. 

The effect of the dead bodies down on the street was even worse than it had been looking out of the window. Asher was glad it was dark and he couldn’t see the gruesome details, but the look on his father’s face when he had pulled the trigger hovered around his mind instead, doing very little to relax him. 

Cain led them out of the area quickly and weaved through various side streets and alleyways. Asher noticed both him and Zahyra had guns drawn, their eyes wide and alert for any other sign of movement. Asher was glad when the buildings around them became smaller and more spaced apart, indicating they were leaving the city centre. 

He didn’t know how far they would have to travel to reach the warped settlement but imagined they would walk through most of the night. In that case he was at least glad for the clothes he was wearing, the safe haven uniform being strong and warm. 

They walked in silence for the most part, none of them having much to say or wanting to draw attention to themselves. Asher was quickly positioned between Zahyra and Cain, with his sister bringing up the rear. He knew it was because they just wanted to protect him but a part of Asher still felt like they were unfairly treating him like a child. Yes he was young, but neither of them were aware of what he had been through. His time in the mutant camp had really changed him, added to his time within the safe haven and his discovery about his father. 

His feelings about what had happened in the laboratory were very conflicted. He had expected to feel an overwhelming amount of remorse for shooting his father, but aside from the initial shock Asher wasn’t sure how he felt. He wondered whether that was a side effect of his Gen 6 mutation – whether it was stopping him from properly dealing with his emotions. Maybe he was already becoming more inhumane.

When he thought about Emerson he became a mixture of angry and confused. He wasn’t happy the man was dead, but he wasn’t unhappy about it either. Most of all Asher realised he just wished he had got more answers about himself before it had been too late. The days of playing around on screens answering questions had seemed fun at the time, but Asher was now realising all too late that they had not helped him to learn anything about himself. 

He tried to imagine what a Gen 6 mutation would be like. He knew they became more powerful with each generation but trying to come up with a new one seemed almost impossible. He hadn’t really experienced that many either, not in the obvious ways. 

During his time as a prisoner in the mutant camp the older mutants had kept what they could do fairly quiet. The other boys however had been more willing to show off to one another, or even use their mutations to punish the less developed boys like himself – or at least, like how he used to be. He thought back to what they had been able to do and wondered whether he would become anything like them. 

One boy had been able to change his appearance, taking on the faces of others around him – he had been a Gen 4. Two brothers had been able to heat things up and cool things down to immense temperatures, the burns on his back being a constant reminder of those two, both also Gen 4’s. Super strength and super speed were fairly common abilities within the camp, there were also a few who could fly, create force fields, breathe underwater, turn invisible... 

At first Asher had been jealous of these boys but now that he knew he was going to become one of them he shuddered. They had all been so cruel to him, so unforgiving because of something he couldn’t even control. As he marched on Asher realised that no matter what his Gen 6 mutation turned out to be, the last thing he wanted to do was lose his humanity. 

He stared at Cain’s back as he walked behind him and willed himself to turn out like him. Cain was strong. Stronger than anyone Asher had ever met before and yet when he watched him with Zahyra he was like the softest person in the world. Asher admired him greatly for this and began trying to copy how he walked; wanting to do anything that would mean he turned out like him rather than one of the mutants from the camp. 

He realised that after living all his years without a father he hadn’t really ever had a male role model. His mother and Zahyra had always looked out for him, but he had never really had a man to look up to. Now walking behind Cain he realised that had finally changed. 

After another few hours Cain finally came to a halt against a small cluster of four trees. Asher was thankful for the break, his feet hurting him from walking on the now sandy ground for so long, but his ego refusing to let him ask to stop. They’d had a couple of quick water breaks, but never stayed still longer than a couple of minutes. 

“Shall we sit down and have some food?” Cain asked resting the weapons he carried against one of the trees. 

“Finally!” Zahyra cried out flopping onto the ground. Asher couldn’t help but let out a little laugh as she lolled her head backwards and stuck her tongue out of her mouth in a playful manner. “I was beginning to think you were going to make us walk half way across the country.”

Cain laughed at her remark and set Asher off again as well. Pretty soon the three of them were all collapsed on the ground with wide grins on their faces, the odd giggle still escaping Zahyra every now and then. 

Asher looked over to his sister and couldn’t help but smile. He struggled to remember the last time he had seen her so happy and it made him fill up with hope for the future. He knew he would always have her by his side, and Cain too. And as much as he didn’t want to think about it, he knew they would both help him with his mutation no matter what it turned out to be. 

“Asher have you got the rest of the meat rations in the rucksack?” 

Cain pulled Asher away from his thoughts and back to reality. He nodded and shrugged the bag off his shoulders, moving it around and pulling out the remaining food. He also handed out the other water bottles, allowing everyone to quench their thirst. 

“So how much further do you think it is?” Zahyra asked Cain as she handed her water bottle back to Asher with a smile, thanking him silently. 

“Well if we keep walking through the night we could probably get there just after first light,” Cain replied. “That depends whether we want to rest here for much longer though?” 

Silence met Cain’s question. Asher didn’t feel particularly tired but his feet were really starting to hurt. The stupid canvas shoes the safe haven had provided him with weren’t doing much to protect his feet from the uneven ground and he found himself longing for cargo boots similar to Zahyra’s or Cain’s. 

“I’m happy to get going again in a bit,” he said anyway, reluctant to let his aches and pains get in the way of their journey. Besides, he wanted to be strong in front of Cain, he didn’t want to let him down. 

“Ugh fine,” Zahyra groaned next to him. “Let’s just rest for a few more minutes and then we can move on. Since when did you get so tough, eh bud?” 

Asher smiled at his sister’s light teasing and moved in closer to her, putting his arms around her. Even in the middle of the desert, in the dark with no idea where he was Asher could still rely on one thing. His family. Feeling Zahyra readjust herself against the tree behind her and put her arms around him in return he couldn’t help but close his eyes and relish the moment. Even if he was uncertain of himself and his mutation at that time he knew he could always be certain of Zahyra. She would always be there for him. 
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Chapter 3 – Zahyra
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After several more hours of walking daylight was finally beginning to break. Zahyra had been hopefully watching the horizon for some time now, knowing that when the sun rose they would be close to the warped settlement – or at least according to Cain’s estimates. It was unfortunately another hour before the wisps of campfire smoke became visible just beyond the treeline. 

“So, are we just gunna walk straight in there and ask to move in?” 

Zahyra’s question was met with silence to begin with. She had been thinking about it for a while and to her it seemed unlikely any group who lived all the way out here – segregated from the rest of humanity – would be willing to just accept new arrivals. 

She had been trying to remember what the protocol was like when she was younger and had moved camps with her parents, but the memories were far too distant now. They were also tarnished by the knowledge of knowing the only reason they moved camps so frequently was so her father could find a contact within the safe haven. Looking back on it she hated him even more for constantly uprooting them from their lives. 

“I imagine they’ll have some kind of leader or elders group,” Cain replied after a moment, choosing his words carefully. “I think it’s probably best if you do the talking, I’d say you’re the least... well, you’re less threatening than I am and I think they’d take kindly to a Gen 1, if we have to reveal our rankings to them that is.”

Zahyra was a bit taken aback by Cain’s suggestion at first but as she thought about it her being the one to introduce everyone did make sense. As the warped settlement drew closer they discussed their fabricated back story at length, all agreeing it was better not to mention the safe haven and keep details about their past to a minimum. 

When the foundations of the settlement finally came into view all three of them stopped in their tracks. Zahyra wasn’t sure what she had been expecting but a structure this immense had not been on her mind. 

Strong walls were strung together out of tree trunks, the tops of which sharpened into spikes not dissimilar to how they had been at the mutant camp where Asher had been taken. Just to the right of them was the gate, made up of smaller logs fashioned together to create a door that could swing open and closed. Through some of the cracks in the wood Zahyra could make out three motorcycles parked near the entrance and a large number of people bustling around inside. 

“Are you sure this is the right place?” She asked Cain nervously.

“It’s got to be, there’s nothing else around for miles. Come on, it’ll be fine I’m sure.”

Zahyra took a deep breath and pushed on the makeshift door, it swung open easily and the three of them walked inside. From what they could already see it was more like a small town or village than any camp she’d seen before. There were securely build wooden huts and even a few older, two-storey buildings that had been modified to withstand the time. 

Clear streets were carved through the middle and an area of livestock was grazing casually further down the walls. It took a while for anyone to notice the three of them, but when it happened an eerie silence overcame the settlement. 

People, or warped mutants as they technically were – Zahyra already having noticed several of them with deformities – slowed in their daily tasks to turn and look at the new arrivals. A small girl dropped the basket she was carrying and ran off into one of the buildings, returning with who Zahyra assumed were her mother and father. The two adults then started walking towards the entranceway, pushing their daughter back into the building they had vacated. 

“How can we help you folk?” The man spoke up as he walked into earshot. Zahyra struggled to keep her face neutral as she noticed his hands. Instead of five fingers on each like everyone else had there were only two, snapping together like pincers. 

Immediately Zahyra was slightly frightened of him, wondering what kind of things he would use them for. As the two deformed mutants came to a stop in front of them – the woman’s deformity still unclear to Zahyra – Cain coughed beside her, reminding her she needed to introduce the three of them. 

“Hello,” she said quietly at first, then coughed herself to clear her throat. “I’m Zahyra, this is Cain, and my younger brother, Asher.” She pointed to each of them in turn. “We’ve been travelling for some time now after our camp was raided and we were hoping to find refuge here, with you.”

The man and his wife regarded Zahyra’s introduction for a moment, looking at each other and exchanging hushed whispers. 

“Why have you chosen our settlement?” The man asked opening his arms to gesture around him, once again drawing Zahyra’s attention to the pincers he had instead of hands. She was reminded of a crab, a water-dwelling animal she had read about in a book when she was younger. It puzzled her how such a deformity had appeared on the man. “Are any of you warped like many of our members?”

Zahyra swallowed. They had prepared for this question and she just had to carry out the lie with conviction. 

“No,” she replied, “we are not warped. However my younger brother is a Zero and therefore we feel this settlement would be the safest area to raise him in. We’re hard workers, and we’ll contribute as best we can to your lifestyle here. We’ll follow your rules and offer up our weapons to help you protect this place.” 

Zahyra half smiled as she spoke her last sentence. They had hidden most of their weapons in a nearby area, knowing it was unwise to enter the camp fully armed. She and Cain now only carried a rifle each and one spare box of ammunition, making it seem like they had scavenged the weapons from somewhere else on their journey. She squeezed Asher’s hand as she saw the older couple looking at him. Telling them he was a Zero was a big risk, but Cain had been right in saying they needed a reason for choosing the warped settlement rather than any other one. As Asher was the only one branded as a Zero, it naturally fell to him to take on the responsibility. 

“And what about you two?” The woman spoke for the first time and again Zahyra had to control a gasp as a long, lizard-like tongue flicked out of her mouth as she spoke. It snapped in the air at the end of each word, making her sentence take longer to speak than it should. Her voice also sounded stifled in some way, like her mouth was full of food and she was struggling to get the words out. 

Zahyra raised her eyebrows at the question before realising she was asking about Cain and her own generation numbers. Swallowing again she began to roll up her sleeve. 

“I’m a Gen 1 – I can see a wider array of colours than other mutants. Cain is branded as a Gen 4,” Zahyra paused; this was the part of their story that she liked the least. They’d had to come up with a powerful mutation that could warrant being branded a Gen 4, but wasn’t threatening in any way, or could be proved. “He has visions of the future.” 

Zahyra could see the disapproving looks on the couples’ faces when she revealed Cain’s generation ranking. The man said something to his wife who turned and walked back into the settlement, not looking back or saying a word to the three of them. There was a long pause before the man spoke again. 

“We are not in the business of turning others away here.” He spoke slowly and clearly, knowing full well a small crowd had gathered behind him to hear what the verdict would be. “However, you must understand that we have to be cautious with more developed mutants. We have a couple that reside within our walls, but they did not gain their places frivolously. We are going to hold a council meeting, so that each of you may say your piece and our community can decide as a whole whether to welcome you or not. If you please, hand over your weapons and follow me.”

On his instruction a slightly younger man limped forward, dragging behind him his left leg. Zahyra could tell she was going to struggle to get used to seeing deformed mutants in this settlement, already having to remind herself not to stare. 

The man with a limp – due to what could only be described as a clubfoot – held out his arms for the guns Zahyra and Cain carried when he reached them. Zahyra felt nervous disarming herself but knew Cain carried a knife in his boot if they needed it, and they could both hold their own in hand-to-hand combat. 

After their weapons had been confiscated the man with the clubfoot inclined his head and moved away from the crowd, leaving Zahyra, Cain and Asher to walk up to the older man. 

“My name is Vincent,” he said simply, “this way.” 

As he spun on his heel the crowd of gatherers naturally parted, leaving a small path for the four of them to move down. Zahyra purposely kept her eyes on the ground in front of her as she walked, untrusting of herself to not gape at the many deformities that surrounded them. 

She knew if the three of them were to be accepted then they needed to look at members of the warped settlement like they weren’t deformed at all. Just like how she wished people would look at her even after they found out she was a Zero. 

***
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“We have called this council meeting,” Vincent’s voice boomed out around the meeting room. They were stood in an old building, one that Zahyra figured must still be around from The Before Time. There were a few rows of seats behind where the three of them stood, and several more behind a long desk in front of them. 

Seated behind the desk were five council members. Vincent and his wife, a woman whose facial features were all squished together in a small circle around her nose, and two more men. Neither of them looked immediately deformed, so Zahyra wondered whether they were regular mutants or if their deformities were simply hidden. 

“In order to address whether these three travellers can be admitted into our settlement.” Vincent continued, making eye contact in turn with Zahyra, Cain and Asher. “The young boy is a Zero and the girl a Gen 1, neither of which we have ever encountered problems with before. This meeting is ultimately to discuss whether we can admit Cain, a Gen 4 who tells us his mutation is to be able to see into the future. Cain,” Vincent paused for a moment, “could you tell us a little more about your mutation please?”

Zahyra turned her head slightly to look at Cain. He was standing upright, his persona emitting confidence but not cockiness. She admired him for holding himself together so strongly when he was about to tell an outright lie. 

“Of course, Vincent. My mutation is what you would call a passive one. Unlike many Gen 4’s, I do not display an aggressive mutation. I started having visions of the future when I was a young boy, but as you can imagine I didn’t understand them much at that time. 

“At my Turning Age Ceremony, my parents were surprised by my result and it wasn’t until a few years later that we figured out what I could really do. Sadly I have little control over my visions, and cannot predict when they will come or what I will see. I am quite often gifted with seeing two possibilities however, and I have come to realise that my actions often affect which outcome turns out to be true. 

“I must add though, that I do not really regard myself as a Gen 4 mutant.” Zahyra smiled at that statement, knowing it was the first bit of truth Cain had said so far. 

“While other Gen 4’s are prone to violence, I prefer to live a life of peace. I was quite happy living in solitude as well, other mutants often disapproving of me for my mutation being so passive, so unlike what a Gen 4 should be. It was only when I met Zahyra that I realised a life of solitude was not meant for me. 

“With her I have seen so much more of the world and I am so grateful to her for that. I have come to care for her, and her brother Asher, very deeply and it is because of them that I employ you to let us seek refuge in this settlement. We will not cause any trouble and only wish to find a home where the three of us can be happy.”

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open at Cain’s words. She didn’t realise how much she had affected his outlook on the world and her cheeks turned a faint shade of pink as she heard the true affection in his voice when he spoke about her. 

“Thank you,” Vincent said once it was clear Cain had finished speaking. “I’m going to turn this decision primarily over to Cyrus,” one of the other men on the council inclined his head slightly. “You might be surprised to learn that Cyrus is not only one of our longest serving council members, but he is also a Gen 4 like you are. What are your views on the matter, Cyrus?”

Zahyra was shocked as she focused in on the man Vincent had referred to. It was now clear why she could not figure out what his deformity was, as he didn’t have one. Instead she wondered what his mutation was, and how he had managed to become a leader of this group despite his branding. 

“How often do your visions come?” Cyrus asked bluntly. 

“Unfortunately I have little control over them,” Cain replied. “Like I said, they come and go when they please. If I had to put some explanation on them I would say they come at times when important decisions have to be made, but sadly even then sometimes they arrive too late for me to be fully aware of the choices.”

Zahyra was impressed by Cain’s continuous lie, undoubting very much that if she were in his position she would have faltered by now. Cain seemed to be perfectly confident in everything he said and never broke eye contact with Cyrus whilst he was answering the question. 

“Very well,” Cyrus paused for a moment. “So ultimately, you want to be allowed into our settlement for the safety and protection of your two companions. Would you be happy for them to be allowed sanctuary and yourself turned away?”

“I would.”

Zahyra couldn’t help but gasp out loud at Cain’s statement, spinning around to look at him and begging him internally to say something more. 

“My number one priority is to make sure they are safe. However,” Zahyra breathed a sigh of relief at Cain’s words, “I must tell you how much it would devastate me if I had to be separated from them. Zahyra in particular has changed my life, made me a better person. I would not have the confidence to stand here and speak to you without her by my side. If you honestly feel like I would be a danger to the settlement and only they can stay here I would accept your judgement. But you would be taking from me the only good thing I have in my life.”

Zahyra’s heart was somersaulting inside her chest. Her cheeks turned pink once again at Cain’s words, overwhelmed by his public display of affection towards her. Please, she begged the council in her mind; please let the three of us stay here together. 

As her eyes rose from the ground she saw Cyrus watching her intently, his mouth curling up into a faint smile. She breathed in deeply and returned his eye contact, trying to force desperation into her gaze. 

“You may all take a seat,” Vincent spoke up once more. “Give us a moment to discuss what we have heard here today.” 

Zahyra stumbled backwards and sat down on the bench behind her. Cain moved over and sat next to her, softly taking her hand in his own. Asher sat on the other side of him. He had said nothing since they arrived at the settlement, his Zero status already widely accepted within the group. He was still worried though. Worried that Cain wouldn’t be allowed to stay and then where the three of them would travel to next. He knew that although Cain would encourage them to stay behind Zahyra would never even consider it. Especially not after what happened at the safe haven. They were a group of three now, wherever they ended up. 

A few minutes later Vincent cleared his throat, letting the three of them know the council had come to a decision. They rose from their seats, Cain still not letting go of Zahyra’s hand and giving it a reassuring squeeze as they stood and waited for the verdict.

“Your honestly has impressed us today,” Vincent began, causing Zahyra to smile at how dishonest they had truly been. “But you should also know this decision was not an easy one. Our council was split in its vote and therefore it has fallen to me to make the decision.”

Zahyra held her breath, anxious about what the pincer-handed man would decide. 

“Due to my deformity, you can imagine I have been through my fair share of hardships,” Vincent continued. “Everyone in this settlement has seen difficult times but it is because of the community we have here that everyone has been able to get through them. I firmly believe in second chances and the trust that holds our settlement together. Because of this, I have decided you may stay.”

Zahyra let out the breath she didn’t realise she had been holding and felt a huge weight lift from her shoulders. 

“We will provide you with a space towards the back of the settlement, keeping you slightly further from the main hub at first. You understand that you will be housed here on a trial basis to begin with and should any of us or any other members of the settlement feel threatened by you, we will have to ask you to leave. That being said, I welcome you to our home and I sincerely hope it will become a place that the three of you can eventually call home too.”
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Chapter 4 – Cain
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Cain couldn’t help but feel nervous as the three of them were escorted out of the meeting room. Things appeared to have gone perfectly. They were being allowed to stay in the warped settlement and no one suspected him of lying about his mutation. But that didn’t stop him from feeling nervous. He knew that all eyes would be on him over the next few days and that added pressure made him have to work even harder at keeping his real mutation at bay. 

He also worried about how things could change for Zahyra and Asher if he slipped up. Although they were both eligible residents for the warped settlement, he knew if it was discovered they knew about his real mutation they would be punished for it too. 

A small part of him still thought it would’ve been best if Zahyra and Asher had joined the settlement without him, but a larger part of him wouldn’t let that happen. He had meant every word he’d said about Zahyra during the council meeting. Living a life without her now just wasn’t an option for him – the girl had firmly rooted herself in his heart. 

If he was being completely honest with himself, he hoped the deformed mutants within the settlement would give them some time to themselves before they had to start contributing to the workload. He knew that wouldn’t happen, the need for him in particular to show his worth stronger than ever. But everything that had happened over the last forty-eight hours still hadn’t been processed properly. 

Reuniting with Zahyra, Asher killing his father, losing control of himself to get them out of the safe haven and then what they had witnessed in the city: the strange new device the safe haven now had. As much as he wished they could all put that place behind them Cain suspected it wasn’t the last time they would hear about the safe haven. There had to be a bigger reason for them developing that weapon. From what Zahyra had told him about her T128 trial, and the little he’d learned about the safe haven in his short time there he knew they had to be planning something, but what that was still remained a mystery to Cain.

The area the three of them were escorted to by Vincent was much nicer than what Cain had expected. For starters there was already a shelter built: a two room wooden hut with basic furniture and an actual bed inside. Cain wondered how long the warped settlement had been there, the only camp rivalling it’s developments being the advanced mutant base in the forest he’d joined for a few days. 

As Vincent left the three of them he gave them a little more information about the settlement. Each member would be assigned to a workforce, unless they were under twelve as Asher was, in which case they would attend the school within the settlement. 

Meals were all taken together in the same building where they had just had the council meeting – Vincent referred to it as the all purpose building, the only place in the settlement large enough for everyone to gather at once. 

The roles within the workforce sounded fairly straightforward as well. There was farming duty, where most of the settlement’s food came from, although a hunting party did go out twice a week. Basic maintenance roles were plentiful, ensuring the fence around the settlement was kept in good state and the roads and pathways remained clear. Security was also an option but only for those who had lived within the settlement for longer periods of time and then finally there were several trade stations, where mutants swapped goods they had scavenged or lost interest in. 

According to Vincent it was most likely that Cain and Zahyra would be a part of the farming or maintenance teams – neither of which were jobs that excited Cain, but if that was what was required for them to live a normal life in the warped settlement he would agree to anything wholeheartedly. 

“This isn’t bad you know,” Zahyra commented once Vincent was out of earshot. “I didn’t really expect we’d get our own place, how many of these huts do you reckon are empty?”

“Couldn’t say,” Cain replied slightly uninterestedly. “There seem to be quite a lot of mutants here though, so I wouldn’t guess at many.” 

“What’s wrong?”

Zahyra immediately picked up on his tone and moved over to stand beside him, reaching out to take one of his hands. Cain smiled at the motion and looked deep into her eyes. 

“I just feel a little uneasy,” he spoke quietly. “I didn’t like lying to them.”

“I know, but you did it excellently. I don’t think they suspect anything.”

“Can you see the future Cain?” 

Asher’s question surprised him. The boy had hardly said two words since they arrived in the settlement, his Zero status being accepted immediately. Cain worried about what was going on in the boy’s head, not only with him thinking about how his Gen 6 mutation would change him but also knowing how he must be feeling after killing his father. 

Even though Emerson was never really a father figure to Asher, Cain still remembered the first person he had killed clearly, and the memory often haunted him. Although he had killed many times since then, everyone always says there’s something about the first time. 

“Well, let me think,” Cain said in a more cheerful tone, letting go of Zahyra’s hand and turning to look at Asher. “I see you wanting to claim that comfy bed over there for yourself in the future, what do you reckon to that?”

Asher cracked a half smile but didn’t laugh like Cain had expected, only making him worry more about how he was feeling. 

“Truthfully no I can’t, Asher. But you understand that we had to say that to them don’t you? And why what my mutation really is has to be kept a secret? I don’t think they’d be as understanding if they knew the violent record my mutation carries with it.”

Asher thought for a moment. “I understand. Mine too as well, right? I’m an even more advanced mutant than you are.”

“Asher,” Zahyra cut in at her younger brother’s words. “We don’t know what’s going to happen to you, or in fact whether anything’s going to happen to you at all. As far as I’m concerned you’re not a mutant, you’re a little Zero like me. You shouldn’t talk about yourself like that.”

“But it’s true Zar. What if I turn out to be really dangerous?”

Zahyra dropped to her knees in front of her brother so she was at his level. The look on her face was deathly serious as she spoke and her tone of voice told Asher that she believed every word she was saying. 

“You’re not dangerous.” She paused for effect. “What our father did to you was horrible. It was... it wasn’t fair. But just because he did something bad, doesn’t mean you’re going to turn out bad as well. You don’t want to let him win do you? Look at Cain, he has an advanced mutation and he doesn’t let that win over him. You can beat your mutation too Ash, whatever it turns out to be. I don’t want you to think of yourself as a mutant, like you’re a threat to anyone else. You’re so, so strong and if you believe – just like me – that you can beat this thing and stay as the wonderful, brilliant boy that you are then you will do. Okay? Promise me you’ll try.”

“I guess so.”

“Asher...” Zahyra’s voice was stern now, like she needed to hear the right answer from her younger brother. 

“I’ll try,” Asher eventually whispered, although it was clear his heart was not in what he was saying. Zahyra could tell that too and wrapped her arms around her little brother, holding him close to her chest. 

As Cain stood and watched the interaction between the two siblings he couldn’t help but smile. His younger brother’s faces flashed before his eyes for a second and he took a sharp intake of breath, blinking to remove them from his vision. He hated to think about them, think about what he had done to them. At their memory he realised what Asher could be thinking himself. Not knowing what he was about to turn into must be terrifying him and Cain was sure that worrying how his mutation would affect Zahyra was at the top of his mind as well. He hated that such a young boy had to deal with such a huge burden. 

“How about we go and explore the settlement?” Cain suggested, keen to get the three of them out of their new home and their minds focused on something else. “Vincent said we’d have the rest of the day off right? So we might as well make the most of it, especially if we have to start work, or school, tomorrow.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Zahyra smiled at Cain’s idea, rising slowly to her feet from where she had been hugging Asher. “Shall we see if we can find the school?”

Asher wrinkled his nose at the thought of going back to lessons. The ones at his old camp had been so boring, so easy. At the safe haven he’d actually been challenged, but he knew school in the warped settlement would be nothing like that. 

Going back outside into the settlement Cain was relieved to see that everyone had gone back to their daily tasks. He had never liked attention much and having all eyes on him in a brand new place was his idea of hell, although for the next few days he knew he would have to get used to it. 

The settlement itself was much bigger than Cain had expected. It seemed to operate like a small town, various areas cordoned off for different activities and workforces. They found the school fairly quickly and determined it had two classes, for children of varying ages. The lessons were held outside, most of the buildings being assigned as bedrooms and stores for keeping food. A history lesson was taking place as the three of them walked past and Zahyra drew their group to a halt in order to listen. 

...last contact our country had with anyone else was ten years after the nuclear warfare finally ground to a halt. As you’ll all remember from previous lessons our country is not the only one out there. In The Before Time, travelling across the waters was easy. Some people would even fly, although not as we know of it today. Our ancestors hoped that when the bombings stopped someone from another land would travel over here and save us, take them back with them and allow us to continue living somewhere new across the sea. But as we later came to learn, the warfare of this country had an even bigger reach than anyone could imagine. Bigger than anyone could have foreseen. You kids understand that when one person does something, everyone else wants to do it too. And that was exactly the same in The Before Time. Unfortunately, copying people is not always a good thing and in this case it only made things worse. Much, much worse. 

“Has anyone been over the sea since?” A little girl chirped up from the front of the group, her long blonde hair cascading down over her back. “How do we know that’s true?”

The sad thing is that we don’t. But don’t you think someone would have come for us by now if there were people out there who could? If you knew a neighbour was in trouble, you would help them wouldn’t you? The same is true again for neighbours across the sea. Sadly we are unlikely to ever get these answers. 

Cain looked away from the young woman who was leading the class and saw that Asher and Zahyra had wandered away from them slightly. When he caught up to them he could tell Asher was upset, although from a slight shake of Zahyra’s head it was clear she hadn’t managed to find out why. 

“Is everything –”

Cain began to question what was going on but a loud gong cut him off. He spun around instantly changing into attack mode, ready for whatever was about to happen. All the children leaping up from the ground where they sat distracted him slightly, and then he let out a laugh as he realised they were all running for the meeting room, licking their lips in preparation for a meal. 

“Well that scared me,” Zahyra remarked disapprovingly. “You’d think they’d have a nicer way of inviting people to eat.”

“You and me both,” Cain smiled. “Ah well, I suppose we might as well go and join them. I for one would welcome a proper meal.”

The meeting hall was utterly transformed by the time the three of them arrived. The long desk that the council members had sat behind earlier that morning was now covered in food, from fresh fruit and vegetables to a warm broth and plates of sliced meat. 

Tables had appeared in the room between the wooden benches where mutants of all ages now sat. Cain couldn’t help but notice the deformities that many of them carried, from missing limbs to additional ones, funny looking facial features and strangely patterned skin. Out of the corner of his eye he even saw a woman sitting down with a tail poking out from underneath her shirt and he had to do a double take to realise what he was actually looking at. 

The three of them joined the line of people waiting to get their food and moved down the queue in an orderly fashion. Cain respected how everyone operated in the settlement, no one seemed to be pushing in line or helping themselves to more of their fair share of food – something he had become very accustomed to in the mutant camp run by the commander. He wondered what was happening there now, himself and Repo no longer around to supply information from within the safe haven. 

“You can sit with them if you want to, Ash.”

Cain pulled himself out of his daydream and focused his attention back on Zahyra and Asher. Asher was looking longingly at an empty seat on a table full of children from the class they’d just been watching. Cain wondered how long it had been since Asher had spent any time with children of his own age and knew it would help him start to feel normal again. 

“Do you want me to take you over?” Zahyra offered to her younger brother, starting to take a step in the direction of the other children. Asher quickly stepped out in front of her. 

“No, it’s okay. I’ll go. I’ll err,” he paused for a moment, looking further around the room. “I’ll meet you outside after?”

“Sure thing, have fun.”

“See you in a bit little man,” Cain smiled at Asher before looking around the room himself. Spotting an almost empty bench towards the back of the room he motioned to Zahyra and led her towards it, sitting down with his back facing the rest of the room. The only other people sat on the bench looked uninterested by the new arrivals and Cain was grateful for this. He’d wanted some alone time with Zahyra for a while now, even if it was alone time in a room full of strangers. 

“How’re you doing?” 

“Not bad,” Zahyra replied sitting opposite Cain and craning her neck to check up on her younger brother. “Do you think he’ll be alright over there?”

“He’ll be fine,” Cain said reassuringly. “Asher’s a smart kid, and it’s good he’s trying to make friends. He’ll be in school with them as of tomorrow after all.”

“Yeah I know,” Zahyra sighed. “I still worry about him though. What do you think,” she paused, lowering her voice considerably, “what do you think will happen to him?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. But he’s got us and we can get through whatever happens, don’t worry. I won’t let your father cause either of you any more pain than he already has done.”

Zahyra smiled at Cain’s words, looking up and into his piercing blue eyes. His beard was starting to grow back finally and he was beginning to look more like he had done the day she first met him. 

“I’m so glad you saved me,” she breathed softly. 

“What?” Cain asked in a confused tone. “When do you mean?”

“The day we first met,” Zahyra continued, letting Cain know what she was thinking about. “Thank you.”

“Zahyra,” Cain reached across the table and took one of her hands, pushing his plate slightly to one side. “You’re the one who saved me. I know I don’t talk about it often, and I don’t show it a great deal but you are truly the one who saved me. 

“You changed my life – you heard everything I said this morning in the council meeting. I don’t know where I’d be right now if it wasn’t for you but I can hazard a pretty good guess at it being back in my old cabin, doing the same things I’d been doing every day for years. I didn’t realise what life could be like, what life should be like, until I met you. I should be the one thanking you.”

As Cain spoke he had to do everything in his power to stop himself jumping over the table between them and kissing Zahyra. There was a burning desire deep within him that was yearning to be with her, in every sense of the way. Where he normally struggled to keep his mutation at bay he now struggled to keep his feelings to himself, it was almost as if that was the overpowering part of him all of a sudden, not the dull ache of his mutation that he was so used to. 

There was a silence that spun out between them after Cain had spoken. He didn’t need a response though, he could see exactly what Zahyra was feeling from the look in her eyes and he returned the very same look. Eventually they started eating, although neither of their minds were focused on the food. 

For the first time in a very long time Cain was realising that he was happy. He hadn’t felt that way since he was a young boy living with his parents and he hadn’t expected to feel it again maybe ever. But Zahyra had truly changed him. He was a better man now than he had ever been and he completely wanted to remain that way. 

Three words danced around in his head as he looked at Zahyra, knowing that he was entirely hers from that moment on, although probably already had been for some time. Three words so nearly almost slipped out of his mouth on more than one occasion but he stopped himself each time. Knowing that when the moment came for him to say them, for him to be with Zahyra utterly and completely, it would have to be perfect. It would have to be a moment that truly marked the start of their new life together. 
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Chapter 5 – Asher
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School was boring. Asher was sat in his second class of the day listening to a man with four arms talk about the importance of scavenging. His first class of the day had been on reading, which was at least something Asher could sort of enjoy. 

He liked learning about how everything was in The Before Time and because all the books that were available came from then, reading them helped him to learn more about the past. Talking about the safety procedures that everyone had to abide by when out scavenging for food though bored him close to death. 

Cain and Zahyra had both left him that morning after breakfast, the pair of them walking off towards where the livestock were kept to start their jobs working on maintaining the farmland. That was one of the big reasons why Asher didn’t understand the class he was in to begin with. 

The warped settlement was pretty much self sufficient, so he figured the number of times they would have to leave the settlement to scavenge for food would be few and far between. The way the man – his teacher – spoke about everything only added to Asher’s boredom as well. His voice was dull and monotone, and even he sounded bored by what he was saying, like he had recited the same speech a thousand times. 

Thankfully classes only went on until lunch. According to the brief introduction he’d received from a few other children yesterday when he’d joined them in the meeting room/dining room for lunch, there were only three classes he had to endure every day. 

The first class was apparently always one of reading, writing or rithmetic, although Asher didn’t understand what the last one was. The second class was supposed to teach them practical skills like scavenging, construction or the basics of working on the farms. Then a history class always ended the day before lunch. History was definitely what Asher was most interested in and he let his mind wander as he sat through the hour of scavenging talk before it. 

Wow this is boring. 

“Tell me about it.”

“Excuse me Asher, did you say something?”

Asher looked up at the teacher with a confused expression on his face. He could’ve sworn someone just said something to him but now saw all the other children looking at him expectantly. 

“Err, no. Sorry.” Asher shook his head at the teachers’ question and tried to stop his cheeks from blushing pink. 

Asher?

Asher looked around again, trying to see if anyone was still watching him. He had definitely just heard someone say his name.

Can you hear me?

What is going on, Asher thought to himself. There was definitely someone speaking to him. As he sat on the floor puzzling over what he had just heard the teacher finally came to the end of his scavenging class. Asher stood up to clear his head and have a drink of water, knowing they had a few minutes before the next class started. He wanted to get back in plenty of time for the history class, keen to discover more about what his world had once been like. 

“Hello, Asher.”

A man’s voice made him jump as he was leaning down over a small stream to cup handfuls of water to his mouth. Spinning around he saw Cyrus, the Gen 4 who had been on the council during the meeting they’d had the day before. Ultimately he had been the one who’d allowed them to stay – or so Asher believed – be nice, he told himself, you need to fit in here. 

“Hey,” he mumbled, “err, how are you?”

“I’m very well thank you, Asher. How are you enjoying your classes so far?”

“They’re alright,” Asher replied politely. “I should probably get back. We have history now.” 

“Ah yes, I hear you enjoy learning about The Before Time?”

“Yeah I guess.”

“Your mind seems to often wander to it.”

What was Cyrus going on about? Asher didn’t understand what the man was trying to say to him so just smiled and nodded his head, looking over to where his classmates were all starting to sit down again, ready for the lesson to begin. 

“Well I won’t keep you,” Cyrus said finally. “Just remember to keep track of your thoughts.”

“Err, thanks.” 

Asher smiled politely at Cyrus once more and jogged back over to his class. He regained his seat towards the back of the group and looked towards his teacher who was just about to begin. 

Cyrus was still standing where he’d left him though and Asher could tell he was watching him. Zahyra and Cain had said they’d be watched closely due to Cain being a Gen 4, but Asher hadn’t thought that meant he’d be watched too. Unless... 

He pushed the thought to the back of his mind quickly. No one here could possibly know about his true generation ranking. He hadn’t exhibited any symptoms yet and as Zahyra kept telling him, he was still just a normal boy. 

He desperately tried to concentrate on what his teacher was saying – something about the different types of technology they’d had in The Before Time – but Asher’s eyes kept drifting back over to Cyrus and wondering what the man was still doing there. Eventually he moved away and Asher breathed an internal sigh of relief. 

Should he tell Zahyra and Cain about the fact Cyrus had been watching him? After brief thought Asher decided against the idea. Cain was already on edge trying to hide his own mutation and Zahyra hated him talking about the fact he was a Gen 6. No, he didn’t want to worry her any more. It was probably nothing anyway; Cyrus is a council member, he probably just wanted to see how Asher was settling in. 

Reassuring himself slightly Asher finally managed to turn his attention back to the lesson. Tuning in just in time to hear the teacher move onto talking about transportation methods. How once the whole country had been connected by rails, which moved people at high speed from one place to another or how people could fly in giant metal boxes called planes and travel all over the world. There were of course still some vehicles that worked today, but as Asher listened to how everything had been in The Before Time he longed to have been alive back then, just to experience it for a moment. 

As the class drew to a close Asher saw Cain and Zahyra heading towards the dining room. They were holding hands as they walked and the sight of it brought a smile to Asher’s face. When school finally finished he moved inside, collected his food and looked around the room to find them. They were seated on a full table, both in animated conversation with the mutants opposite them. Feeling his heart sink slightly Asher took his tray over to sit with the other children from school. Even though he had sat with them yesterday, and spent the whole morning in classes with them Asher didn’t really feel like he fit in yet. A big part of him couldn’t help wondering if he would still feel the same way if he weren’t turning into an advanced mutant. Whether his new frame of mind was a side effect of what his father had done to him. 

Feeling upset?

Asher looked around. There was that voice again, almost as if it came from right beside him but Asher could tell by the conversations the other children were having that none of them were speaking to him. 

Meet me back at the school area after lunch. 

Things were starting to get really weird. Asher couldn’t shake the feeling that he was going crazy. First he hears a voice talking to him, now the voice is wanting to meet with him. Shaking out his head slightly Asher looked around the room, begging to make eye contact with his sister. The fact she was settling in so easily now made him feel a bit jealous, his first proper day in the warped settlement was not turning out like he had expected it. 

Making his way back to where his classes had been held that morning Asher regained his seat on the ground and waited. He wasn’t sure what he was waiting for, whether the voice in his head had been real or he was just imagining things, but he couldn’t resist going back to the school area to find out. Every time someone walked past he looked up at them, disappointed when no one came over to join him. 

“You know classes are over right? You don’t have to come back until tomorrow morning.” 

Asher looked up to see his teacher standing over him, two of his four arms placed on his hips, the others hanging limply by his sides. 

“Yeah,” Asher mumbled, “I’m just waiting for someone.”

“Your sister?” The teacher asked raising one eyebrow. “She’ll have gone back to the farms for work.”

“No I –”

“Asher!”

Turning his head swiftly to the right Asher was surprised to see Cyrus strolling towards him again. 

“I’m sorry I kept you – shall we get going?”

Asher climbed to his feet slowly while Cyrus and his teacher exchanged pleasantries. Now things were really starting to get weird. How could Cyrus have been the one talking to him in his head? Unless this was all a coincidence, but even Asher thought that was a bit farfetched. 

He felt nervous around Cyrus and realised it was probably down to him being a Gen 4 mutant. Although Cyrus was yet to exhibit any forms of what Asher would call typical Gen 4 mutant behaviour, that didn’t mean he wasn’t hiding something terrifying up his sleeve. 

The two of them walked along in silence. Asher had no idea where Cyrus was taking him and he worried about what was going to happen. He still didn’t know the settlement very well and he had learnt from his time in the safe haven how foolish it was to immediately trust anyone. 

Cyrus kept making strange noises under his breath as they walked, occasionally mumbling to himself just quiet enough so Asher couldn’t work out was he was saying. When the man drew to a halt at a set of tree stumps towards the outskirts of the settlement Asher nearly crashed into the side of him, Cyrus spinning around so suddenly. 

“Why don’t you take a seat and tell me about yourself Asher? We didn’t really have time to get to know each other yesterday, everything was about your friend, Cain.”

“There’s not much to tell,” Asher mumbled taking a seat on one of the tree stumps and trying to rack his brain to remember the story the three of them had come up with. “Our camp got raided and we just wandered around for a bit, trying to find somewhere safe to move to.”

“Did you find it scary out there?” Cyrus probed him, leaning forward and putting his hands on his knees. 

“Uh, kind of. But I was with Zahyra and Cain so it was okay.” 

“Yes, interesting pairing those two. A Gen 1 with a Gen 4. And then there’s you – a Zero. Had you always known you’d fail to develop a mutation?”

“What do you mean?”

“Never had any suspicion you’d develop something to change your generation number? Never wished you could be more advanced in any way?”

“Err, I –”

“Look, let’s cut to the chase here Asher. I know you’re not a Zero.”

Asher’s mouth dropped open as he sat on his tree stump, staring at the council member sat before him. How could Cyrus possibly know that he wasn’t a Zero? The only people who knew about his true generation number were Zahyra and Cain, and Asher knew for certain neither of them would have said anything. 

“No neither of them said anything, they have kept your secret don’t worry.”

“What?”

“Oh Asher,” a smile broke out onto Cyrus’ face. “I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out already. I can read your mind. I can hear everything you’re thinking. Everything everyone is thinking. But the more important point is that from what I experienced earlier – you can read my mind too.”

“What? No I can’t!” Asher fumbled, bewildered by what Cyrus was suggesting. “I don’t read minds.”

“You heard me earlier didn’t you? Telling you to meet me in the school area after lunch. How can you explain that if you can’t read minds? I never said that out loud, I only thought it.”

“But –”

“What I don’t understand is why you didn’t tell us yesterday. Your branding must be fake. I find it hard to believe you developed this mutation – telepathy we call it – after your tenth birthday. I know your sister and your friend Cain were lying too. So there’s no point trying to keep secrets from me. She’s the Zero, not you, isn’t she? I haven’t quite figured out what Cain’s mutation is yet, he keeps quite a closed off mind... ah? Oh? Oh dear, he has the MATH mutation?”

Asher’s mouth dropped open again; did Cyrus really just hear that from inside his head?

“Yes I did. You should really learn how to keep track of your thoughts like I told you earlier. I heard you mention the safe haven, what do you know of that place, why were you...”

Cyrus trailed off as he heard everything spinning around Asher’s head once the safe haven was mentioned. Asher cursed himself internally and fought against his thoughts, struggling to put up some invisible barrier against Cyrus, block him from finding out too much. He focused on building a brick wall, categorising the thoughts that were in front of it – the side Cyrus had access to – and the thoughts behind the wall that he knew Cyrus could never find out. 

As he felt himself building the wall inside his mind he also felt himself start to gain access to what was going on inside of Cyrus’ head. He could hear the older man digging around, rummaging in his thoughts for the truth about the three of them. Asher tried even harder to keep the truth from Cyrus but he could hear him finding out more and more. 

His heartbeat began to increase as the strain became too much for him: thinking about what he didn’t want Cyrus to find out only made it harder for him to keep those thoughts hidden and soon enough Asher knew he wasn’t going to win their mental battle. 

Letting himself relax he put his head in his hands and tried to stop himself from crying. Cyrus knew everything now; they were going to be kicked out of the settlement for sure. They would never let him stay there knowing he was a Gen 6 mutant, not after the way they acted around Cain. 

Well congratulations, Asher. 

Asher shuddered as he felt Cyrus speaking to him inside his head. The man was sat directly opposite him, why couldn’t he just speak out loud instead?

Come on Asher, it’s more fun this way. And like I say, congratulations are in order – it looks like the safe haven has made you into a telepath like me. I wonder why it’s only just started now; perhaps it needed something to trigger it. In which case it’s lucky for you that I live here – you could’ve gone your whole life wondering what mutation you’d eventually develop.

“You’re not going to kick us out of the settlement because of it?” Asher spoke out loud, uncomfortable with speaking telepathically to Cyrus. Although he knew the man heard all of his thoughts anyway, he just wasn’t ready to make the commitment of trying to properly break his way into Cyrus’ head.  

No, I’m not going to kick you out. And you should really try speaking this way Asher; it’s not so bad. It’s quite refreshing for me actually, after only being able to listen in to other people. 

“Do you listen to people all the time?”

No, not all the time. The noise is deafening if I do that. I can teach you how to tune people out if you want, otherwise you’ll find yourself developing one hell of a headache. 

Asher shrugged at Cyrus’ suggestion. He wasn’t sure whether he could trust the man, so agreeing to spend more time with him didn’t seem like the wisest decision. 

“Asher,” Cyrus spoke out loud for the first time in several minutes. “I’m not going to tell anyone. As far as I’m aware, your mutation doesn’t create any problems for our settlement. Even if you are apparently a Gen 6 telepath, I don’t see any difference between you and me – maybe you can hear thoughts over a longer distance or something and that makes you more advanced, I don’t know. But the mutation we carry is not a dangerous one. You’ll come to realise that soon enough Asher. You and me: we’re not the typical advanced mutant.”

Asher breathed a sigh of relief. It felt like a massive weight had lifted from his shoulders. Letting the truth about his mutation be known was a refreshing thing, especially to someone aside from Zahyra and Cain. It also relaxed him to know that all his mutation consisted of was telepathy. He had been so nervous he was going to turn into an aggressive monster and try to hurt people. Being able to read minds was a very welcome relief, something he knew he’d probably be grateful for one day. 

“Your companion Cain is the one who worries me,” Cyrus continued. 

“He’s not dangerous I swear.”

“From what I’ve heard in your mind Asher, he can be. You have to understand that I don’t feel comfortable allowing him to be in our camp.”

“No I swear – he has control over himself. He only gets angry when he wants to.”

Cyrus paused for a moment and cocked his head to one side. 

“That’s a lie, Asher. I can hear what you’re thinking. I now know that he’s lost control of himself before. How can I trust someone like that? There are young children here. Innocent people who have truly fled a life of danger to find one of peace.”

“That’s what we’ve done too!” Asher tried to argue against Cyrus, doing his best to come up with a reason why Cain should be allowed to stay. He couldn’t bear to think about what Zahyra would do if Cain were told he had to leave. That would mean all three of them leaving the settlement and heading to who knows where. Please let us stay in the settlement, he begged Cyrus telepathically, please let us stay. 

“I’m sorry Asher, I’m going to have to take this to the other council members. We shall vote on it, but I’m afraid I find it very unlikely that he’ll be allowed to stay.”

With his should-be closing statement Cyrus made to stand up from his tree trunk and walk back into the centre of the settlement. Asher panicked, desperately trying to think of something that would work in Cain’s favour. 

“Wait!” He called after Cyrus, who had already put a fair bit of distance between the two of them. The older man stopped at Asher’s call and waited for him to jog up behind him. 

“I can listen in on him,” Asher continued. “I’ve got this mutation now, why don’t you let me use it? I can listen to Cain’s thoughts; I can tell if he’s close to having a breakdown. If that time comes then I’ll tell him to leave, to go away and break down somewhere far away from here. Please? You have to at least give him a chance, let us prove that he’s not a typical advanced mutant, just like you said about me and you.”

Cyrus seemed to think on Asher’s proposal for a moment, running the pros and cons through his mind as Asher tried to listen in. Cyrus was unfortunately much better at blocking Asher from hearing his thoughts than he had been, so he had to wait until the council member finally spoke out loud. 

“Okay.”

Asher let out a deep breath he had been holding. 

“But I’m going to listen in on him as well. If I feel like he’s unstable then I am calling it. I’m telling the other council members and he is out of here, got it? You’re lucky I’m even giving you this chance.”

“Yes, yes, okay. Thank you.” Asher breathed deeply, relieved he’d managed to give Cain at least a few more days in the camp. But now he had to listen in on his thoughts, Asher wasn’t sure he was ready for that. Maybe he should just tell Cain and Zahyra what he could do, maybe...

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you Asher, not yet anyway.”

Cyrus cut into Asher’s thoughts. 

“You’d be surprised how different people think around you when they know what you can do. If I were you, I’d keep this new mutation to myself for a while, just until you can be sure about it.”

With that Cyrus was gone, striding back into the settlement and leaving Asher to deal with everything he had just learned. He couldn’t believe that he’d figured out what his Gen 6 mutation was. It seemed too simple, too easy to be what everything with his father had been working towards. 

Shaking his head Asher started dragging his feet on his way back into the warped settlement. He desperately wanted to tell Zahyra what he had found out but something about Cyrus’ words echoed around in his head. Maybe he was right. Maybe for the time being, it was best to keep the truth about his mutation truly hidden. Even from his sister. 
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Chapter 6 – Asher 

[image: image]


Doing so might actually be a lot easier than Asher had anticipated. As he walked back towards the hut he was sharing with Cain and Zahyra he tried to listen in on other mutant’s thoughts when he passed them. At first he could hear them all clearly, discovering the mundane feelings about how everyone’s day was going, what they were looking forward to and the various nonsensical things that echoed around in their heads. 

The further he walked however the more muffled the voices in his head became, until eventually he was met with silence. After getting accustomed to listening to other mutant’s thoughts – even for a small period of time – the silence was overwhelming. 

Asher tried to focus on specific mutants he walked past but instead of being able to hear their thoughts he just received weird looks from them. It didn’t take long for him to realise they all probably felt he was staring at them because of their deformities and he slunk inside his hut, embarrassed by what the mutants must think of him. 

After that Asher didn’t really have anything to do. He figured there must still be about an hour before Zahyra and Cain came back from their day at work and he wondered what the other children got up to in the afternoon. Cyrus pulling him away had stopped him from getting to spend any more time with mutants his own age. He hadn’t seen any of them as he’d walked back through the settlement though, and he found that rather strange. At his old camp kids were running around all over the place, but then, the warped settlement was far more organised than the camp where he grew up. 

It was something of a happy medium, Asher thought, between his old camp and the safe haven. He didn’t imagine he’d find anywhere quite like the safe haven again in his life, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. In fact, the only part of the safe haven that Asher missed was the technology. 

From the very first day when they had entered he had been impressed even by how the doors worked, automatically sliding open at the presence of a little card or press of a button. Even the coloured lights they’d had in there had amazed him. Asher had become accustomed to it all very quickly however, replacing his bewilderment for the technology with a strong curiosity. He’d always enjoyed knowing how things worked. How certain pieces stuck together and functioned in harmony to produce one result. It made him appreciate the smaller things in life; made him understand how everything played its part. 

When Zahyra and Cain finally returned Asher was laid on his front on the bed reading a book he had found lying around: Harry Potter. He found it brilliant and grinned to himself as he compared the magical powers the wizards had in the book to the mutations people carried in the real world. He had to believe it was something of a story that had been made up to entertain little children, just like his mother had made up stories for him when he was younger. It was definitely something he would continue reading later. 

“What you got there little man?” 

“Just a book I found,” Asher placed it carefully on the floor beside him as he spun around on the bed and answered Cain’s question. “How was work?”

“Tiring,” Zahyra breathed, flopping down beside him. “And dirty.”

Asher giggled as Zahyra mimed wiping her dirty hands all over him and rolled backwards out of her reach. 

“I might go and have a wash before supper.”

“Go ahead,” Cain nodded as Zahyra rose from the bed where she had collapsed. “Might as well do it now before you’re too tired.”

“Back in a bit!”

Asher offered his sister a quick one-handed wave as she abruptly exited their hut – or new home as Asher reminded himself he should call it – and headed for the showers. He imagined that like him Zahyra would be missing the safe haven for the showers too, they really were the most incredible and relaxing thing he had ever encountered. 

“How was school?”

“Yeah fine,” Asher adjusted himself so he was sat facing Cain, who was pulling his boots off by the door. “We only have it ‘til lunchtime.”

“Just in the morning?” Cain sounded surprised. “What did you do all afternoon then?”

“Oh you know,” Asher shrugged, remembering what Cyrus had told him about keeping the truth of his mutation a secret. He didn’t know why he was already siding with Cyrus, especially when Cain and Zahyra had been with him through so much more and knew him so much better. But there was still the uncertainty about what his mutation actually was unnerving him, so Asher decided it really would be best to stay quiet. If Zahyra found out she’d get all worked up about it, when really Asher didn’t know very much more than he had done yesterday. 

“I just wandered around the settlement for a bit, did some exploring. Then came back here to read.”

“Well,” Cain replied finally settling down in the one chair in the room. “I wish I’d got to spend my afternoon lying around in bed. This farm work isn’t easy going you know.”

“What sort of things do you do?”

“Oh this and that. In the morning we...”

Asher feigned interest as Cain began to tell him about his day but in reality his ears had switched off from the actual words coming out of his mouth. Instead Asher focused on Cain’s mind, which didn’t really involve him doing anything aside from staring at him, and tried to listen into his thoughts. 

Cyrus hadn’t really taught him how it worked so he didn’t know what he was trying to achieve, but when he had heard Cyrus’ thoughts earlier it had been so natural. With Cain Asher was going nowhere, and the older man was starting to look at him funnily. 

“You alright, Ash?”

“Uh? Yeah, sorry,” Asher snapped his eyes away from Cain. “Just zoned out for a second there.”

“Boring you am I?” Cain said with a laugh. “That’s alright, it’s certainly not the most interesting job I’ll give you that. Where’s that sister of yours got to, I’d quite fancy a shower myself before we go and eat.”

“You can go if you want,” Asher quickly jumped on Cain leaving him alone for a second. Something didn’t feel right in his head and the fact that he couldn’t hear Cain’s thoughts only made him more confused. He needed a few minutes alone to try and sort himself out. If Cyrus didn’t think that Asher was listening in on Cain it wouldn’t be long before the council knew the truth and they were all kicked out.

“All right little man,” Cain started pulling his boots back on slowly. “Don’t worry we’ll get off to eat soon.”

“See you,” Asher called after Cain as he left and then breathed out a frustrated sigh. What was going on with his mutation? He had to make it work in some way or that would be the end of their time in the camp – Cyrus had sounded very serious about not trusting Cain and Asher needed to prove to him that his friend was safe to be around. 

The thought of going back into the dining room to get supper made him feel on edge. Cyrus would definitely be there and he would definitely be listening to Asher, and probably Cain and Zahyra as well. Although, Asher remembered Cyrus saying that he couldn’t read Cain’s entire mind, that Cain had managed to block him out somehow. 

Asher immediately knew that was what he had to do – but how? He already found it hard enough trying to concentrate on one thing let alone trying to get different parts of his mind to do different things simultaneously. Cain had an advantage in some way; he had been living with his mutation his entire life so he must know which part of his mind he must always focus on it. Asher was still learning, and while he knew Cain would likely be able to help him with that, he just wasn’t ready yet to tell everyone the truth. 

As the three of them did finally make their way out of their hut – new home, Asher cursed himself – he was concentrating extremely hard on keeping his thoughts to himself. So hard in fact that he noticed it immediately when the buzz of thoughts suddenly started off again in his head. The closer they got to the dining room the louder the thoughts got and after just a minute Asher could clearly hear what Zahyra and Cain were thinking right beside him. 

Zahyra was excited for her evening meal, whereas Cain’s thoughts were dulled somewhat as Cyrus had said earlier. He heard Zahyra’s name echoing around in Cain’s head and his own popped up occasionally too. Aside from that there were musings about the settlement, about the work he had been doing, but nothing Asher could hear in a fully formulated sentence like he did with everyone else. 

He wondered why his mutation had stopped for a while and now returned. Then as they turned the corner and walked into the dining room his eyes fell on Cyrus and he turned his mind off immediately, giving the older man nothing but static noise to listen to. 

It was very difficult trying to stop himself from thinking completely. Instead Asher focused his thoughts on what he was doing. Saying the names of the foods in his mind to himself as he filled up his plate for supper. He was relieved when Zahyra led them to an empty table at the back of the room, far away from Cyrus. He deliberately sat with his back to the man and relaxed for a moment, before a voice broke into his head. 

How’s it going Asher? 

Fine. Asher replied carefully, doing his best to appear normal. Cain is fine too. Listen for yourself, he’s not dangerous. 

He felt Cyrus’ presence leave his mind for a moment as the older man obviously focused on Cain. Asher did the same; relieved to hear Cain wasn’t thinking about anything in particular, more just concentrating on his meal and the conversations around him. Asher decided to do just that and ignored Cyrus’ further questions, engaging his sister about how her day had been and whether she was enjoying the work. 

They were one of the last groups of people to enter the dining room and so thankfully they weren’t sat with anyone else. Asher managed to tune out the voices in his head and carry out a normal conversation with Zahyra and Cain, neither of them seeming to suspect that anything about him had changed. He almost forgot about his Gen 6 mutation as they laughed and joked like old times, Cain openly teasing Zahyra about how hard she was finding the work – even though Asher knew Cain was feeling the same way. 

Goodnight Asher, make sure you keep listening. 

Asher turned in his seat slightly to see Cyrus walking out of the dining room and back out into the settlement. He bid farewell to the older man in his head and then relaxed slightly, finally loosening the control he had over his thoughts after he figured Cyrus had travelled far enough away. 

He knew in reality the man could still be just outside, but it was exhausting Asher having to concentrate so much and he needed to let his mind wander, just for a second. Thankfully, Cyrus’ voice remained out of his head. 

When the three of them had finally finished their food, Asher leaving only a small roll of bread on his plate they stood to make their way back to their new home. The dining room was almost completely empty, but Asher was surprised to see a huge amount of food still sitting out on the long table. 

As they carried their plates over to where they were told to leave them after meals Asher saw a woman enter and head towards the table of food. He watched in awe as she moved down the table, holding her hands out in front of her and freezing the food as she moved along. 

Everything she held her hands over gradually became covered in a layer of ice, preserving what was left behind after the meal. Looking down at his leftover bread roll he wondered whether he should take it over to her, allowing it to be saved for the next day. Then, right in front of his eyes a thin layer of ice started to form over the bread, encasing it like he had just watched the woman do. 

Asher’s eyes snapped up, curious whether the woman had moved over to him but she was definitely still on the other side of the room. Looking back at his bread roll the layer of ice grew thicker, finally surrounding the bread entirely and leaving it preserved for the next day. 

Panicking, Asher looked to Zahyra and Cain who were a few steps ahead of him. Everything had happened so suddenly neither of them had turned around to witness what he had done. In a flurry he set down his plate amongst the others, quietly knocking the bread to the floor so neither of them noticed it. There was a small cracking sound as it hit the ground and Asher coughed immediately, covering up the noise. 

The woman was almost finished with the table of food as they walked past her out of the dining room but Asher couldn’t help himself. He focused on another bread roll, one that the woman hadn’t yet reached and again watched as it began to freeze. He was definitely doing it. He was freezing things with his mind. 

When they got back to their hut Asher made excuses about being tired and moved off into the second room. He took his book with him, telling Zahyra he was going to continue reading and was thankful when she didn’t argue or try to accompany him.  

As he sat holding the book in front of him however, Asher had no intention of reading. Instead he concentrated on it, trying to reproduce the thin layer of ice that he had made form around the bread rolls just minutes before. But try as he might Asher couldn’t create even a single water droplet. The book remained as it always had been in his hands and Asher breathed out heavily, the effort tiring him. 

He could still hear Zahyra and Cain’s faint voices carrying through from the other room so instead he tried to concentrate on their thoughts, see if he could listen in on what they were saying. Again he was met with silence, unable to grasp even the smallest thought. Defeated he leant back in the chair where he sat, confused by what was happening to him. 

When Cyrus had discovered Asher was telepathic the man had seemed so certain about that being Asher’s mutation. But if that was the case why couldn’t Asher hear other mutant’s thoughts all the time, and how had he managed to freeze things? 

Could it be possible that his Gen 6 mutation had given him two different mutations: freezing and telepathy. Asher thought that was probably a strong possibility. He was more advanced than just a normal telepath or a mutant that could freeze things. Maybe that was what made him a Gen 6. But then, why couldn’t he use his mutations all the time? He didn’t know whether he just had to learn how to control them better or whether there was another piece to the puzzle of his Gen 6 mutation that he didn’t yet understand. 

He wished he could speak to Zahyra and Cain about it, but he felt uneasy bringing more of his problems down on them. Cain needed to focus on himself for the time being, to make sure the three of them were safe in the warped settlement and Zahyra finally seemed happy. 

Asher couldn’t bear to force her to worry about him again, not after everything she had been through. He felt like her whole life since they had left their camp on that bus had revolved around worrying about him. Now that he was growing up, and his mutation too alongside him Asher knew he needed to take more responsibility for himself. Unfortunately that meant keeping secrets from her, but there was something inside him that was saying it was the right thing to do. 

His real worry in the warped settlement was Cyrus. Especially now that Asher believed he had two mutations. Undoubtedly that would make Cyrus reconsider him as a threat to the settlement and with Asher already struggling to control his thoughts before his second mutation appeared he worried whether he would be able to manage it the next time the older man was around. 

He realised that the best thing for it would be to avoid Cyrus completely. If he was far enough away from the man then maybe he wouldn’t be able to hear his thoughts. Asher just hoped that Cyrus wouldn’t linger around the school area again tomorrow, if that were the case he didn’t know what he would do. 

Yawning, Asher began to pull the cushions from the chair where he sat and lay them out on the floor. A blanket was still there from where Cain had slept the night before, himself and Zahyra sharing the bed the night they arrived. With his new mutations though Asher wanted to be alone, even if that just meant sleeping by himself. 

He curled up and tried not to think about anything, forcing all his thoughts to disappear behind the internal wall he had built and welcoming the nothingness he found instead. With that he finally succumbed to sleep, listening to the soft murmur of Cain and Zahyra’s voices that still carried through from the other room. 
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Chapter 7 – Zahyra 

[image: image]


On their walk back to the farming area the next morning, Zahyra couldn’t stop thinking about Cain’s hands on her the night before. When they’d finally retired to bed she had noticed Asher asleep on the floor, meaning Cain got into the bed with her instead. It was the first time they’d ever technically shared a bed, simply sleeping next to one another on the ground not counting for Zahyra. 

Although nothing had officially happened between them, Zahyra had felt the tension all night long. It had taken her hours to get to sleep, feeling Cain’s breath on the back of her neck and the warmth of his hand as it rested on her hip. She had been cautious about making any movements for fear of waking him, so in reality she’d had a fairly terrible night’s sleep. But she wouldn’t swap it to feel well rested. Even just the proximity had set her desires burning. 

She wasn’t looking forward to another day of farm work. Apparently the harvest had just begun so their arrival was well timed; although all that meant to Zahyra was that there was more work than usual to be done. She wasn’t afraid of hard work, and enjoyed being able to exercise her muscles. It was just the monotony of the work that bored her. None of it was challenging or exciting, none of it made her eager to get to work in the morning. 

The only benefit was that Cain was working alongside her. Even without saying anything he managed to brighten her day, and Asher had said he’d come and spend his afternoon with them once his school was finished so that was something to look forward to as well. 

Although yesterday they had walked back down to the dining room for lunch, they’d been told that normally the farm workers simply ate where they were instead – the abundance of food around them meaning they didn’t need to travel to eat. Zahyra had invited Asher to eat with them as well, but he had decided to eat with his classmates and then come and join them after. 

It put a smile on Zahyra’s face to know that Asher was settling into the warped settlement. She knew that if he hadn’t been comfortable here she wouldn’t have been either, so to hear him making friends and going exploring brought her some happiness. 

She was glad too that he hadn’t mentioned his Gen 6 mutation since they’d arrived. He had seemed very anxious about it on their journey to the settlement so Zahyra figured he must at least be distracted by the new life enough to keep his mind off it. She knew if it was still bothering him he would speak to her, which helped limit the level of worry she carried. 

Cain had swiftly become her main concern for their future. He had told her yesterday while he worked that he felt uneasy about several of the settlement’s mutants. He had apparently noticed people staring at him, watching his every move. Zahyra had tried to convince him that it was just because they were new arrivals and he was marked as a Gen 4 but Cain was more suspicious than her. He wondered whether mutants within the settlement could possibly know about their past, about where they’d come from. Zahyra didn’t think it was likely but she agreed with Cain that they shouldn’t let their guard down just yet. 

As the two of them picked up their positions in the harvest line, each person either pulling fruit from the plants or digging down for what grew under the soil she watched Cain work. His muscles rippled as he drove his shovel into the ground, causing the fabric of his t-shirt to stretch taught across his chest. 

They had quickly lost the safe haven uniforms they had both worn into the warped settlement. They still had them, kept with their other meagre possessions in their new hut, but the council had suggested they find some old clothes in the marketplace and try to blend in a little better. They had traded the old cooking pot Cain still had for new outfits, having very little else to their name that they were willing to part with. 

As Zahyra’s mind wandered while she worked she thought more about everything that had led to the three of them finding a home in the warped settlement. She still found it odd to think that no longer than a month had passed since she had been back in her home camp with her mother and Asher. A lump still formed in her throat when she thought of her mother. How she longed she could have bid her a proper goodbye when they parted ways, neither of them knowing how different their journey to the safe haven would be, or indeed what it would be like when they got there. 

Although all she knew for a fact about her mother was that she’d never made it to the safe haven, Zahyra had little hope left that she was still alive. She had barely lasted two days out in the desert herself without nearly dying and she almost certainly would have had it not been for Cain rescuing her. 

Back at Cain’s small cabin Zahyra had been so confused about what the future would hold for her. She had never imagined her life would take the route that it had. That she and Cain would become so close, so inseparable. She remembered how he had been when she’d first met him. Almost unable to string a full sentence together from several years spent isolated from society. She was so glad Cain had found her, not only because he saved her, but also because in a way, Zahyra felt that she had saved Cain as well. At least, saved him from a life of solitary, a life without anyone by his side.

Although, she wasn’t surprised he had been that way. The mutant camp where Asher had been taken – and where Cain had been taken some years earlier – continued to haunt Zahyra. Asher still hadn’t opened up to her about what had happened to him during his time there and she was beginning to wonder whether he ever would. Guaranteed they hadn’t really had the opportune moment to sit down and talk about it, but she had thought he would have wanted to share something from his time there with her by now. 

It had definitely changed Asher though, that much was obvious. He was hardly anything like the boy she had grown up with now. Of course, there were still moments when he acted like a child, acted his age. But more often than not Zahyra could now see it in his eyes that he was different. 

She couldn’t blame him, after everything he’d been through both at the mutant camp and in the safe haven, she just hated everyone who had forced him to change so much. She hated that her brother had been taken away from her in some way. 

The sting of the safe haven was still fresh in Zahyra’s mind as she worked. That place had taken more from her than she ever thought possible, on both an emotional and physical level. In a very small way she was glad for her time there, if only for what she had been able to learn about the safe haven and the rest of the world. But she would trade back that knowledge in a heartbeat if it meant she could forget it all. 

It bothered her greatly as well that the safe haven now had a weapon they could use against the mutants. She still battled with herself to try and figure out what their ulterior motive was, what they really wanted to achieve. She wondered about the Zero Cain had brought into the facility as his excuse to get to her. She wondered whether he was coping with the T128 trial or whether Professor Welbeck had almost killed him as well. 

As Zahyra thought of T128 and the experimentation labs where her trial had taken place she couldn’t help but think of her father. It was in one of those labs where he had taken his last breath. Where Asher had pulled the trigger and watched him fall to the ground, all the while Zahyra had been convinced it was going to be her who met with death that day. 

That was another thing she hadn’t been able to get through to Asher about. She thought back to how traumatised she had been when she’d killed her first mutant. That was just after rescuing Asher from the mutant camp, when she’d been forced to kill his guard and then two mutants who were stationed at the scout hut in the forest. 

Those deaths had haunted her dreams for days and probably still would if she hadn’t seen much worse since then. For the first person Asher killed to be his father... she couldn’t imagine how he would be coping with the guilt. And she knew he would feel it too, even despite how much hatred they all carried for Emerson. Zahyra didn’t believe there could be death without guilt; she saw it in Cain’s eyes far too often for all the people he had killed. 

“How are you getting on?”

Zahyra caught Cain off guard slightly with her question, causing his shovel to go into the ground at an awkward angle. He must have been deep in thought just like she had been, her basket of fruit almost filled from her absentminded picking. 

“Hot,” Cain replied pushing his shovel more firmly into the ground. “How about we get a quick drink?”

Zahyra smiled at Cain and placed her basket on the ground beside her, reaching out instead for Cain’s hand. It brought a smile to his face that matched hers and he leant forward slightly, planting a kiss on her forehead. It made Zahyra feel more happiness than she thought was possible just from the two of them being so comfortable with each other. She had previously thought they wouldn’t be able to act like a conventional couple, especially with how she seemed to affect Cain’s grasp on his mutation, but so far everything seemed to be going fine. 

“Sure,” she replied softly, “I reckon we’re about half way through our morning now. We’ll have a later lunch anyway if Asher is coming up after he’s eaten.”

Turning on her heel Zahyra led Cain out of the farmland over to the small stream that ran through the middle of the warped settlement. Zahyra knelt down and filled up the bottle she carried in her back pocket while Cain simply cupped his hands and drank from them. After they had both drank their fill Cain leaned back against a nearby fence and pulled Zahyra into him, making her gasp. 

Immediately his lips were on hers, taking all of her breath away. It was the kind of kiss that made her knees go weak, the kind of kiss that made Zahyra wish they weren’t surrounded by other farm workers and they were back in bed together like they had been the night before. Her body exploded with longing as she automatically pressed in closer to Cain, her mouth tingling from the touch of his lips. Then as soon has it had started it was over and Cain pulled away from her with a smirk on his face. 

“You have no idea how badly I wanted to do that all night long,” he growled possessively, the deepness of his voice making Zahyra shiver. For once she was completely lost for words, the intensity of the kiss still coursing through her body. 

“Come on,” Cain continued, “we better get back to work.”

The rest of the morning passed swiftly. Zahyra spent a lot of time watching Cain work rather than doing any herself, her mind still wandering back to the kiss they had shared and what he had said afterwards. How she wished Asher would take up a spot on the floor again that night so herself and Cain could claim the bed once more. 

Her cheeks flushed pink when her little brother arrived and she had to stop her thoughts from going off track. She could never forgive herself if she let on to Asher the crude things she was thinking about doing with Cain. 

“How was school?” Zahyra called over to him as she moved away from her workplace, Cain following just behind her. “Why don’t you head over there,” she gestured to a sunny patch by the stream, “and sit down while we grab something to eat.”

As the three of them caught up over lunch Asher was left to do most of the talking while Cain and Zahyra ate. He filled them in on the history lesson he’d had just before lunch, his excited tone making Zahyra smile as tucked into a salad of fresh vegetables. Cain she noticed however was particularly quiet, not engaging in conversation or responding well to questions. 

“Are you okay?” Zahyra leaned over and asked him during a gap in Asher’s story. She noticed then that Cain had hardly touched his meal and sweat was starting to form on his brow. 

“Yeah,” he replied through gritted teeth. “I just... I don’t think I should’ve kissed you earlier.”

Zahyra’s eyes widened as she realised what Cain was saying. She knew that being in the warped settlement meant he was having to concentrate much harder on controlling his mutation. The added pressure of the suspicious council not helping him to relax. Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea that they were now sharing a bed and had given into their desires with a passionate kiss earlier that morning. 

“Do you want some space?” Zahyra asked cautiously, resisting the reflex of putting her hand on Cain’s knee to comfort him. 

“No, it’s okay,” Cain shook his head. “I need to work through this.”

Zahyra nodded and turned her attention away from Cain, allowing him the slight privacy he needed to regain control over himself. Instead her eyes fell on Asher and she noticed that he too had started to sweat slightly. 

“Are you alright bud?”

Asher looked up at his sister with a surprised and confused expression on his face. Zahyra could tell he was breathing more heavily than normal and his hands were clenched tightly into fists. If she didn’t know better she would say that he was suffering the same lapse in control that Cain was, but Asher couldn’t possibly have the same mutation as him. 

She looked quickly between Cain and her brother, noting the similarities in their appearance. Slowly the cold tendrils of fear started to inch their way around her heart as she wondered whether this was the true form of Asher’s Gen 6 mutation and Cain had set him off in some way. 

“I think I’m okay.”

Cain’s voice startled Zahyra slightly as her gaze was now focused on her brother, watching him breathing deeper and deeper, his chest heaving up and now. 

“Cain,” she said uneasily without taking her eyes of Asher. “I think something’s happening to Ash.”

Cain was beside her in a second and Zahyra’s eyes flickered to him quickly, feeling a warm sensation of relief as she noticed Cain’s appearance had returned to normal. He had managed to regain control of his mutation. 

“He looks like he’s...” Cain trailed off. 

“He looks like you just did.”

“Right,” Cain stood up quickly, “let’s get him out of here.” 

Zahyra leapt to her feet behind Cain as he bent down slightly and picked up Asher, flinging him over one shoulder. Asher let out a loud roar as Cain held him and Zahyra could visibly see him losing control of himself by the second. She ran behind Cain who was moving at a fast jog, heading away from the farmland and towards a more deserted corner of the settlement. 

Asher had begun slamming his fists into Cain’s back, screaming and shouting as he went, drawing the unwanted attention of several members of the warped settlement. Thankfully Cain seemed to have a good idea of where he was going somehow and they reached a small area of trees, obstructing anyone else’s view of them.

“What do we do?” Zahyra asked frantically, a pleading note in her voice. 

“I think we need to let him let off some steam,” Cain replied, still holding Asher firmly against his body despite the hard blows the young boy was dealing to his back. 

“But what if he runs off?”

“We’ll have to catch him.”

Cain’s response sounded more like a question than an answer to Zahyra, but she didn’t see what other choice they had. Cain couldn’t just hold onto Asher, he was wriggling around and desperately trying to get free. 

“I’ll hold his attention,” Cain continued as Zahyra slowly agreed with him. “He can get out a few punches on me, it’ll be alright.”

“Okay,” Zahyra said at little more than a whisper, “let him go then.”

As Cain loosened his grip on Asher the young boy pushed off him with his feet and fell to the ground in a heap. He quickly jumped up though and let out another roar, causing Zahyra to wince at the sound he produced. Asher locked his eyes on Cain and ran towards him, his fists balled up and ready to attack. 

Cain was prepared however and managed to dodge Asher’s first blows, sidestepping easily to one side. He then held out his palms towards Asher, allowing his punches to connect with his hands. A few times Asher caught him off guard and landed a punch to somewhere more painful, but for the most part Cain was agile and avoided any serious injury from Asher’s attack. 

As Zahyra watched, once Cain had settled into it their fight looked more like a training session than anything else. She could see Asher slowly running out of energy, his punches flying out with less and less force as he repeatedly hit into Cain’s hands. Cain had ended up backed up against a tree but thankfully Asher didn’t appear to have any intention of running somewhere. 

He had shouted and screamed during the beginning of his attack but now that his arms moved more slowly he had stopped screaming and was panting for breath instead. Then in the blink of an eye Asher fell forward, his body landing in Cain’s outstretched arms as the young boy drifted out of consciousness. 

Zahyra ran forward, concern thick on her face. “Is he?” She couldn’t finish her sentence. 

“He’s fine,” Cain replied quickly as he lowered himself down to the ground properly, Zahyra dropping down next to him and reaching out for her brother’s face. “Think he just exhausted himself, he should come around in a couple of minutes.”

“What just happened?”

“If I had to hazard a guess,” Cain started uneasily, “I would say my almost breakdown triggered his mutation in some way. But as to why his mutation is the same as mine – although unquestionably not as strong – I have no explanation for. Especially as he’s supposed to be even more developed than me.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Zahyra sighed, placing her head in her hands. “I hate my father for this. I hate him so much.”

“Hey,” Cain said softly, placing one of his hands on Zahyra’s shoulder. “He’s gone now. You don’t have to think about him anymore.”

Zahyra sniffed as she struggled to stop herself from crying. Cain was right, her father was dead and she shouldn’t give him any more of her time. But after seeing what had just happened to Asher how could she not think about him? He was the one who had turned her brother into a mutant. It was him, and the safe haven, that had taken away the boy that Asher truly was. They had taken away her brother. 

“Zahyra?”

Asher’s voice lifted her spirits for a moment and she looked up at her younger brother in Cain’s arms. 

“Oh Ash,” she threw her arms around him. “What’s happened to you?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 8 – Asher 
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Asher stared up at his sister. A thousand thoughts were running through his mind as he processed what had just happened to him. Finally, he believed he was beginning to understand what his Gen 6 mutation was, and he wasn’t happy about it. 

From first thinking he was a telepath, like Cyrus, then thinking he also had the ability to freeze things, his new mutation had taken Asher on a journey. As Zahyra and Cain looked down at him he knew what they were thinking. He was fully aware that he had just had a mutant breakdown, just like the one that Cain had when he lost control of himself. With that third sign of a new mutation within him Asher now had a good idea of what he really was. A copycat. 

He theorised that he could borrow mutations from other mutants in some way, although not to their full extent. It was the only thing that made sense to him. When he was around Cyrus, he could hear other people’s thoughts but as soon as the man was far enough away from him the ability faded. When he was near the woman who had frozen stuff, he could do it too, but only on a much smaller scale. 

Now that he had been around Cain whilst he was struggling to contain his mutation, Asher had borrowed that as well. He knew he wasn’t borrowing the mutations completely, as he had not been strong enough to get away from Cain and Zahyra. 

But it was still clear in Asher’s mind that borrowing mutations was what his own mutation was. What frightened him the most however was that he couldn’t choose when to borrow them, and he couldn’t control what happened when he did. Using Cain’s mutation had shown him that and it also made it blatantly obvious to Asher that he wasn’t safe to be around. He didn’t know what other mutations were around in the warped settlement and if someone else had a dangerous mutation that he accidentally borrowed he couldn’t predict what would happen. 

As the silence drew out between the three of them Asher knew he had to say something. He knew he needed to give them some sort of explanation for what had just happened to him, which also meant he would have to explain how he had borrowed mutations in the past. And what Cyrus had said about him keeping an eye on Cain. 

What Asher didn’t know to say though was what they could do about it. He had no way of learning about himself without the safe haven and Zahyra would never dream of going back there. Although... Asher stilled his thoughts for a moment, realising that his sister would actually do anything for him. Making a decision in his mind he took a deep breath. He knew what he had to do, and it was him alone who would have to go through with it. 

“I think I know what my mutation is,” Asher spoke barely louder than a whisper, already nervous about what he was going to have to do. 

More silence followed his statement, although he felt Zahyra take a sharp intake of breath beside him. 

“You’re not like me,” Cain replied after a moment. “You don’t have my mutation Asher, there’s got to be some other way of explaining what just happened.”

“There is.”

Asher spoke firmly, pushing himself up and away from Cain and Zahyra so he was sat facing them. They formed a tight circle, both Cain and Zahyra staring intently at Asher, wondering what he was about to say. 

“I think I can borrow mutations.”

Once again silence followed Asher’s statement. He could tell by the look in Zahyra’s eyes that she didn’t know what to say to him. He hated how she must be feeling, thinking that he carried the same mutation as Cain. It must be awful for her, having to deal with Cain’s unstable mutation, not knowing when she was safe around him or not. 

“Can you explain that?” Cain questioned Asher, leaning forward slightly to show he was interested in the young boy’s explanation. 

“Well,” Asher swallowed, knowing everything was going to come out now. “This isn’t the first time it has happened.”

Cain and Zahyra listened intently as Asher told them how he had first thought he was a telepath. How Cyrus had cornered him after his morning classes and broken into his mind. He explained the conversation Cyrus had had with him, revealing the suspicions the man carried for Cain and how he knew he had lied about his true mutation. 

Both Cain and Zahyra were shocked to find out what Cyrus’ true mutation was, both immediately trying to remember if they had ever thought about something they shouldn’t have in his presence. Their brows furrowed, realising it was impossible to guess at what the council member must know. 

Asher continued his story, explaining how he had managed to freeze some bread rolls the night before at dinner. He told them how he had been concentrating on the woman’s mutation and had frozen his own bread roll by accident. He saw the concern grow on Zahyra’s face as he explained that he couldn’t freeze anything himself when he had tried later that night, nor could he hear what anyone had been thinking. Cain clenched his fists involuntarily when he learned Cyrus had asked Asher to listen in on his thoughts, any trust he had carried for the residents of the warped settlement quickly fading. 

As Asher neared the end of his explanation, saying it must have been because Cain almost lost control of his mutation that Asher was able to borrow it, he saw the older man shrink down slightly. As quickly as he could Asher reminded Cain that it wasn’t his fault, that he couldn’t help which mutations he borrowed and when, although he could tell it didn’t help stop Cain from feeling guilty. 

“That is why,” Asher swallowed before revealing his conclusion to his companions. He knew this would be the hardest part to hear and that Zahyra would likely put up one hell of a fight to stop him. But he also knew it had to be done. He wasn’t willing to put Zahyra in any more danger, not after everything she had already been through for him and certainly not now she was finally beginning to be happy again. 

“I’ve decided to go back to the safe haven.”

Zahyra couldn’t help a cry of astonishment escaping her body. Asher quickly looked at her and shook his head, trying to make her agree with him. 

“I’m too dangerous for me to stay here,” Asher continued. “I can’t control what mutations I borrow, or when I borrow them. What if something happens and I hurt one of you, just because I can’t control myself? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. I know you don’t like it and I know you’re going to try and convince me to stay but my mind is made up. 

“You can try and teach me how to control myself like you do Cain, but the truth is until I know what I’m truly capable of I won’t be able to. And also, the second I’m near Cyrus again he will know what I’ve learnt. There’s no chance he’ll let us stay in the settlement if he knows the truth about me, he’s already close to kicking us out because of his uncertainties about you, Cain. This is for the best. The safe haven made me what I am so they won’t turn me away. Please, don’t look at me like that, Zar. I don’t want to do this, but you have to understand that I need to. It’s the only way.”

As Asher took in a deep breath once he had finished speaking he looked at his sister and Cain. Zahyra was shaking her head slightly, while Cain just stared at him wide eyed. At least a minute passed as Zahyra began to mumble under her breath. Asher swallowed, hating that he was already causing her so much pain, but he knew it was what he had to do. 

“Zahyra,” he started, reaching out and taking his sister’s hand. 

“Asher you can’t go back there!” Zahyra grabbed both his hands and squeezed them tightly, looking up into his eyes. 

“You don’t know that you’ll be safe there,” she pleaded with her little brother. “Ash you... you killed our father. Well, they don’t know it was actually you but they know one of us killed him. You can’t think they’ll just forgive that do you? I’m not blaming you for what you did, I’m proud of you – in that moment you were stronger than I could ever wish to be – but you can’t think they’ll just forget about it.”

“I know,” Asher squeezed Zahyra’s hands back in return. “But they need me. Or at least, if they don’t need me they’ll want me. You’ve seen how crazy they get about their experiments in those labs. I am their greatest experiment. There’s no chance they’ll pass up the opportunity to learn about me, even after how we left.”

“But we can’t trust them!”

“We don’t have a choice. I know this is hard but please, Zar, think about what you would do if you were in my position. You wouldn’t even consider staying with me if you thought you might harm me in some way, why is it any different the other way around? You went through so much to save me: travelling to the mutant camp when I was taken, breaking us out of the safe haven. Please, let me do something to save you.”

Zahyra stared at her little brother. She hated how much sense his words made to her, knowing full well if their positions were reversed she would get as far away from him as possible, even if only to protect him. But would she go back to the safe haven? Even knowing what Asher knew about himself, she couldn’t imagine ever willingly setting foot in that place again. There had to be another way. 

“What if,” Zahyra picked her eyes up from the ground, but was swiftly cut off by her younger brother. 

“It won’t work Zar. Whatever you’re thinking of it won’t work. I don’t understand this mutation, there’s only one group of people who do. I need to go back.”

“Cain can help you!” Zahyra refused to let her thoughts die down, she had to at least try and convince Asher to stay. “He controls his mutation all the time – well, almost all the time – he could help you to control yours as well. You’ve got to at least try it Ash, I can’t lose you to that place again.”

“And what about when I get near Cyrus and he hears everything I’m thinking? Everything you’re thinking as well? I need to get out of this place before he finds out, otherwise all three of us will be out on our own again.”

“Do you really think I care about this place?” Zahyra was almost shouting until she felt Cain’s firm hand on her shoulder and looked into his cautious eyes. “Ash,” she spoke slightly quieter, “we can leave this place. I’d rather us be homeless and together than live here without you.”

“But that’s not what I want!” Now it was Asher’s turn to raise his voice and he turned his attention to Cain instead. “Cain, please tell me you understand? You’d do anything for Zahyra wouldn’t you?”

Cain nodded.

“Even if it meant never seeing her again?”

He nodded again, his mouth setting into a firm line. 

“Then you know why I’ve got to do this. I’m not saying it’ll be forever, or that I won’t see you again. I’m valuable to the safe haven, I’ll strike a deal of some sort. They can learn from me, I can learn about myself and then they can let me go.”

“You can’t trust them Asher,” Zahyra’s voice was bleak now, like she had almost given up hope. “You don’t know what they’re truly capable of.”

“Zar,” Asher turned back to his older sister. “I love you. But you have to let me do this. Please.”

Asher watched the faces of Zahyra and Cain as they let themselves fully process what he was saying. He knew it wasn’t going to be easy convincing Zahyra to let him go, but he had already decided he was going back to the safe haven and he wasn’t going to let her get his way, not this time. 

Asher ran through his reasoning in his head while he waited for someone to speak again. Going back to the safe have scared him a lot. Zahyra was right in saying that they couldn’t trust anyone in that place and that they would be cautious to reaccept Asher after what happened when they left. 

But Asher also knew that no one who was still alive in the safe haven truly knew what happened. If he had to, he could say he was taken against his will. Zahyra and Cain would never return to the safe haven, so he didn’t have to worry about protecting their reputation. He didn’t like that he would have to lie about them, but he knew it would be necessary for him to be allowed back inside. 

He was also worried about what they would do to him once he was inside. Zahyra had told him briefly about the tests she had undergone in her T128 trial, but Asher hoped they would be more lenient with him. Especially as he was willing to contribute to their research. 

Figuring out his mutation in more detail was very important to him, but not as important as keeping his sister safe. Asher knew she wouldn’t see it the same way as him but if he let himself hurt her in any way, other than by leaving her, he wouldn’t be able to forgive himself. Ever.

Finding out his true capabilities also excited him a little bit. If he could learn to control his mutation he would be able to accomplish incredible things. He had never wanted to be a highly ranked mutant, but now that he didn’t have a choice about it Asher realised he needed to accept it and try and make the best out of his situation. 

His only worry about leaving Zahyra and Cain in the warped settlement was Cyrus finding out the truth. With Cain it was okay, Cyrus had already admitted it was hard to hear what he was thinking and Asher had confirmed that himself. But Zahyra was more of an open book and if Cyrus wanted to, Asher was sure he could find out anything he wanted from her. She was clever though; he knew that, he just didn’t want his departure to be in vain. 

“How would you get there?”

Cain’s question caught Asher slightly by surprise while Zahyra shook her head, disbelieving that Cain was encouraging her brother. 

“Well, I was sort of hoping you’d take me,” Asher replied to Cain. “At least most of the way. I know you wouldn’t be able to get in sight of the facility.”

“Asher, please...” there was desperation in Zahyra’s voice. “You don’t need to do this.”

Asher didn’t know what to say to his sister. He couldn’t explain himself any more than he already had done and also knew any further words would fall on deaf ears. Instead he shuffled forward and wrapped his arms around his sister, holding her tightly and closing his eyes. He didn’t know how long it would be until he saw her again and ultimately, that was the hardest part of him leaving. 

“I could take you,” Cain spoke while Asher was still hugging his sister. Zahyra pulled away from him, giving Cain a glare. 

“Don’t encourage him.”

Cain laughed. “It kind of sounds like his mind is already made up. At least if I go part of the way with him then I can make sure he gets there safely.”

“Then I’ll come too.”

“You can’t Zahyra,” Cain looked softly into her eyes. “Someone needs to stay here and feed the settlement a cover story. If all three of us leave they’ll think something’s up.”

“But I don’t want to lose both of you.” There was a deep sadness in Zahyra’s voice as she spoke and it was then Cain’s turn to wrap his arms around her in a hug.

“You’re not going to lose either of us.” Cain spoke softly. “It won’t take us more than a day to get there if we move quickly, and then I’ll come straight back here.”

“And Asher?”

“I’ll be fine Zar. This is for the best and you know it.”

Zahyra swallowed. Asher was right but she wasn’t willing to admit it. Losing him to the mutant camp had been the worst moment of her life. She hadn’t told anyone, but she would rather have stayed in the safe haven, putting up with T128 for the rest of her life if she had known Asher was safe somewhere. In a moment of clarity, Zahyra realised that was exactly what Asher was doing now and for the first time that afternoon she managed to smile. She saw him suddenly as the boy he had grown up to be, not just as her little brother. 

“Okay,” she mumbled quietly, barely catching Asher’s attention. “I don’t like it, and I’ll worry about you every second of every day until I see you again. But I do understand why you’re doing this.”

“Thank you.”

Asher threw his arms around his sister again, Cain’s body then falling on top of his. The three of them held each other in silence while the wind rustled the leaves in the trees around them. Asher relished the moment, knowing he was setting himself up for hardship. But whatever awaited him at the safe haven, he knew it was worth it if Zahyra and Cain were safe. 

“When do you want to go?” Cain asked, releasing his hold over Asher and Zahyra eventually and letting them all lean back again. 

“Soon,” Asher replied. “The quicker I get out of here the less chance Cyrus has of finding out. You’ll need to be careful around him Zar,” he continued, turning to his sister. “Try and avoid him if possible or at least think of something else when he’s nearby. If he finds out I don’t know what will happen.”

Zahyra nodded. “How soon?”

“Well,” Asher paused for a moment, “how about tonight?”
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Chapter 9 – Asher 
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Watching the desert fly past his eyes Asher contemplated for the millionth time whether he was doing the right thing. When he’d said goodbye to Zahyra a few hours ago he had been so close to abandoning his quest to find out about his mutation and just staying by her side. If it hadn’t been for his worry of what would happen to her if he borrowed another dangerous mutation and lost control of himself he was certain he would have never left. But he knew he was dangerous now and he knew he had to at least try to learn more about himself. 

Cain sat beside Asher, his hands firmly gripping the steering wheel of the vehicle they had found. The two of them hadn’t spoken much, Asher knowing that Cain was also dubious about his decision. He respected however that Cain hadn’t tried to argue with him, he had only offered his support. 

After leaving the warped settlement just after dinner – a strained event where all three of them had struggled to keep their minds occupied in order to stop Cyrus listening into their thoughts – Cain and Asher had travelled on foot back towards the big city. They hadn’t entered it though, as Asher had suspected, Cain instead leading him on a slight detour to where they had found the vehicle. 

Asher wondered why they hadn’t used it on their journey to the warped settlement a few days before but he didn’t ask Cain the question out right. He had quickly realised that the man had many secrets, but everything he now did was centred around the protection of his sister; a feeling Asher shared with him. 

Asher was both thankful and disappointed by them being able to drive to the safe haven. Naturally it made their journey easier and would allow Cain to return to Zahyra much quicker. On the other hand it meant that he would have to arrive at the safe haven much sooner than he had anticipated and despite his assurance that it was the right thing to do, he was still nervous about the reception he would receive. 

Asher believed Zahyra was right in suspecting the safe haven would be more cautious with admitting him safe entry this time around. He was merely banking on them being so eager to learn about his mutation and putting their pursuit of knowledge above what had already transpired. 

But Asher knew they wouldn’t forget the countless lives that had been taken on the day of their escape, least of all Emerson, who Asher had actually killed himself. He knew he would have to lie and could only hope the residents of the facility would believe his tale. 

As dawn began to break over the horizon Asher knew his time with Cain was almost up. They had travelled through most of the night, only stopping very briefly to rest for an hour when they first found the vehicle. Cain had already told Asher it would be too dangerous for him to get close to the safe haven, especially once it got light. At least with the aid of a vehicle it meant Asher had a much shorter distance to travel on his own and he wouldn’t have to navigate in the dark. 

“I’m only going to say this once,” Asher looked up as Cain started talking, although not once taking his eyes off the beaten track on which he drove to look back at the young boy. 

“Are you sure you want to do this Asher? I can turn this truck around right now and we can go straight back to the settlement, or we can go somewhere else, start afresh. I’m not going to try and talk you out of it if your mind is truly made up, I’m just saying that if you have any doubts, if you’re not completely sure about what you’re about to do then this is the time to say it. Once you’re inside the facility none of us can even guess at when you’ll be able to get out again, you know that don’t you? It could be a lot longer than you are currently thinking. If you’re not sure Asher, tell me now and we can turn around before it’s too late.”

Asher took in a deep breath, letting Cain’s words penetrate his thoughts properly. He knew it could be months before he saw Cain and Zahyra again, maybe even years. He also knew there was a possibility he would never see them again, that the safe haven wouldn’t allow him to leave, or worse. But he needed to protect his sister and he needed to discover more about himself. Sadly, there was only one way to do that. 

“I’m sure.”

“Then this is where we say goodbye.”

A sharp exhale of breath escaped Asher as Cain brought their vehicle to a halt. He hadn’t realised it would actually be so soon that he would be on his own, but as the sun slowly rose over the mountains ahead of them – the mountains where Asher knew the safe haven was hidden – he accepted that Cain was right. It was time to say goodbye. 

Their transaction was short but sincere. Cain wrapped his strong arms around Asher and held him for a moment, before tousling his hair and offering him a feeble smile. Asher made Cain promise to look after Zahyra and tell her that he was sorry again, for what he was doing. Cain reassured Asher a great deal and as he began walking towards the mountains on his own he knew his sister was in safe hands. With Cain around, no one would ever get the chance to hurt her again. 

The sound of the truck’s engine starting up again and the large vehicle turning around and driving away filled Asher’s ears. He didn’t dare to turn around and watch Cain leave, frightened of the tears that were threatening to form in his eyes. He thought back to when he had been taken by the advanced mutants and knew this was another time where he had to be strong, be brave. So much had happened to him since then that Asher realised he found it easier to feel confident about what he was about to do. Maybe all the days of faking strength had given him some for real as well. 

As the mountain became much larger Asher began searching for signs of an entrance. He realised that although he had used two during his time there, neither his entrance nor exit had allowed him much time for taking in his surroundings. Deciding that trying to find the way the three of them had arrived at the safe haven the first time, Asher stuck close to the mountain face and continued to walk towards the west. 

He needn’t have worried however, because he had taken no more than a few steps in his newly chosen direction when a voice called out from behind a rock nearby, followed shortly by two men in grey uniforms with matching red armbands quickly coming into view. This is it, Asher thought, there’s no going back now. 

“You there!” One of the men cried over as they began marching towards him. “Stop where you are!”

“What are you doing here?” The second man demanded as they drew to a halt in front of Asher, blocking his path towards what he assumed must be another entrance. 

“I live here,” Asher spoke confidently; ready to reproduce his twisted and modified version of the truth. “Or at least I did until about a week ago. I worked with my father, although he was shot...” Asher feigned remorse and sadness as he spoke. “We worked with Professor Welbeck,” he remembered the name Zahyra had told him to repeat. “Can you take me to her please?”

The two safe haven soldiers looked at each other warily for a moment, neither of them knowing how to proceed. Using the professor’s name would confirm to them that he had been inside the facility, everyone within the safe haven knowing her name. 

“Where have you been for the last week?” One of the soldiers spoke up, still unsure about what to do with Asher. 

“I was kidnapped,” he replied bluntly. “You must have seen and heard about what happened. A mutant broke in and took me, but I didn’t want to go. This is my home. That’s why I escaped and came back here. Can I go back inside now please? I’m quite tired.”

The soldier who had asked the question shrugged, looking at his companion who mirrored the gesture. 

“Uh, yeah. Follow us kid, we’ll have to take you to a holding room. But I’ll call the professor down to speak to you.”

“Thanks,” Asher replied, knowing his age and neediness were doing him some favours. Had it been Zahyra trying to return to the safe haven he was unsure they would be so lenient. But then, he still had no idea how Professor Welbeck would react. He had only met the woman once and she hadn’t been the most friendly of people.

As he followed the two members of the red band back towards the mountain he saw one of them click a button on a device he held and a whirring noise started up in front of them. It was only then that Asher realised they were going to be re-entering the safe haven through the vehicle bay. The very place where Cain had lost control of his mutation and killed countless members of the red band, probably people who these two men had been friends with. 

Asher swallowed, nervous to discover how much their escape and the subsequent deaths of so many people had impacted the inner workings of the safe haven. This was something that ran through his head over and over as he was escorted through the vehicle bay, down a very familiar corridor where Asher himself had hidden behind a door while a shoot-out echoed around him and finally into one of the experimentation labs at the end. 

Although before he could glance around the lab another door was pulled open and he was pushed inside of a small office, nothing more than a desk, two chairs and a small bed occupying the space inside. 

“Wait here,” one of the men mumbled as he pulled the door closed. Asher let out a sigh and sat down on one of the chairs, choosing the one resting against a wall rather than the chair tucked in under the desk. Twiddling his thumbs he prepared himself to perform his story, making sure he was ready for whenever the door opened again. 

“Where is he? Is he alive?” 

Asher’s voice cracked with desperation as he spoke, immediately leaping up from his chair as Professor Welbeck herself walked into the room. It was clear she was very taken aback by his outburst, putting her hands out in front of her and indicating for Asher to sit back down. 

“Who are you talking about, Asher? And what are you doing back here?”

“My father,” Asher pleaded with the woman. “Is he alive?”

Professor Welbeck sat down in front of the desk and crossed her arms in front of her. “I think you know very well that your father is dead, Asher. It was you three that killed him, I imagine you made sure of that.”

“What? No!” Asher cried out in fake remorse, pleased that the professor seemed to be at least slightly hanging onto his story so far. “I know he was shot but, I tried to save him. Then Cain dragged me away, I didn’t want to go, I...”

Asher let his voice trail off, sniffing loudly. He had briefly discussed with Zahyra a plan for how to get back into the safe haven in one piece and with regret they had agreed it was best to blame everything on Cain, making Asher in particular appear like an innocent victim. Whether Professor Welbeck would believe him or not was something Asher was going to have to make sure happened. 

“I think you have some explaining to do,” the professor spoke softly, reaching into one of the desk drawers and pulling out a device. She clicked a button on it and placed it on the desk in front of her, Asher unsure of what it was doing. “Why don’t you tell me everything that happened, starting with how the three of you escaped from our facility, brutally murdering thirty-one of my people as you went.”

Asher swallowed and nodded; quickly starting to tell the story he had rehearsed his whole way there. 

He told Professor Welbeck that Cain had orchestrated the whole escape and although Zahyra had been more willing to leave the safe haven than he had been, she was still uncertain about it all. He said that he was happy in the safe haven and had never wanted to leave at all, but with Zahyra going he was worried he would lose her and so followed her for that reason, rather than to escape.

When Asher then reached the part where Emerson had cornered the three of them he made sure to instil more sadness into his tone of voice. He said that Cain and his father had had an argument, both feeling like they were the one who would look after himself and Zahyra the better. 

He began tripping over his words as he explained that Cain had shot his father in a fit of rage and then the last thing he had seen was his father’s body falling to the floor before Asher himself had fainted. Zahyra had thought it best he pretended to be unconscious for the rest of their escape story, in order to make him appear more innocent in the other killings. 

As Asher spoke of his father being shot he allowed himself to let out a sob, one he realised was only partly fabricated. Although he didn’t feel any remorse about the death of his father, he felt sad to be back in the safe haven, especially as he was being made to tell a story about how he had managed to escape from the place only a week or so earlier. It seemed like such a short time to be away before having to return. 

Professor Welbeck sat quietly through Asher’s tale, nodding her head occasionally at his words. Now, as the silence span out between them while Asher cried softly to himself she reached down and withdrew a bottle of water from underneath the desk. Asher looked up at her from beneath his heavy eyelids and watched as she withdrew a smaller bottle of something – a slightly bluish coloured liquid – from one of the desk drawers, unscrewed both lids and then added a few drops of the bluish liquid to the water, before screwing the lids on again and shaking the water bottle slightly. 

“Here,” she offered the water bottle to Asher. “It should help calm you down.”

Asher was very reluctant about taking the drink from Professor Welbeck; completely clueless about what the bluish liquid had been that she’d added to it. With her watching him closely though he didn’t have any other choice than to accept the bottle and take a few sips from the water, the professor noting that at least some of it had been drunk. 

“Why did you come back here Asher?”

This question caught Asher off guard; he had been sure she was going to question him further about their escape. He was pleased though, with the change of tact, and swallowed again before he began to speak truthfully about why he had returned to the safe haven. 

This time a smile almost crept over the professor’s face as Asher spoke, the gleam in her eye impossible to hide as Asher revealed what he had learnt about his mutation. He told her the truth: how he had borrowed Cyrus’ telepathic ability, but that it only worked when he was in range of the man himself. He also explained how the same had happened with the woman who could freeze things and with Cain’s violent breakdowns. 

The professor seemed particularly interested in just how close Asher needed to be to another mutant in order to borrow their mutation and whether he could control it at all in any way. Asher explained further that he still didn’t completely understand how it worked and that he had little control over what he borrowed or when he borrowed it. He continued to state that that was why he had returned to the safe haven, because he wanted to learn more about his Gen 6 mutation and he knew that this was the only place where he could do so. 

Upon hearing this the almost-smile on Professor Welbeck’s face finally became real and she visibly leant back in her chair, a satisfied look in her eyes. Asher paused and took another drink of water before scolding himself and placing the bottle on the ground. He didn’t feel any different from drinking it, but he certainly didn’t trust the professor again yet – if indeed he ever would. 

“This camp you say you have been at,” Professor Welbeck continued to ask her questions. “Are there many mutants there?”

“Yes,” Asher replied honestly. “It’s a warped settlement, so most of the mutants there are deformed, they have weird growths and funny looking mutations. There are a few normal mutants though, mostly Gen 2’s and 3’s I think, but Cyrus who I mentioned – the telepath – he’s a Gen 4 like Cain. And I think there are more Zero’s there too, like Zahyra.”

Asher gasped. He hadn’t meant to reveal all of that to the professor. He knew he shouldn’t have told her there were other Zero’s there, or other strong mutants. What had just come over him? Shaking his head he knew he mustn’t tell the woman anything more, he would only put his sister in danger. 

“Very interesting,” the professor smiled again. “And where is this settlement?”

“I had to travel all night to get here,” Asher spoke quickly. “Although, we used a vehicle which made it quicker. I suppose if you drive the whole way then it’s not that far, perhaps four or five hours at most.”

What are you doing? Asher shouted at himself in his head. Why was he telling her all this, he wasn’t meaning to he just... Oh crap. There was definitely something in the water that was making him answer honestly, he realised. The professor must have drugged him. Cursing himself he twitched his leg to the side and kicked over the rest of the water bottle that he had placed on the ground beside him, hoping the effect would wear off quickly. 

“Which direction is this settlement?” Professor Welbeck ignored Asher’s spilling of the water and continued with her questions regardless.

Don’t answer. Don’t answer.

“South I think.”

“Thank you Asher.”

Professor Welbeck smiled again – something that Asher now decided looked unnatural on her face – and rose to her feet, stepping over the puddle of water Asher had created on the ground and towards the door. 

He couldn’t believe what he had just done: willingly walked into the safe haven and revealed the location of the warped settlement where Cain and Zahyra were, immediately putting them in danger. As the door closed behind Professor Welbeck Asher heard it being locked from the outside and slowly began to realise what he had truly got himself into. Only then did the tears he shed become real. 
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Chapter 10 – Cain 
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It was hard not to think about what was going to happen to Asher as Cain drove back towards the warped settlement where Zahyra was waiting for him. Although the young boy had appeared very determined and also had a pretty good plan for what to do when he arrived there, Cain was still worried about him. What bothered him most was still not knowing exactly what Asher and Zahyra had both gone through during their time within the facility. He knew it had affected them both differently and although Zahyra had told him the facts about her T128 trial, he still believed she was holding back about something. 

Thinking about Zahyra made Cain press his foot down firmer on the accelerator and speed back to the settlement. He was hoping to get back before lunch, so he would only have to make an excuse for missing the morning of work, claiming to be ill or to have overslept. 

The three of them hadn’t been sure how to explain Asher’s disappearance and had eventually come to the conclusion that it would be least suspicious if they pretended he had ran away. They planned to say they had seen him in the morning and that he told them he was skipping breakfast to hang out with some of his friends before school lessons began. They could then use this same excuse for his absence at lunch, imagining he was still out playing with them. When the evening meal came, that was when they would have to start looking worried. 

Cain thought carefully about what Asher had said regarding Cyrus’ mutation. He had been pleased to hear that the old man struggled to hear his own thoughts, believing as Asher had that it must have something to do with the control he always needed to carry over his mutation. 

A thought crossed his mind then about stopping the car and giving himself a break from the control for an hour or so, but his desire to get back to Zahyra won out and he continued on his journey. Besides, if he had to focus harder on his mutation that would simply be another deterrent of Cyrus breaking into his head. 

Whether Zahyra could be as mentally strong as he was also worried Cain. He had no doubt that she was strong, but it was a strange thing to have to concentrate on: blocking someone out of your mind. Especially if you had to concentrate on it without thinking about it. Cain hoped she could focus her thoughts simply on Asher being missing, rather than him being back at the safe haven. 

The young boy would have arrived there by now, Cain calculated and muttered a tiny prayer under his breath for Asher to be safe. It had been much harder than he had imagined, saying goodbye to him. While Cain’s heart belonged to Zahyra, a part of it now belonged to Asher as well, as Zahyra was simply not the same person without her brother. He hoped this wouldn’t cause her too much grief, but the fact that none of them could even guess at when they’d be reunited again was a sobering thought. 

The change in Zahyra’s demeanour had been so obvious to Cain when she had been reunited with her brother after he was found at the mutant camp. When he had first met her, she had been so determined and focused, but she had somehow lacked the ability to find joy in her life. As soon as Asher was rescued Cain realised his absence had been why, Zahyra simply lit up when she was around the young boy. Cain desperately hoped she wouldn’t revert back to how she had first been now Asher was gone again. At least, as small a relief as it was, at least this time they knew where he was and that he had willingly gone there of his own accord. 

As Cain continued to drive he tried to focus his thoughts on something else. Namely where he could stash the truck he was driving. He knew if he drove it back to the warped settlement that would ruin his cover story of just being ill that morning. It would also be a very useful thing to have in reserve, if himself and Zahyra ever did need to make a quick getaway. 

The area where the three of them had hidden their weapons before their arrival had been densely populated with trees Cain remembered and altered his course slightly to drive in that direction. Once the truck was as hidden and out of the way as possible he continued the rest of the journey on foot, the tell tale signs of a nearby settlement quickly coming into sight. 

As soon as the main gates came into view Cain altered his course again. He was hoping to avoid them and enter the warped settlement instead through a broken section of the wall out near the farming lands. That was also where Zahyra would be working and he knew she would be keeping an eye out for him. 

Sure enough as he poked his head over the broken wall – something that was actually scheduled for repair later that same day – he spotted Zahyra digging at the ground not far from him. She had her back to the wall unfortunately and there were four warped mutants between the two of them. Cain knew he would have to wait until she noticed him before he attempted climbing into the settlement, the other onlookers very likely to notice his entrance. 

He watched her working with a smile on his face. Even though he couldn’t see her face he knew she would be grumbling and cursing the work she was doing. While life in the warped settlement wasn’t particularly hard, the labour was tiring and boring. Certainly nothing like how their lives had been since they first met. 

Cain didn’t have to watch her for long however before he got an opportunity. Throwing her shovel down Zahyra made her way over to the stream for a drink, her back still facing him. When she pivoted and made her way back to work though Cain stood up straighter, making his face clearly visible over the wall. 

Holding his breath he prayed she would look his way and a huge grin broke out over his face when she did. Cain watched her facial features soften in response as well, a beautiful smile setting itself upon her face. She hid her reaction quickly though, aware of everyone else around her. Then, with the small nod she offered in Cain’s direction he knew she would come up with a way to get him back into the settlement without arousing suspicion. 

“Arghh!”

Zahyra’s loud cry caught Cain’s attention once more about five minutes later and he quickly looked in her direction. She had fallen to the ground, clutching her foot in pain. For a second Cain felt a pang of need to be by her side, to make sure she was okay. Then he realised this must be the distraction she had planned for him and another smile grew on his face as the warped mutants nearby her put down their work and moved over to see if she was okay. 

Cain didn’t hesitate for a second, quickly throwing himself over the wall and sprinting over to behind one of the buildings. Catching his breath he looked back, pleased to see Zahyra getting back to her feet and no one any the wiser about what had just transpired. 

Now Cain just had to get back to their hut and wait for her arrival at lunchtime. They had agreed that she was planning to tell the other farm labourers that she wouldn’t eat with them today. Instead she would make the journey back to see if the freak illness that caught Cain in the night had subsided at all. Cain laughed to himself, impressed that so far they had managed to pull everything off perfectly. 

“How did it go? Was he okay?”

Zahyra came tearing into their hut at lunchtime just like Cain had expected and flung her arms around him. Cain returned the hug, holding her tightly and breathing in her smell. Even though he had only been away from her for the night and the morning he had missed her and didn’t intend on leaving her again any time soon. 

“He was fine,” Cain replied pulling out of their hug and cupping Zahyra’s face with his hands. “How are you? God you look tired, did you sleep at all last night?”

“Not really,” Zahyra mumbled in reply, “I was too worried.”

“Well it’s over now. He got there safely and now we just have to trust him, trust that this is the right thing. We can’t change it even though we want to and we have to keep up our end of things here. He left so we would be safe, we can’t forget that Zar. We need to act normal.”

“I know,” Zahyra mumbled again, not looking Cain in the eyes. “I just wish we could have stopped him somehow.”

“His mind was made up,” Cain continued, letting go of her face and holding Zahyra’s hands instead so he could lead her to the bed where they sat down. “He’s stronger than you give him credit for you know. He’ll be fine in there.”

Cain didn’t completely believe the words he was saying but knew he had to say them, if only to try and relax Zahyra just a little bit. What was done was done, Asher was gone and there wasn’t anything more they could do about it. Cain held Zahyra for a while longer, enjoying the sensation of her breath against his neck. When his stomach growled she broke away in a giggle, looking at him with a smile. 

“I suppose we better go to lunch,” she said rising up from the bed slowly. 

“I could be convinced to stay here,” Cain replied suggestively, pulling her back to the bed by her hands. 

Zahyra groaned and took a step towards Cain again, leaning forward so her forehead rested against his. “You know there is nothing I’d like to do more,” she whispered, “but you were the one who just said we need to act normal, so we need to show our faces for lunch.”

Cain grinned at the playful tone in her voice and dutifully obliged, dragging his heels slightly as they made for the exit. 

“And you were supposed to be sick this morning, remember?” Zahyra prompted. “So maybe try and wipe that grin off your face.”

Zahyra’s words only made Cain grin more, finding himself so lucky that they could be so natural around one another even after what had just happened. That grin quickly dropped however when they stepped out of their new home and spotted Cyrus walking down the little street ahead of them. He didn’t notice them but from his route towards the dining room it was clear he must have walked past them. Cain quickly dragged Zahyra back inside. 

“Do you think he heard?” Zahyra asked worriedly, her eyes darting around the room suddenly as if she thought she might find someone else there. 

“I don’t know,” Cain shook his head. “But Asher said he tuned the voices out a lot of the time, he won’t have known we were inside, there’s no reason he would have been listening in on us.”

“But Asher also said he was particularly interested in you didn’t he? So maybe he will have tried to see if we were home.”

Cain set his mouth into a thin line at Zahyra’s response. She was right. Cyrus already had a special interest in the three of them – well, the two of them now – so he could have focused his mutation on their thoughts when he walked past. 

“There’s nothing we can do about it,” Cain spoke eventually. “We’ll never know for sure if he heard anything, but we can make sure he doesn’t hear anything again. Come on; we’ve got to go to lunch, just be careful with your thoughts okay?”

“Like that’s so easy,” Zahyra sighed but started to move out of their hut once more. Cain followed; nervous for what they could find when they entered the dining room. 

The two of them needn’t have worried. Lunch passed without so much of a whisper from anyone else, Cyrus wasn’t even present in the dining room meaning they could relax their thoughts slightly, although neither of them did so completely. 

They tucked into their simple sandwiches with enthusiasm, Cain even going up for a second before they made their way back over to the farm lands for an afternoon of heavy labour, Zahyra complaining the whole way there about the blisters that had already begun to form on her hands. 

The simple, monotonous work gave Cain a chance to think properly about what the future may now hold for himself and Zahyra. He realised that with Asher gone they would have to remain in the warped settlement until his return – something none of them had really thought about before. Cain didn’t mind that so much but knew they would quickly find it boring, both himself and Zahyra used to faster paced lives. 

It did however provide them with the opportunity to mature their relationship. Cain was excited by the prospect of sleeping beside Zahyra every night, feeling her touch on his skin and not having to stop his burning desires for fear of who might be around them. As he glanced over at Zahyra he felt that desire bubbling up inside of him and his heartbeat increased alongside it. Stopping himself he tried to focus on his work, but it was so boring that his mind became very quick to wander. 

It was a constant struggle for Cain trying to keep his mutation under control. It was ultimately his brief slip of control yesterday that had sparked Asher’s entire departure and he couldn’t help but blame himself for that. Being around Zahyra however in such close quarters, and without the constant drama of trying to escape somewhere or rescue someone, was putting an increasing amount of strain on him. He had thought more than once about the pills they had stolen from the safe haven that could maybe help him control himself better, but even he knew it would be a great risk to take one. 

Yet as he knew his relationship with Zahyra would soon be taking the next step – or at least he hoped so – Cain worried about how it would end, whether he would be able to control himself in more than one way at once. He wasn’t going to push Zahyra for anything, feeling perfectly happy with how things were between them at all times, but he still couldn’t stop himself from hoping it would be soon. 

“What are you thinking about?”

Cain blushed a bright red. “Nothing. Just work. We’re not supposed to be thinking remember.” He avoided eye contact with Zahyra, turning over the soil at his feet with his shovel instead. But he could feel her eyes watching him for a moment longer, before she too returned to her work. 

Only then did Cain realise he might have come across as rude towards her, knowing she must be suffering from losing her brother. He stopped digging for a moment and looked at her. 

“You.” 

Zahyra looked up.

“I was thinking about you,” Cain continued. “Are you alright?”

Zahyra smiled. “I’m okay,” it was now her turn to blush slightly. “You’re a big softy, you know that?”

“Only for you,” Cain grinned again and blew her a kiss before bending down to pick up his shovel from the ground where he’d dropped it. 

Things were going to be all right between them he thought to himself. No matter what the warped settlement, or the safe haven or anyone else threw at them they would have each other. They would find a way to deal with it all.
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Chapter 11 – Cain 
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Three days had passed since Cain dropped Asher off near the safe haven. Three days of boring manual labour, tense conversations and worry about Cyrus or someone else in the settlement finding out what had actually happened. 

Cain and Zahyra had broken the news about Asher going missing at dinner that same day Cain had driven back. It hadn’t been difficult to look worried about his whereabouts; both Cain and Zahyra were already filled with dread about what could possibly be happening to him at the safe haven. 

When the other children who Asher went to school with were rounded up, and it was discovered that none of them had seen Asher all day a search party was launched. The council members, along with Cain, Zahyra and a number of mutants who had mutations that would aid them in a search for someone started to fan out. Cain and Zahyra made sure they were in a different search group to Cyrus, both constantly struggling to keep their thoughts censored. 

Only when it got too dark to search properly did the settlement stop for the night, another search party setting off at first light. Two other attempts to find Asher had now been made, with less and less volunteers joining in each time. It was clear to see that the members of the warped settlement thought of Asher as a lost cause. 

The plan worked perfectly for Zahyra. Claiming to be too struck with grief to work she avoided heading out into the settlement and therefore kept as far from Cyrus as possible. Cain himself had to continue with his routine and without Zahyra by his side the work was even more monotonous. 

It was on the third day, when he was just walking towards their hut to collect Zahyra for lunch that he saw Cyrus walking out of it and immediately stopped in his tracks. Quickly Cain moved behind a building, hiding from view of the old man. He had no idea why Cyrus would have gone to speak to Zahyra, but his first thought was that they’d been discovered. 

As patiently as he could he waited for Cyrus to walk past him, blocking out all of his thoughts by imagining a rushing waterfall; focusing on the deep blue colour and the crashing sound of water hitting rocks below. Once Cyrus was far enough out of sight he made a break for the hut, closing the door quickly behind him. 

“Zahyra?” Cain called out when she wasn’t in the first room. “Are you here?”

“I’m here,” her soft voice carried through from the second room, where the bed they now shared lay. 

“Are you alright?” Cain questioned urgently as he walked into the room, seeing her sitting on the edge of the bed. “What did Cyrus want? Did he...?” Cain trailed off, unable to finish his question – half not wanting to say it out loud in case it was true, half not wanting to think it in case Cyrus had doubled back to listen in. 

“It’s okay,” Zahyra looked up at him with a smile. “Cyrus just came to tell me that they’ve officially stopped searching for Asher now. The council thinks it’s a lost cause, apparently anyone gone this long without reason is unlikely to come back.”

“Oh,” Cain sat down on the bed beside her, unsure of what to say. “Well, that’s good I guess isn’t it? At least they believe he’s gone for good. They’ve taken the bait.”

“Yeah I guess so,” Zahyra sighed. “It’s just, even though I know he’s not around here, even though I know we were never going to find him, I kind of liked looking. It gave me hope. It’s stupid I know because he’s not here, but, it still gave me hope.”

“That’s not stupid,” Cain reached out and took one of Zahyra’s hands. “It’s natural for you to feel that way. But look at it like this: he’s not lost in the forest or in the desert. We know exactly where he is, who he’s with and if we ever decide we need to go and get him back we can do.”

Zahyra muttered under her breath and moved closer towards Cain, wrapping her arms around him in a hug and pressing her face against his chest. Cain took in a short breath. For three nights they had shared the same bed and he’d felt her warm breath against his bare chest through the night. He’d be lying if he said he’d had much sleep, being that close to Zahyra in such a personal way distracted him too much to let his brain switch off. 

The number of kisses they’d shared were a huge tease for him. Both quick and hungry kisses when he struggled to control himself and more loving, tender kisses when his mutation was more relaxed. Yet still it pained Cain that his mutation was holding the two of them back. Still he was disappointed they hadn’t been able to take the next step. 

“RAID! Everyone to their posts! RAID!” 

Cain gripped Zahyra tighter at the sudden shout that came from outside their hut, instinctively wanting to protect her. 

“What was that?” She asked suddenly, forcing Cain to let go of her so the two of them could stand. 

“Get the children inside!” The voice came again from outside. “Everyone to their posts!”

Cain looked at Zahyra with a worried stare as the two of them simultaneously started moving through their small hut and out into the settlement. Chaos was already tearing through the once civilised streets, women pushing children into their homes and men running off towards the centre of the settlement. 

“What’s going on?” Cain shouted at a warped mutant who was jogging by, tiny wings fluttering rapidly against his back albeit too small to ever lift the man from the ground.

“There’s a raid,” the mutant panted as he slowed slightly to talk. “We’ve got weapons in the main hall.”

“Who is it?” Zahyra questioned hurriedly. “Are the advanced mutants here?”

“Don’t know,” the warped mutant shouted back over his shoulder. “Come on though, this way!”

Zahyra immediately took off after the mutant and Cain sucked in a deep breath before following her. If there were advanced mutants about to raid the settlement his first thought was getting Zahyra out of the place, not helping to defend it. As selfish as he knew that sounded, he couldn’t let anything happen to her. 

That selfish feeling only intensified in Cain when they reached the main hall of the settlement, the very same place where all meals were had, council meetings held and many other things Cain hadn’t yet experienced. The food was being quickly pushed to one side from lunch and a meagre display of weapons were moving around the room. 

Cain was horrified to discover how small the arsenal of weapons that the settlement had was. Immediately he knew they wouldn’t stand a chance against a party of advanced mutants, even with advanced mutants in the settlement itself. The memory of being part of an attacking mutant party was still too fresh in his mind and he knew they wouldn’t be taking any chances if they’d come to overrun the settlement. 

“We can’t stay here,” he whispered to Zahyra as she pushed forward to try and grab some guns. “We don’t stand a chance.”

“What are you talking about?” Zahyra called back over her shoulder, moving further into the throng of mutants trying to arm themselves. 

Cain waited patiently until she returned with two rifles, not wanting to shout over the ever-increasing crowd. 

“Look around Zar,” he urged her when she handed him a rifle, “there aren’t enough weapons here for everyone and you know what the advanced mutants are like. We’re better off getting out of here while we still have the chance.”

“We can’t do that! We have to help them defend the settlement.”

“There’s no use,” Cain muttered as he checked his rifle, letting out a long breath when he discovered only three bullets in the chamber. “We’ll die if we stay here and you know I’m right.”

Zahyra paused for a moment and looked around the main hall. It was now almost filled to capacity with members from the warped settlement but Cain was right: there were only enough weapons to arm less than a third of them. She desperately wanted to stay behind and help them fight but when Asher’s face popped into her mind she knew she didn’t have a choice. If the possibilities were stay and fight and maybe die, or run away and live she knew what she had to do. She had to stay alive for her brother. 

“Okay,” she sighed, slinging her rifle over her left shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Thank you,” Cain breathed in relief and leaned forward to kiss her cheek, bringing as always a slight hint of blush to Zahyra’s face. “Try not to draw attention to yourself.”

As they moved over towards the door of the main hall Cain realised he didn’t need to issue such a warning to Zahyra. The council members were already sending people out to man stations around the settlement and defend against the advanced mutants. It was Vincent, the council member who had first welcomed them into the warped settlement that passed on orders for where they should set up a post. 

Cain nodded to him, only a slight feeling of remorse rushing through him for betraying the old man’s trust. Thankfully he had ordered them to move towards the outer walls of the settlement, so Cain set off leading Zahyra back to their hut, meaning to grab a few small possessions before they made their escape. 

“Okay, from the sounds of things they’re coming in from over by the farm lands,” Cain spoke as they jogged back to their hut, relaying to Zahyra the rumours he had heard within the main hall. “We should try and get out on this side then, thankfully we’re about as far away from there as possible right now.”

“Surely they’ll have surrounded the settlement though?” Zahyra rebuffed. “Didn’t you say...?” A loud explosion going off behind them cut her off, causing them both to stop dead in their tracks. “What was that?”

“Sounded like a bomb,” Cain pondered as they started moving again, now at a faster pace than before. “And I know what you were about to say – and yes, you’re right. When I was with the commander’s mutant party they always surrounded camps before attacking. They never used bombs though, although I was only with them for a short time.”

“And thank god for that,” Zahyra panted as they ran into their hut, immediately bending down and scooping up Cain’s rucksack from the floor. “So what do we do?”

Cain thought about her question as he moved swiftly around their hut, picking up things they would need and passing them over to Zahyra. They still didn’t have very much, but a few bottles of water were packed, spare clothes and a letter Asher had written them before he left – still yet unread. He had told the pair of them they’d know when it needed to be read and Zahyra had decided that time had not yet come. 

“I think around the back is still the best bet,” Cain finally answered Zahyra’s question once their packing was done. “They’ll have surrounded the settlement yeah, but I would guess most of their forces will be coming in from the front.”

“Okay,” Zahyra replied uncertainly. “I suppose it’s the best plan we’ve got.”

“Hey,” Cain’s voice softened for a moment as he moved in closer to Zahyra, placing his hands on her shoulders. “We’ll be fine. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

“Okay,” Zahyra replied again, although this time with a little more confidence. “Let’s go then.”

As Cain took the rucksack from Zahyra and slung it over his shoulders she moved towards the door, poking her head out first to check the coast was clear. Then, with a nod to Cain she moved out onto the street and began running towards the post Vincent had given them. At least this way the council wouldn’t know they were running away just yet. 

As the ground began to rise the closer they got to the settlement’s walls Cain turned around and looked back over the destruction that was already taking over his vision. Several fires burned around the settlement and the cries of women and children could be heard dancing through the air. He paused for a moment, watching a pair of mutants trying to shoot at some of the attackers, one with a rifle and the other with a stream of water flowing from his hand, albeit not very powerfully. The water hit one of the attackers but then Cain had his breath knocked out of him by what he saw next. 

“Zahyra!” He shouted, immediately spinning around and running to catch up with her. “Zahyra, stop! Look!”

Zahyra’s shot Cain a puzzled expression until he pointed over to the scene he had just been watching. Slowly but surely, realisation started to creep over her face as her eyes darted around more of the settlement, witnessing similar events happening around it. 

All around the warped settlement mutants were being knocked down and immobilised by blinding beams of white light. Just like the white light the two of them had witnessed in the city, when the safe haven had stripped the advanced mutant party of their mutations. Sure enough, countless safe haven soldiers were now parading around the settlement in pairs, each second man carrying the mystical device that could somehow destroy mutations entirely. 

“It can’t be,” she started, “how did they...”

“I don’t know,” Cain cut her off. “But now we have to get out of here. Right now!”

Zahyra didn’t need to be told twice and turned back around to sprint up the remainder of the small hill they were now climbing. It then dipped down again suddenly to where the perimeter wall was built, awkwardly fashioned to make the settlement difficult to break into. She wasn’t sure how they were going to get out but she was now so glad Cain had convinced her to run rather than fight. Somehow the safe haven had managed to find her again and she wasn’t willing to look any one of its members in the face again for a very long time. 

“Try and find a weak point!”

Zahyra reached the perimeter wall first but Cain’s voice carried down the hill to her. Immediately she moved towards the wall, assessing the structure for any parts they could break through, any cracks in the stone or rotting pieces of wood. As this side of the settlement backed onto the forest this was the least reinforced wall as far as Zahyra was aware so ultimately it was very lucky Vincent had sent them in that direction. 

Joining her Cain too began to assess the wall in front of him, he was certain if he could find a weaker part he would be able to break through. Now he knew he was even more determined to do so, the thought of having to face anyone from the safe haven again willing him on with such force. Especially with the discovery of their new weapons. 

As he searched the wall he also thought about how the safe haven could have found the settlement and came to the conclusion almost immediately that Asher must have told them. That worried him even further as he knew the boy would have never revealed the location willingly, meaning the safe haven must have done something to him to make him talk. Searching frantically for a way out of the settlement Cain prayed Zahyra hadn’t come to the same conclusion as him so quickly. 

“Over here!” 

Zahyra’s cry pulled Cain away from his thoughts about Asher and he rushed over to her side. Sure enough the wooden planks she was pointing at were already splintered, their strength wearing thin after years of battling the elements. 

“Stand back,” Cain ordered and shrugged off the rucksack into Zahyra’s hands. 

He then took in a deep breath and ran at the wall, turning just before he hit it so his shoulder and side took the brunt of the force. It still hurt though and he couldn’t help let out a small cry as he hit the wood. 

“This might take a minute longer than I’d thought,” he admitted, turning to face Zahyra again. “Can you edge up the hill again and keep watch?”

“No problem,” Zahyra nodded and started to move away from Cain, pausing after just a few steps to turn back and fling her arms around him, squeezing his body tightly. 

Cain grinned as Zahyra let go almost just as quickly and jogged steadily back up the hill. He waited until she was down on all fours in a low position, watching out over the rim of the hill with her rifle drawn before he turned back to the wall, readying himself to hit it again. 

Thankfully, after only a couple of minutes and several repetitive blows the wood began to crack and splinter some more and Cain could start moving it away with his hands. Once he had made a gap big enough he turned back to check on Zahyra, finding her still in position on the hill. 

“Zahyra!” He called her name, but the wind blew his voice straight back at him. Combined with the noise from all around the settlement he knew it was unlikely she would ever hear him. Glancing around to check the area was still clear he picked up his own rifle from against the wall where he’d laid it and jogged up towards her, shouting her name as he went. 

“Zahyra!” He finally caught her attention as he limited the gap between them to just a few meters. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Okay,” she nodded and moved to get up from her position. “Wait a minute...”

Zahyra turned back to look at the warped settlement and the carnage that was still tearing it apart in front of her eyes. She locked in on a single safe haven soldier, cautiously patrolling the street nearest to her. Something about him looked strangely familiar and she racked her brain trying to make a connection with the man. 

“Zahyra, come on,” Cain urged her. “We need to get out of here.”

“Zac!” The name suddenly came to her as the young soldier’s full face came into view. “That’s Zac!”

Cain couldn’t believe what was happening as Zahyra suddenly started tearing back down the wrong side of the hill directly towards the safe haven solider. All he could think was that she had officially lost her mind as he gripped his rifle firmly in his right hand and started to run down the hill after her, right into the middle of battle.  
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Chapter 12 – Zahyra 
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Getting answers was the one thing spinning through Zahyra’s mind as she hurtled down the hill towards Zac. She wasn’t even completely sure it was him, but he was one of the only people – in fact probably the only person – who had shown her kindness during her time in the safe haven and she wasn’t just going to ignore him. 

She remembered his face vividly and the help he had offered to her in the safe haven’s library/study room. That had been the first moment she had carried any hope for her time in the safe haven, although it hadn’t last long Zahyra still smiled at the memory. A shred of light in some of her darkest moments. 

“Zac!” 

This time when she shouted his name the solider finally heard and spun around, his rifle drawn. Zahyra waved her arms in front of her face as she continued to run towards him, not once slowing her pace. For a split second she doubted whether she had made a mistake, whether Zac was truly loyal to the safe haven. 

She remembered what he had said about desperately wanting to become a solider, that their job was one of the most important ones in the facility. When Zac recognised who was running towards him however he lowered his weapon, a mask of confusion spreading across his face. Zahyra noticed the change in expression and closed the gap between them in a few seconds, coming to a stop with her hands on her knees in front of him. 

“Zahyra?” Zac asked questionably. “What are you doing here?”

“Hey,” Zahyra breathed in response. “What’s going on?” 

“We’re on a raid gathering... woah! Stop where you are!” Zac cut his sentence short as Cain caught up to Zahyra, running onto the scene at full pace. In an instant Zac’s weapon was raised again, pointing directly at Cain. 

“Zac, it’s okay!” Zahyra quickly moved between the gun and Cain. “I’m with him, he’s not dangerous.”

Zac lowered his weapon a fraction but still kept one eye on Cain, warranting a growl from the slightly older man. 

“Zahyra,” Cain spoke quietly. “We need to go.”

“Cain wait,” Zahyra looked from Cain to Zac and then cast her eyes around the rest of the settlement. Gunshots and screaming could still be heard all around them, but it was clear the worst of the fighting had come to an end. Sadly Zahyra already knew which side would have won as she turned back to Zac and took in his soldiers’ uniform. 

“Zac what are you doing here?”

“We’re on a raid like I told you,” the boy started. “We got a tip that there’s something here that we need, I don’t know what though. I’m pretty new to the red band, this is my first outing actually.”

Zahyra could see pride in Zac’s face when he spoke and she shook her head slightly, baffled by how naïve he was. She wondered quickly where their tip off about the warped settlement could have come from and Asher’s face flew into her mind. Gritting her teeth Zahyra knew that would have to wait for a later moment, their period of safety in the settlement quickly running out. 

“Zahyra we need to leave.”

Cain’s voice came again from beside her, she knew he was right but she couldn’t leave Zac again without getting any answers. 

“What’s the safe haven like, Zac? Have you seen my brother?”

“Your brother?” Zac looked genuinely dumbfounded. “I didn’t even know you had a brother. And I thought you were still there! Not that I’ve seen you in ages, I’ve looked around a few times, thought maybe you would come back to the library. Where have you been? Why are you here?”

“Zac there’s so much you don’t know about that place. I was... They... There’s too much to explain.”

“Well why don’t you just come back with me and we can talk about it at the facility?”

“It’s not safe there Zac, you don’t really want to go back do you?”

“It’s better than being out here, surely you know that?”

“They tried to kill me! You can’t trust them!” 

Zahyra couldn’t contain her outburst any longer. Zac’s blind devotion to the safe haven was driving her crazy. She couldn’t understand how anyone could live there and not see it for what it truly was: a prison. But then, it was clear no one in the facility had been told what really happened the day they had escaped. She felt sorry for Zac. He was an innocent boy and now they were trying to turn him into a murderer, into one of them. She couldn’t stand by and let that happen. 

“Come with us, Zac.”

Cain let out a low growl beside her at her suggestion, clearly displeased with Zahyra’s proposal. Zac still hadn’t said anything after Zahyra claiming the safe haven had tried to kill her, his mouth hanging slightly open in disbelief. 

“I can’t,” Zac spoke slowly. “You should come back with me, Zahyra. I don’t know what you mean but I’m sure the safe haven wouldn’t have tried to hurt you. You must have misunderstood. I’ll go tell my sergeant I’ve found you, come on.”

Zac reached forward and tried to grab Zahyra’s arm at which point Cain finally intervened. He lumbered forward, creating a clear blockade between Zac and Zahyra and disarming Zac in the process. 

“Hey!” The boy argued. “What’s your problem?”

Cain growled again but somehow managed to hold his tongue, saved by Zahyra stepping around him and placing a hand on his shoulder. 

“Look,” she started speaking again, her eyes scanning the settlement. “If you won’t come with us Zac, then fine, that’s your loss. But you can’t tell anyone at the safe haven you saw me, okay? Promise me that.”

“I have to tell them Zahyra, you need to come back. Look at this place, look around you, you can’t –”

“That’s it!”

Cain’s words caught Zahyra off guard, but not quite as much as his fist flying forward and punching Zac in the face did. She watched in horror as he crumpled to the ground, instantly knocked unconscious. 

“What did you do that for?” She cried out, moving forward to check Zac was all right. 

“He’s fine,” Cain shrugged handing Zahyra both his own and Zac’s rifle. “We need to go and this kid, whoever he is, is now coming with us.”

“What?” Zahyra questioned Cain as he bent down and picked up Zac’s unconscious body. “What are you doing?”

“He was going to tell the safe haven about you Zahyra. I can’t let that happen. Like it or not – although I suspect you probably like it because you invited him – he’s now coming with us. Now move!”

Zahyra opened her mouth to argue but was stopped short as footsteps began to get louder in the distance. The safe haven was coming and Cain was right, they had to get out of the settlement immediately. Shouldering the two additional rifles she took off at a jog behind Cain, still confused by his actions as he held Zac firmly in place on his shoulder. 

Glancing back when they reached the summit of the small hill she saw four more soldiers appearing where they had just stood, clearly scouring the perimeter for any survivors. Without another pause she sprinted forward, making for the gap Cain had made in the wall. Cain was already on the other side when she made it through, arriving just in time to see him drop Zac’s body on the floor. 

“Cain,” she started, keeping her voice low to avoid attracting attention. The gap in the wall was sure to get noticed soon enough. “What did you do that for?”

“I told you,” Cain replied, catching his breath. Although Zac was younger than him, he was still almost fully-grown and quite a large boy to have to carry. “He wasn’t coming with us willingly and he was going to tell the safe haven about you. I had to get him to come somehow.”

“But what do we do when he wakes up?”

“We’ll deal with that when it happens,” Cain spoke curtly, ready to reach down and pick up Zac’s body again. “Now come on, we have to put some distance between us and this place. Head into the forest.” 

Zahyra sighed, knowing it was useless to argue with Cain at that point. She also knew he was right, Zac was still loyal to the safe haven and he would have given the pair of them up if he’d gone back to them. Kicking herself as they started to move towards the forest Zahyra wished she’d never ran over to him in the first place. When she thought about it rationally she realised it was very unlikely Zac was going to have any information about Asher, or anything else going on in the safe haven. She could sense the jealously coming from Cain now Zac was around as well, another thing she was immediately regretting. 

As they moved at a slow pace deeper into the forest Zahyra’s frustration at herself slowly grew. She had put herself and Cain in danger by running towards Zac and for what? Literally just another mouth to feed and an obstacle to come between her and Cain. After everything they had been through recently, escaping the safe haven, losing Asher, dealing with Cyrus, she didn’t want to do anything that would stop herself and Cain from coming even closer together. 

In fact – being alone with Cain was the one good thing that had come from Asher’s departure. She hated herself for even thinking that, she missed Asher every second of every day and worried about him greatly. Especially now that the safe haven had found the warped settlement; that information had to have come from her brother, the timing was just too perfect for it to be any other reason. Zahyra knew he would have never given up that information willingly, which meant that Asher hadn’t received the welcome they had all hoped for. Deep down she had known something was wrong even before the safe haven had turned up, their arrival just confirmed it for her. 

So many questions and decisions to be made tore through her mind as they walked, enough distance now between themselves and the settlement to stop running. What would they do with Zac when he regained consciousness? How did Cain feel about their new companion? Was he angry with her for inviting him? For even talking to him? And what was the safe haven doing to Asher in order to make him talk? 

Her mind shuddered as she remembered some of the parts of her T128 trial and how easily they could be used as a form of torture. She wished she had put up more of a fight to stop Asher going back there. They should have just left there and then, they’d all been forced out of the settlement now anyway. 

“Wha?”

Zac’s groggy voice as he regained consciousness brought Zahyra’s focus back to the present. Cain was shifting the boy off his shoulders and setting him down beside a tree, so Zahyra scurried forward a few paces to stand beside them both. 

“Where are we? And,” Zac flinched putting a hand to his head as he looked around himself. “What happened to my head?”

“You hit it.” Cain shrugged as he turned away from Zac, sitting down separately himself and stretching his limbs. Casting him a look Zahyra understood she was going to be the one who had to explain everything to Zac, the rookie soldier now staring up at her expectantly. 

“Did he hit me?” Zac asked accusingly, narrowing his eyes in Cain’s direction. 

“He didn’t have a choice,” Zahyra replied simply, moving to block out Zac’s view of Cain. “But I am sorry. Are you okay?”

“All things considered yeah, I’ll live.” Zac winced again as he spoke, clearly in more pain than he was letting on. “But, where are we Zahyra? Why have you brought me out here?” Zac’s face suddenly clouded over. “You’re not going to kill me are you?”

“No!” Zahyra quickly rebuffed Zac’s suggestion. “No of course not. I’m sorry Cain hit you, but he really didn’t have a choice. You can’t tell the safe haven you’ve seen me Zac, you really don’t understand what is going on at that place do you?”

“So tell me,” Zac spoke simply. “The safe haven is the best thing that ever happened to me. They’ve sheltered me, clothed me and fed me. They taught me how to defend myself and about the world around me. I didn’t have that growing up so forgive me if I think that makes them the good guys.”

Zahyra sighed. She could tell this was going to be a tough battle, but seen as it was her fault Zac was with them now she knew she would have to endure it. It was, sadly, her only choice. 

“Look,” she started, “if I had arrived with a similar situation to yours I’d probably think the same thing. Hell, I’d probably still be living in the safe haven now if I’d turned up alone and my ranking was different. What is your generation number by the way? I don’t think I’ve ever asked.”

“I’m a Gen 2,” Zac shrugged, “I have an incredibly heightened sense of smell. Like, super sensitive. Like, I can tell you there’s a small stream about half a mile east from here sensitive. Why? What’s yours?”

“Super smell,” Zahyra smiled ignoring his question for a moment, “that’s pretty cool. So yeah, if I’d arrived as a Gen 2 like you I’d have probably stayed. And if I’d arrived alone of course. You see, they weren’t quite as welcoming when the three of us arrived. You’ve met Cain; he’s a Gen 4, I’m a Zero and my little brother Asher, well, he’s something else altogether.” 

Zac raised his eyebrows at Zahyra’s avoidance of her brother’s mutation, but she swept over it quickly. She knew she couldn’t trust Zac entirely yet and keeping her brother safe, even though he was in the least safe environment in the world at that moment, was still her number one priority. 

“The first thing that happened to us,” Zahyra continued her story. “Was separation. After our scanning Cain was immediately removed from the safe haven. I didn’t even get to say goodbye to him, he was just deemed too dangerous and that was it.”

“Well if he’s a Gen 4...” Zac started to speak, but Zahyra cut him off quickly.

“Does he look like an advanced mutant to you, really?”

Zac shrugged again at her question, unwilling to make eye contact with Cain who was watching carefully. “Guess not, but you had to know that was procedure.”

“Procedure maybe,” Zahyra sighed, “but pertinent? I don’t think so. Anyway, that’s not even the worst part of it. When they found out I was a Zero things got even worse.”

Zac listened closely as Zahyra began to recount her tale of the safe haven properly. She told him about how she was separated from Asher as well – although still leaving out all the details about him. Instead she focused on herself, on the T128 trial she was forced to do and the things she overheard during her time there. 

She described the experiments she had been a part of, how they had frozen her, boiled her and then yes, almost killed her when they tried to take her bone marrow. All the while Zac listened carefully, interrupting only when necessary to ask for more information. 

His brow furrowed when Zahyra spoke about the safe haven wanting to weaponize the results of her T128 trial and then flattened again when he realised she was speaking about the new weapon which could strip mutants of their mutations. Zac was of course aware of the new weapon, with many of them being used in their attack on the warped settlement earlier that day. He informed Zahyra they were calling them Tocsix’ and she wondered whether that was what the letter T stood for in her trial.  

As she reached the end of her story, skipping over a few details about how they had managed to escape she could tell Zac had been affected by it. He appeared to be more considerate of why she had left the safe haven but she could tell he still wasn’t convinced about it being an evil and dangerous place. 

“So,” he said eventually, clearing his throat slightly. “I can understand why you don’t want to go back there. What you had to go through sounds awful and I’m sorry for that, I really had no idea. But what I don’t understand is why your brother has gone back now? You haven’t told me anything about him, about his story. What you’ve said sounds bad; I’m not denying that. But I can still see how it sort of balances out with all the good that they’re doing – don’t you?”

Zahyra couldn’t believe it. Zac was still taking the side of the safe haven. He was still defending them; even after everything she had just told him. Maybe she had been wrong about him all along; maybe Zac was a perfect safe haven soldier. 

“You might as well tell him you know.”

“What?” Zahyra stepped around slightly, turning to look at Cain. He had remained silent while she told Zac her story, quietly leaning back against another tree trunk while sipping a bottle of water. 

“About Asher,” Cain continued. “You might as well tell him. He’s with us now and he’s not going back to the safe haven, not unless we all are and I don’t see that happening for a long time. So you might as well tell him, trust me when I say there’s no way he can make this worse.”

Zahyra felt a little hurt by Cain’s words. There was an edge to his voice that made her realise just how truly unhappy he was that Zac had ended up with the two of them. She cast him a look of apology, trying to get into her eyes how much she regretted it and how she wished it was just the two of them as well. A sympathetic smile was all she got in return before Cain’s gaze returned to the floor. 

“He’s right I guess.” Zac’s voice drew Zahyra’s gaze back the other way. “I’m not going anywhere, so you might as well tell me. What happened to your brother Zahyra?”

This time when Zahyra spoke Zac really listened. She could tell she was getting through to him, his facial expressions giving away his shock at what the safe haven had done. He began shaking his head slightly when she explained that Asher had returned to the facility only days ago to learn more about his Gen 6 mutation but that something bad must have happened for him to reveal the location of the warped settlement. Her throat constricted and grew dry as she talked about her younger brother, wishing more than anything in the world that he could be with her in that moment. 

Silence echoed through the forest once Zahyra was finished, Zac’s face morphing from a look of shock, to realisation to panic. Then he locked his eyes onto Zahyra’s and climbed steadily to his feet. 

“You might want to sit down now,” he said softly. “I think I do have some information that you want to hear.” 
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Chapter 13 – Zahyra 
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Zahyra swapped places with Zac cautiously, moving to occupy the small tree stump he had been sat on. Cain shuffled over to her side also, although still avoided eye contact with her. She was starting to get a little irritated with how he was acting. He’d admitted himself they didn’t have any other choice but to bring Zac with them, he might as well try and get on with it now. 

“What is it?” 

“Well,” Zac started, putting his hands into his pockets awkwardly. “I hadn’t really put any thought into it until you mentioned your brother, but I think the facility might be trying to make more of him. Well, more boys like him I mean. More Gen 6 mutants.”

Zahyra’s eyes grew wide. “How do you mean?”

“A couple of kids I knew in the facility went missing a few weeks ago. Apparently they were born in the facility: twins. Their mother arrived heavily pregnant and died during childbirth, so they’ve been raised in the facility their whole life. But last I heard, they went down for their Turning Age Ceremony, because although we don’t rule our lives by our mutations in the safe haven, it’s still important to know what everyone’s rankings are, if only as a precaution. Anyway, they went down for their ceremony, but they never returned. 

“I didn’t notice at first. It’s a big place; you’re bound to go a few days without seeing people from time to time. But then other people started asking about them too. The official verdict was that they’d been deemed unsuitable for housing and removed from the facility, but neither of them ever showed any sign of any mutation. You said that was the same with your brother right? He acted like a Zero until his true mutation was revealed at his Turning Age Ceremony? What if that’s happened to Jonny and Dylan too? 

“Thinking about it, when the twins’ verdict was revealed there were quite a few of the older members who said that it had happened before. Young boys deemed unsuitable when they’d never acted like a mutant. This could have been going on for years for all we know. What if,” Zac paused, “what if the safe haven are making an army? Gathering boys they’ve turned into Gen 6 mutants and keeping them secret from everyone else. Did your brother ever mention seeing any other boys while he was in there? Did he speak of anyone else like him?”

“No never,” Zahyra breathed, stunned by Zac’s revelation. “He was kept alone the whole time, well, aside from our father working with him. I never saw any signs of other boys down in the labs though, or any information about them on the screens.”

“They’ll have hidden it very well if that is what they’re doing,” Zac replied. “If word got out into the facility that the safe haven were taking boys, taking people’s children... they would lose all control of the place for sure.”

“How confident are you,” Cain finally spoke up, “that these twins were not identified as advanced mutants? Are you sure the verdict of them being unsuitable for housing couldn’t be true?”

“Well I’m not 100%,” Zac mused, looking slightly annoyed by Cain’s question. “But I’d certainly never seen them display any mutant tendencies, neither had anyone else for all I know. It seems a little suspicious though, don’t you think? A pair of boys going missing after their Turning Age Ceremonies; especially after what I’ve now learnt about what the safe haven has done to Asher. In fact, the more I think about it the more I believe they will have done the same to Jonny and Dylan. They were born in the facility. Surely they would have been perfect candidates.” 

“We have to go back.”

“What?”

“We have to go back,” Zahyra repeated. “We have to get Asher out of there. Jonny and Dylan too if we can, and any other boys they could have. They’re creating a New-Wave of mutants, Cain, that’s what they called it. After all we’ve seen from the safe haven, surely you know this can’t be good?”

“We can’t just go back there though!” Cain argued fiercely. “It’s too dangerous, you said so yourself. You almost died in there Zahyra, I’m not going to put you in that kind of danger again.”

“But Asher’s in there!”

“I know,” the fire in Cain’s voice died slightly. “And I’m sorry for that. But we can’t just run back into the safe haven without thinking everything through. We don’t even know if what Zac is telling us is true. It’s a good theory, but at the moment that’s all it is: a theory.”

Zahyra looked at Cain desperately. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing from him but as she took a moment to let his words sink in she knew he was right. It was just unbearable to think of what the safe haven might be doing to her brother and these other boys. 

In her mind she wasn’t agreeing with Cain because she didn’t believe Zac. She was certain the safe haven would have changed more than just Asher into a Gen 6; they could’ve done it to hundreds of boys. What she did agree to though was that it was too dangerous to just turn up out of the blue. She would get back into the safe haven, she would get her brother back, but she was going to have to think about it first. She needed to make sure that when she returned, it would be for the very last time. 

“So, what do we do now?” 

Zac’s question bothered Zahyra. She wanted to shout at him. Scream at both him and Cain that they had to get back to the safe haven and save the boys. But she had just reasoned with herself that they needed to wait first, which meant that in reality she had no idea what they should do. 

She was reminded of the days she had spent in the forest with Cain before. Creeping about amongst the trees and waiting for the right opportunity to free Asher from the mutant camp. She shuddered at how history was almost repeating itself. Herself and Cain forced to find a way to rescue her brother from some inexplicable evil. She’d never thought she would wish for Asher to be back in that mutant camp, but compared so what she was imagining happening to him at the safe haven, an army of advanced mutants seemed almost like a vacation. 

“Do you have any other information we can use?” Cain turned to Zac, addressing the boy properly for the first time since they had met. “Like the reason for your raid on the warped settlement today? Anything else suspicious that has been going on in the safe haven?”

“Not really,” Zac looked down at the floor, pushing wet leaves around nervously with his right foot. “I only got into the red band a couple of weeks ago when they lost a lot of soldiers. Now I know that was as a result of your escape from the facility, but that doesn’t really matter. Since then I’ve just been training. Today was my first time outside of the facility since I arrived there. Aside from the boys going missing I can’t think of anything strange that has happened.”

“What about the reason for your attack today?” Cain pushed further, mining for any shred of information. “They must have told you something more about it?”

“Only that we were going on a raid and we were to disarm any advanced mutants. I was just on perimeter watch though, so I wasn’t given the sensitive information about the real purpose of it. I just heard the rumours about there being something the safe haven needed within the settlement, but I have no idea what.”

Cain sighed loudly. “That could literally be anything.”

“People.”

Cain looked up at Zahyra.

“People,” she repeated. “Think about it: all the safe haven have ever wanted to do is advance somehow. If it was Asher that revealed the location of the warped settlement and let’s face it, it almost certainly was, then they will have known we were there. That I was there. And there were more Zero’s in the settlement than I’ve ever seen anywhere else. The safe haven will have come for me. Come for the other Zeros.” Zahyra gasped suddenly. “And the boys! There were so many boys who lived there around Asher’s age. He went to school with them. Hung out with them. He could’ve given the safe haven information about them as well. We have no way of knowing how many boys the safe haven has managed to turn into mutants. There could be hundreds of them Cain.”

Silence followed Zahyra’s revelation. Speaking it out loud only made her believe the theory more and believing the theory desperately made her want to find a way back into the safe haven. She could see Cain’s mind was working furiously trying to figure out the same thing. 

Zac still looked in awe by the whole thing, disbelieving that he could have lived in a place for so long without realising its true intentions. She felt sorry for him in a way, knowing that if she had arrived on similar terms to his she wouldn’t be any the wiser. But she was now and she couldn’t just sit around and wait for something to happen with all her newfound knowledge. 

“Okay.” Cain’s voice was barely above a whisper but Zahyra heard it loud and clear. She looked over to him with a glint of hope in her eyes offering him a smile, which thankfully he returned. 

“We’ll find a way to get back to the safe haven and get Asher out of there. And the boys you knew as well, Zac. But first I think we need to go back to the settlement, see what’s happened there. Do you have any idea whether the safe haven will have left by now?”

Zac thought for a moment. “I should think so. They don’t like the red band to be out much after dark anymore and it’s a fair few hours’ drive back to the facility. Once they got what they needed I think they would’ve left. The debrief was supposed to be at 1900h tonight so,” Zac paused to look down at his timekeep, one of the only things Zahyra probably missed about the safe haven. 

“Oh,” he shook his head in annoyance. “It’s stopped working. But either way, I think they should be gone by now.” 

“Let’s give it another hour,” Cain decided in reply. “See if we can find anything to eat in the meantime.”

“There are some berries down by the stream,” Zac spoke up and pointed off to the left of him. “Over there. I can smell them.”

“Brilliant,” Cain replied, although nothing about his tone of voice made him sound cheerful about it. Without another word he set of in the direction Zac was pointing, his gaze only lingering over Zahyra’s for a moment. 

As she followed him she couldn’t help but feel confused. It was good news, of course, that Cain had agreed they could try and find a way back into the safe haven. Great news, in fact. But the reality of them working out exactly how to do it was still a harsh one. 

She was also worried about what they were going to find back at the warped settlement. From what she had witnessed it had been carnage. The red band were killing pretty much everyone, although she guessed a fair few must have been rounded up and spared, the women and children perhaps, if they were lower developed mutants. Some may have also been taken back to the safe haven, if they were the targets of their raid. 

Zahyra had no idea how the safe haven felt about warped mutants but as she remembered the prejudice many of their members carried she didn’t imagine great things. The young boys in the camp were whom she was most concerned about. But knew only time would tell her what had happened there and prayed there would at least be someone left alive. 

When Zahyra eventually returned to the warped settlement just over an hour later, no amount of speculation could have prepared her for what she found. 

They re-entered the settlement through the hole in the wall Cain had made. Herself and Cain carried their rifles, armed and ready to shoot. Zac’s rifle was slung over Cain’s shoulder; the pair of them agreeing to his annoyance that he couldn’t be trusted to carry a weapon yet. 

They needn’t have worried about defending themselves however. An eerie silence hung over the settlement as they moved through it, heading in the direction of the main hall first. A few fires were still burning along the streets and Zahyra recoiled in horror as she noticed bodies that were being consumed by the flames. Then the smell came. The rotten stench of burning human flesh. She saw Zac physically grimace as the smell assaulted his mutated nostrils, his eyes scrunching up from the effect. 

Zahyra wondered who had moved the bodies into the flames, still yet to see anyone alive. The entire population of the settlement appeared to be either dead or missing, equally as many lying lifeless outside of the fires as there were in them. 

They passed their new home; a place Zahyra was sure they would now abandon very shortly and eventually reached the door to the main hall. Cain made a sign to Zahyra with his fist for her to wait outside while he took in a deep breath and stepped inside, his weapon poised to shoot. A few seconds later his face appeared again, beckoning her to come inside. 

The sight inside was perhaps even sadder than that of outside, even despite the absence of death. Occupying the entire main hall were just four people: Vincent, the council member who had first welcomed them into the warped settlement, two middle aged women, neither of whom Zahyra recognised and a young girl, no more than five or six years old. 

The four of them looked up at their entrance, their faces hopeful at the sight of new arrivals. Upon a lack of any resounding recognition the two women pulled their eyes back to the floor, their quiet sobs starting up again. Vincent however rose to his feet, reaching for a gun that lay propped up on a chair beside him. 

“What is he doing here?” He shouted across the hall, startling the women and child by his outburst, none of them having noticed Zac’s safe haven uniform. 

“It’s okay, Vincent,” Zahyra spoke slowly, raising her hands out in front of her. “He’s not one of them. He didn’t play any part in this.”

“I’m not stupid,” Vincent called back. “He’s wearing the uniform. He’s responsible for what they did.” 

“Maybe you better wait outside,” Zahyra whispered to Zac, who nodded quickly and started walking backwards instead of forwards. 

“Oh no you don’t!” Vincent shouted across the room once more. “I’m not letting him run away. He can wait in there.” The council member pointed with his pincer-like hand to a door to another room within the building, probably one used for the storage of food. 

“Alright,” Zahyra called back to him calmly, “he’ll wait in there.”

The rest of them stood in stalemate while Zac crossed the room to the door Vincent had identified, closing it behind him as he entered. Zahyra then looked up at Vincent who seemed to have instantly lost all the strength he had just spoken with, already collapsing back down into his chair between the two women. 

“Vincent,” Zahyra was already moving across the room towards him, Cain following her closely behind. “What happened?”

The old man looked up at her in disbelief, shaking his head slightly. He then let out a long sigh and began to talk. “Everyone is dead, my dear.” There was true sadness in his voice when he spoke, his words causing the two women to sob even louder. “They tore our home apart like it was nothing, like it was just a game. I tried to reason with them, I tried to ask them why but they just kept killing. And then I ran. I ran away like a coward. This is my home and I didn’t even try to defend it. I’m not worth the chair I sit on anymore.”

“Vincent,” Zahyra tried her best to comfort the old man. “You’re not a coward. Sometimes you have to put certain values above others and in this case you made the right choice. Your life comes above anything else.”

“No, you’re wrong.” Vincent shook her off. “It was my duty to protect the citizens of this place and I have failed them. Look at me. I’m just an old man; I’m no leader to these people. Everyone had died because of me.”

“That’s not true Vinnie,” one of the women spoke between sobs. “You’ve been the best leader we’ve ever had. You can’t blame yourself for the cruelty of others.”

“Thank you Tessa, but I’m afraid your kind words won’t be enough to change my mind, although I do appreciate them dearly.”

Vincent reached forward and took the woman’s hand in a friendly manner, patting it with the smoother side of his claw in a form of comfort. Zahyra wasn’t sure what to do in the situation. She felt like she needed to offer Vincent and the women some sort of explanation, some information about the safe haven itself and why it had attacked their home. Stopping herself however she knew it would do nothing to ease their pain. Deciding that perhaps the absence of knowledge was the kindest thing they could feel at that time. 

“I’m sorry for the question,” Cain’s sudden voice behind her caught Zahyra off guard, almost forgetting that he had been stood so close. “But did they kill everyone? They didn’t take anyone away with them?”

“Of course they killed everyone!” Vincent spat back in another sudden bout of anger. “Haven’t you seen the devastation outside? There is no one left.”

“No, no.” The young girl suddenly spoke from behind one of the chairs. She had been sat quietly for the whole time, keeping to herself and not crying with the two older women, neither of whom Zahyra assumed were her mother. “They took Adi with them! They took him away!”

“Who’s Adi?” Zahyra asked softly, moving to kneel down beside the young girl. It was clear to her then that she had been crying but was now trying to hold herself together, trying to appear strong. Zahyra smiled slightly as she admired the determination in the young girl and couldn’t help but be reminded of her brother. 

“Adryan.” Vincent offered in explanation. “He’s her older brother. None of us saw him be taken though so we can’t be sure. Although, we also haven’t been able to check all of the bodies.”

“No they took him,” the young girl argued. “They put him in a truck I saw it.”

“What’s your name?” Zahyra asked the girl softly. 

“Clarke.”

“That’s a pretty name,” Zahyra continued. “Can you tell me how old your brother was, Clarke?”

“Ten.”

“And, did he have a mutation?”

Clarke just shook her head so Zahyra turned to Vincent again for an explanation. 

“Adryan was a Zero,” he offered. “His Turning Age Ceremony was last month, although it wasn’t necessary. The boy had never shown any signs of any mutation. He was a Zero through and through.”

Zahyra nodded, turning her head slightly to look at Cain. His expression matched hers, both letting it wash over them that the safe haven had taken another boy who would undoubtedly now turn into a Gen 6. That made four that Zahyra had all but confirmed in her mind, but who knew how many more there could be. The names of the boys danced around in her head: Jonny, Dylan, Adryan and of course, Asher. 
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Chapter 14 – Asher 
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Life in the safe haven was nothing like Asher had imagined it. In fact, sometimes he felt guilty to admit that he was actually enjoying himself. He thought of Zahyra and Cain from time to time, but he was surprised to discover they didn’t enter into his mind as often as he would’ve thought. 

It was certainly nothing like how it had been the first time around. He was sleeping in a dormitory with five other boys, all of them Gen 6’s like himself. Like with his occasional thoughts of Zahyra and Cain, he sometimes wondered whether it was wrong that the safe haven had created other boys like himself. But that thought was only ever a fleeting one, realising that the safe haven had actually given him a gift. 

Each of the boys had the same mutation as him. The ability to borrow other mutations and together, they were learning how to control their mutation and use it to their advantage. 

Their days followed a strict routine, but it was something Asher enjoyed. They were brought breakfast in their dormitory in the morning, eating in the adjoined dining room that led off from where they slept. There were also two bathrooms attached to the dorm, each shared by three of the boys. 

The food they were brought was specifically designed to help enhance their mutations, with Asher being presented with brightly coloured drinks each morning that were supposed to boost his abilities. Even after a few days he could already tell they were taking effect, his strength and control over his mutation growing day by day. 

Following breakfast they would all shower and head down to the training rooms. They were located in a part of the safe haven that Asher had never been to before, but he didn’t find that strange, as his first visit had been very restrictive in location.

Training would last for the rest of the day, with lunch being brought in to them in a similar fashion to breakfast. In the mornings they worked solely on their physical abilities, practising fighting and building their muscle mass. For this as well they were given special foods, developed in the facility to speed up muscle growth and allow them to gain weight quicker. Asher’s small frame was now becoming more toned and muscular, further evidence that the treatment they were receiving was working. 

After lunch they focused on developing their abilities. Certain members of the safe haven were brought in, normally members of the red band who still had low ranking mutations, but ones that could be obviously borrowed and used. Already Asher had borrowed super speed, zipping around the training ground assault course like a blur and the ability to pass through solid objects like a ghost. 

The second one had been much harder to master, with Asher and the other boys all failing and walking into brick walls on more than one occasion. As the boys ate their lunch, refuelling their bodies after the morning of physical training, they wondered what mutation they would get to try out next. 

“I want to learn to fly,” Adryan spoke between mouthfuls of his luminous green beverage, receiving enthusiastic nods from the other boys. 

Adryan had been the most recent boy to join the group after Asher himself. The other four had already been in the dormitory when he moved in and then Adryan arrived a couple of days later. At first Asher thought he recognised the boy from somewhere but couldn’t manage to place his face. After a while he gave up trying to guess, the newest arrival not seeming to recognise him in return. 

“Or walk on water!” Dylan, one of the twins who Asher shared his bathroom with piped up. 

“Throw fire!”

“Be bulletproof!”

“Ugh no way,” Jonny, the other twin interjected. “If we learn to be bulletproof, doesn’t that mean we’ll have to practise getting shot?”

“Oh yeah,” Sam grinned. “Maybe that isn’t the best idea.”

Accompanying Asher, Adryan and the twins there were two other boys who appeared to have been in the training programme the longest. Sam and Hayden were both slightly older than the rest of them, their Turning Age Ceremonies and the reveal of their Gen 6 mutations having occurred some months back. 

It was obvious they were the oldest simply because of their bigger physiques. Their muscles far bigger than any ten year old would be able to master on their own, even if Hayden was almost eleven. That provided Asher with further evidence that the food and drink they were provided would help them get bigger and stronger and he shovelled food willingly into his mouth whilst the other boys continued to discuss what mutations they would most like to try out. 

“They’re here,” Dylan spoke as he finished off his drink, burping slightly after the last mouthful. 

Asher looked back over his shoulder and saw their training master walking into the room, accompanied by two soldiers from the red band. This had become standard protocol now: one of the soldiers would have the mutation they would try to borrow, while the other would help in their training, perhaps possessing a mutation they could test themselves against. 

“Finish up boys,” the training master called as he walked into the room. “You’ve got a big afternoon ahead of you.”

“Let’s do this,” Asher smiled as he finished the rest of his drink and moved over to stand in front of their trainer. “What’s on today, Gen?”

Their training master was actually the General of the red band, although he was nothing like Asher had expected a General to be like. He was always quite laid back around the boys, eager for them to ask questions and try to challenge themselves in different ways. He also let them all call him Gen, making the situation between them more informal. 

“Wait and see Asher,” the General replied with a twinkle in his eyes. “Let’s get everyone lined up. Come on Sam, Jonny, get in line.”

The two last boys quickly finished their drinks before leaving the pile of mess on the floor where they had eaten and running over to fall into line. Although many parts of the training were informal, the General still ran a tight ship and that was something that Asher respected him for. 

“All right boys,” he started. “Hopefully you’ve all regained your strength after this morning. There’s been some excellent work already today, especially from you Hayden – you’re getting stronger every day.”

Hayden grinned proudly, puffing his chest out slightly. “Thanks Gen.”

“This afternoon though,” the General continued, “things are going to get a little bit harder. Although instead of me boring you with a long explanation, I’m just gunna let these lads show you what you’ll be doing.” He turned to the two red band soldiers standing to one side of him. “Adams, Noble; take it away.”

Asher stepped backwards with the other boys slightly as they always did, giving the soldiers more space to demonstrate their mutations. They were never in any danger, but had learnt it was best to take precautions. He then watched in awe as the first soldier, Adams, stepped forward and magically split his body in half, forming two identical and whole versions of himself. 

“What the...” Sam’s voice came from further down the line as Adams’ real form and his copy – although Asher couldn’t tell which was which – started moving around the room. Asher was amazed how each version of Adams was able to do different things at the same time. It was like there were literally two different people in the room, just looking exactly the same. 

His wonderment grew as the two versions of Adams walked up to one another and then started sparring. They fought with precision and accuracy, blocking punches and provoking jabs in an evenly matched way. They danced around in a circle slowly as they fought and Asher quickly realised that they could anticipate each other’s moves. He didn’t find it too shocking though, as they were quite literally both the same person. 

After a few minutes of the fight one version of Adams got a hit in on the other, causing him to shout out in pain. The first – the hitter – laughed, apologised and stepped forward, letting his body be absorbed by the other. Then Adams was just one soldier again, grinning from ear to ear at the look of the boys’ amazed faces. 

“That was fun,” Adams smiled, slightly out of breath from his fight with himself. “Thank you, sir.”

The General nodded, also smiling at the look on the boys’ faces. “What did you think? Sam?”

“Incredible,” Sam breathed, still stunned by the performance.

“How does it work?” Adryan asked curiously from beside Asher.

Adams looked to the General for a nod and then began to explain. “Effectively I just make a copy of myself, but we think and work like two different people. It’s easy to predict what the other version will do but both my copy and myself have free will, so predictions won’t be fool proof. As you clearly witnessed when I got hit earlier.”

“Does the copy know it’s a copy?”

“What happens if you get hurt?”

“How do you decide to become one person again?”

Questions began to bubble up from the boys, Asher himself curious to know more about whether the copy truly is its own person, or just a shadow of the original. 

“You’ll find out most of those answers today,” Adams spoke over the torrent of further questions. “You’ll all by trying to split yourselves today so why don’t you wait and see.”

“Wicked,” Asher breathed, turning to look at Adryan and grinning at him. He couldn’t wait to try out splitting. 

“That’s not all for today boys!” The General’s loud voice pulled their attention back to him, Asher’s eyes still lingering on Adams for a moment longer. “Today you’re going to be borrowing two mutations.”

“At the same time?” Jonny asked.

“At the same time.” The General confirmed. “Now watch carefully and see what Noble can do.”

Asher looked over at the second member of the red band. They’d never tried to borrow more than one mutation at once so far, so he was excited to find out what else they would be working on that afternoon. Noble looked down at his boots slightly, not quite having the confidence of Adams, but slowly stepped forward. Then a second later his body was engulfed in flames. 

“Wicked,” Asher breathed again, feeling the heat radiating from the soldiers’ body. 

Noble began to describe his mutation as he stood in front of the boys, explaining that he could cover his whole body in flames or just a specific part of it. He demonstrated that as he spoke, focusing his flames to be limited to just his upper half, then his arms and then just his fists. With his fists still burning with fire he stepped towards Adams and raised them, inviting him for a fight. Adams laughed and then split his body into two again, both versions raising their fists and turning to spar with Noble. 

Asher couldn’t believe his eyes. The fight he then began to witness was incredible. Adams had the upper hand at first as he literally had double the amount of hands than Noble had, meaning he could come at him from more angles. Noble however reacted quickly and lit up different parts of his body in flames where Adams’ blows came from, meaning both Adams and his copy recoiled with burnt skin. 

The elegance of their fight was also magical to watch. It was clear to Asher that they were two of the more experienced members of the red band, their moves being graceful yet dangerous. He kept his eyes locked on the fight for the next couple of minutes before the General stepped forward and clapped his hands, bringing the demonstration to an end. Adams and Noble both returned to their normal states, shaking hands and moving to stand beside the General once more. 

“So boys,” his voice was calm yet commanding. “We’re going to split you into two groups so you can all learn each mutation separately before we try and work with them together later on. Hayden, Dylan and Adryan if you three join Adams. Sam, Jonny and Asher, you’ll start off with Noble.”

Asher leapt forward at the instruction, moving with Sam and Jonny towards Noble who Asher realised up close was a lot older than he had originally thought. In greeting Noble lit up his chest into flames, causing the three boys to stop in their tracks and stare at the soldier. 

“Boys,” Noble nodded in greeting as he let the flames on his chest die out. “You can call me Ben. We’ll operate today similar to your other classes. You know the drill, concentrate on what you want to achieve and let it come naturally. Let’s start with just the right hand.”

Asher was glad to get straight into the lesson and watched as the soldier lit up his right hand. He concentrated on the flames as they danced on his skin and started to imagine what it would feel like on his own hand, willing for the flames to appear. 

Sometimes when he borrowed mutations they happened without him even trying, other times he had to focus much harder. Frustratingly Asher realised this was one of those times. His concentration was quickly broken by Sam’s right hand bursting into flames next to him and the boy shouting out in triumph. 

“What’s it like? Jonny questioned quickly. “Does it hurt?”

“Not really,” Sam mused turning his hand over in front of him. “It just kind of tingles. Come on, light yourself up.”

Asher wasn’t surprised that Sam had managed to be the first one to borrow Ben’s mutation. He had been training for longer and often had the best control over his mutation. While Hayden was bigger and stronger and excelled in the morning training, Sam often dominated the afternoon. 

Pulling his focus back in Asher pushed Sam to the back of his mind and stared at his hands, choosing to concentrate on both of them rather than just one. With his eyes moving quickly from one hand to the other he felt a heat start bubbling up inside of him. Mentally he tried to push the warmth down to his hands, refusing to lose concentration when Jonny’s hand burst into flames on the other side of him. 

He was the last one now: he had to do it. The heat continued slowly moving down his arms towards his hands, his left feeling slightly hotter than his right. Channelling this Asher looked fiercely at his left hand, willing it with all his might to burst into flames. Then it happened so suddenly that he made himself jump, before looking proudly up at Ben and the other boys. 

“Nice one Ash,” Sam teased beside him, his right hand still on fire. “But you were supposed to light up your right hand.”

In response Asher felt more heat moving to his right hand as well and grinned at Sam, as he knew what was coming. When his other hand became engulfed in flames as well he let out a proud laugh, holding both of his burning hands stretched out in front of him. 

“Better?”

“Aw cool,” Jonny whined as both of Asher’s hands caught on fire. “I wanna do that.”

“Very good Asher,” Ben congratulated him, his own flame now extinguished. “Come on boys, you two focus on both hands as well. Try and copy what Asher is doing.” 

Asher held both his hands out in front of him watching the flames dance around on his skin as Sam and Jonny tried to light up their left hands as well. He was amazed by how the flames weren’t burning him. He could feel their heat, but it didn’t hurt. In a way it just reminded him that there was a power inside of him and as soon as he recognised it, Asher knew he could control it. 

“Nice one boys,” Ben said a few minutes later and Asher turned to see both Sam and Jonny with two fists ablaze. “Now try and move the flame around your body. Focus on any part of it, doesn’t matter where. Although it’s probably easiest to move the flames up your arms and onto your chest. You’ll find it gets harder the more area you want to cover, so you might need to focus on just your left or right.” 

Asher didn’t need to wait for any further instruction and cast his eyes back down to his flaming hands. Squeezing them together tightly into fists he concentrated again on his left hand, dragging his gaze slowly up his forearm. To his delight as his eyes moved up his left arm the flames followed with it and soon from the elbow down to his fingertips his left arm was spitting fire. Moving his eyes over he did the same with his right, looking up at the others when both his arms were burning from the elbow down. 

Jonny had reached the same stage as him, although only on his right arm, the flame on his left having died out. Sam however was having a great deal of success, his entire chest burning brightly with red-hot flames. Asher looked at his companion, feeling both a mixture of pride and jealousy at how well Sam was doing. 

Then, refusing to be outdone he steadied his mind and carried the flames further up his arms. He felt the lick of heat on his neck as his flames spread over his shoulders and came to a rest. It was extremely hard work but Asher was proud, grinning confidently as both of his arms remained covered in fire. 

“Incredible, well done boys!” 

Looking up Asher saw the General occupying his field of vision, the man proudly admiring the three of them and the flames they carried. Sam’s chest was still glowing; Jonny had managed to light up one full arm similar to Asher’s, while Asher himself placed both his hands on his hips, his flaming arms standing out in bright little triangles. 

“That’s one half of the battle won,” the General continued with a proud smile. “Now put yourselves out and go try splitting.”

Returning the General’s smile Asher looked over to Sam and Jonny. The jealousy he had felt moments ago over Sam’s control had quickly faded and as all three of them let their flames die out they stepped forward and clapped one another on the back, congratulating each other on what they had achieved. Asher was proud to work with the boys. They were like him: they were like his brothers. 

“Come on,” Jonny urged, “let’s go make copies of ourselves.”

Sam whooped and clapped Asher on the back once more, pushing him forward towards where the other soldier, Adams was waiting. Asher realised he hadn’t noticed at all how the other three boys had got on with splitting themselves, his focus entirely on producing flames for himself. He wondered which would be easier and whether he could continue his afternoon of success. 

It didn’t take him long to realise he could as Asher waved at an exact copy of himself, knowing that he was having an incredible day. Splitting himself came remarkably easy to Asher, feeling a funny sensation within himself almost immediately as he came to stand in front of Adams. 

Before the soldier had even finished speaking Asher was confident he was going to split in two, his body feeling as if it was about to burst. Then, almost on the word go Asher felt his energy bubbling over and snapped his eyes shut, opening them to discover his exact copy standing in front of him. 

“Wow,” Asher whispered to himself while Sam and Jonny gathered around, reaching out to touch the copy of Asher. 

“What’s it like?” Sam asked inquisitively while Asher could only stare at himself. 

“It’s weird,” he spoke. “I don’t feel any mental attachment to that body, is that normal?”

“Now, this was a bit I was going to tell you once you’d all split,” Adams replied, “but you seem to be ahead of the game Asher. Your copy will act like you normally would in any situation, but you can move your consciousness from the body to inhabit now over to it at will. Try it out. And you two, come on try splitting!”

Asher furrowed his brow at the soldier’s words. He wasn’t completely sure what he had meant but concentrated on his copy instead, walking over towards it. He picked up his right hand and waved, watching in awe as his copy repeated the motion back to him. It wasn’t an exact mirror of the action though, confirming what Adams had said about the copy having its own consciousness. 

Curious, Asher shrugged off his jacket so that him and his copy no longer looked exactly the same. He was positive that he was the original, but wanted to try something and needed a way to distinguish between the two of him. Then, he stared into the copy’s eyes and imagined moving his mind over to the new body. Suddenly, he was looking at the body he had just inhabited, it’s jacket on the floor by its feet. But Asher still felt like the original, at no point did he feel like a copy of himself. 

“Confused yet?” Adams said with a laugh, walking over to Asher and picking up the jacket from beside his copies' – no, his original’s – feet. Or was it the copy? Adams was right; Asher was definitely confused. 

“Whichever body your mind inhabits,” Adams continued, “that becomes the original. The bodies are identical, so it doesn’t matter which one you choose. It’s your mind that makes you who you are.” 

Considering the soldier’s words Asher thought for a moment, while Adams moved off to share the same wisdom with Sam and Jonny, who had both now managed to split themselves. He stared at the other version of himself, remarking at how much his body had grown since returning to the safe haven. 

He looked strong. He looked confident. Most of all though, Asher noticed he looked happy. He grinned at himself and swapped bodies once again, returning to the version without a jacket. Even if they were identical, he still felt a small attachment to his original. Then with a deep breath he allowed himself to become one again, looking around the room at his friends and marvelling at what they had all achieved. 

“Alright boys.” 

The General’s voice sounded out through the room once again and Asher noticed everyone was taking a break from their mutation training. Jonny and Sam both standing as single people again; Dylan, Adryan and Hayden letting the last of their flames die out over their bodies. 

“You’ve all accomplished a lot today and I’m proud of you.”

Asher felt himself smile at the General’s words, something he realised his friends were also doing too. 

“We’re going to break now for supper and I know normally after supper you get some relaxation time of your own.”

“But we haven’t tried using both the mutations together!”

“You’re right Hayden,” the General nodded to the boy who’s flames had now fully extinguished. “This is why I’m offering you the chance to eat here, rather in your dormitory this evening and continue this training after supper. It’s up to you what you choose. We can continue this lesson tomorrow if you would prefer.”

“I’m staying!” Hayden replied quickly, his confirmation quickly followed by five other voices, including Asher’s. 

“Very well then,” the General smiled. “I’ll see you after supper boys. Make sure you drink plenty to regain your strength.” 

Almost on cue the doors to the training room slid open and a woman entered pushing a tray of brightly coloured drinks and a large pot of stew. Asher ran forward, grabbing himself one of the blue drinks and downing half its contents in one. 

The sooner supper was over the sooner he could get back to training, a sentiment all of the boys shared as they wolfed down their meal in anticipation. The allure of being able to borrow multiple mutations at once dancing seductively in each of their minds. 
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Chapter 15 – Cain 
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Watching Zahyra sleep brought Cain the first bit of peace he’d felt all day. It felt weird lying in bed with her in their hut when all around the rest of the warped settlement their former neighbours lay dead. Their bodies either burnt or slowly starting to rot. Soon enough the warped settlement would become overrun by wild dogs, the scent of death being too strong to keep them away for long. 

Based on this Cain knew they would have to move out in the next couple of days but he had no idea where they should go. Now that they had Zac with them Cain didn’t feel comfortable going back to his small cabin, the one place he had ever truly thought of as home. 

As he lay struggling for sleep he quickly realised that wouldn’t be an option anyway. His cabin was too far away from the safe haven and with everything they had learnt today Cain knew he wouldn’t be able to keep Zahyra from that place for very long. 

The discovery of there possibly being other Gen 6 boys like Asher had been shocking. Even more so when the little girl, Clarke, had stated that her older brother was taken back with the safe haven. Cain had hoped Zac’s tale about the twins he knew in the safe haven would somehow turn out to be false and Asher would simply return to them. But with the safe haven hunting down and taking another boy – another one of their twisted experiments – Cain had no choice but to admit to himself that Zac’s theory was correct. The safe haven was forming an army of Gen 6 mutants like Asher. 

He hated that Zac was right. He hated that Zahyra had ran to speak to him and that she sympathised with him so much. Most of all though he hated the way Zac looked at her. Thankfully, the warped settlement was now so empty Zac hadn’t needed to stay with him and Zahyra that night, but Cain knew he wasn’t far away. 

Vincent had eventually come around to the idea that the attack wasn’t entirely Zac’s fault and although he still acted unpleasantly towards the boy, he had accepted that he wouldn’t run away. And even if he did, Vincent was unwilling to bring any more death into the settlement. Unfortunately for Cain that meant that Zac was sticking around and he was probably going to have to put up with him on the next part of their journey, wherever that may take them. 

Cain had never really felt jealousy before, but then, he had never really had anything he was particularly proud of or cared for. Forcing himself into an isolated life from a young age he had struggled to build any proper relationships, especially after the disastrous day where he killed both of his younger brothers. 

Since then he’d been alone, the basic need for human interaction diminishing in him each day. Until he met Zahyra. Now that he was with her he knew he couldn’t let anything come between them. And yet, Zac was doing exactly that. 

As Zahyra rolled over in her sleep and laid a hand across his chest Cain tried to calm himself down. He knew their next few days would be difficult and he needed to be there for Zahyra as best he could. He also knew that she had already recognised jealousy in him, for she had said so much to him before going to sleep that night. 

“You have nothing to worry about,” she had told him. “I’m yours Cain, I am now and I always will be.”

Her words stuck in Cain’s head like a fly caught in a web. He knew he would never forget them but more than that he would never allow them to not be true. If Zac was simply another obstacle he had to deal with then so be it. The two of them had already been through so much and ultimately their relationship was still only just beginning. 

He marvelled at the fact that more had happened in his life since meeting Zahyra than had happened in the three long years he’d been alone. Thinking about his old life now he knew he could never go back, not if he wanted to be happy.

Sadly however he also knew he could not be happy until Asher was rescued from the safe haven. The other boys too; Jonny, Dylan and Adryan. Now that they had names and Cain knew they were suffering the same fate as Asher he couldn’t leave them inside the facility. What worried him was exactly how many other boys there were as well. 

Both Zahyra and Zac had already considered that the safe haven could be building an army. Zahyra had rightly said there could be hundreds of Gen 6 boys, all being brainwashed into the same way of thinking. If they learnt how to control their mutations properly as well they would be unstoppable. Although Cain was still uncertain on the full extent of the Gen 6 mutation – Asher’s theories being just that: theories. 

Closing his eyes in a firmer attempt to get some sleep Cain couldn’t help but worry about the beautiful girl lying next to him. Her appearance had changed so much since he first met her; her features hardened somewhat by everything they had been through. But still she was beautiful to him and as long as he had breath in his lungs he would protect her, no matter what that meant. 

“Come on sleepy head, wake up.”

A small pillow hit him on the side of the head. Zahyra was stood in front of him, dressed and waiting with her hands on her hips. 

“I’m gunna head out and get some food before we start work,” she spoke lightly, lingering over her words. The work they would have to do would not be the same boring farm work they had become accustomed too, but Cain knew both himself and Zahyra would prefer it to what lay ahead. The clearing of dead bodies was never an easy task. “You coming?”

“You go ahead,” Cain yawned rubbing his eyes. “I’ll catch up.”

“Alright,” Zahyra’s voice seemed to drop slightly. “I guess I’ll go see if Zac’s awake yet.”

That name suddenly brought a spring into Cain’s step. “I’m up, I’m up! Just give me a minute and I’ll come with you.”

Zahyra laughed. “I told you to quit being so jealous around him. I only like him as a friend, nothing else. You’d probably get on with him if you gave him a chance.”

“He likes you though.”

Zahyra blushed slightly. 

“See and now you’re blushing!”

“I am not!” Another pillow caught Cain in the head as he moved around picking up his clothes. “How can I possibly think of anyone else when I’ve got you in my bed every night?”

It was then Cain’s turn to blush as he moved towards Zahyra, wrapping his arms around her and burying her head against his bare chest. As he held her for a moment he felt her relax in his arms like she always did. She was right, he really had nothing to worry about and he needed to prove that to her. 

“Alright,” he spoke releasing her from his hug. “You go get some food, I’ll just grab a quick shower and catch up with you in the main hall in a few minutes.”

“Okay,” Zahyra leaned in and brushed her lips against Cain’s. “Don’t be too long.”

That soft kiss was all it took to get Cain moving at almost lightening speed. He showered and dressed quickly; ready to leave their hut with a smile on his face. The sight outside instantly wiped it away however, the reality of what they would have to do that day truly sinking in. 

There was a great deal of food set out in the main hall when Cain arrived and he wondered why so much had been prepared. Then, remembering the woman who had been in charge of preserving the food had probably been killed the day before he realised most of it was slowly starting to mould and decay. Piling his plate high with whatever remained good he wandered over to sit with Zahyra and the others: the only seven remaining inhabitants of the warped settlement. 

“Morning,” Vincent muttered as Cain sat down, taking the spare seat that was unfortunately next to Zac. 

“Morning,” Cain replied, “uh, how are you?”

“As expected,” the old man replied sombrely. Cain thought he looked to have aged a good ten years since they had first met, and that had only been about a week ago. He nodded in response, analysing that conversation was not going to flow easily that morning. 

As a result the seven of them ate mostly in silence. Clarke, the young girl was fidgety in her seat and eventually the two women escorted her out, neither of them managing to stomach much food. 

“Have you decided what you’re going to do in the long term?” Zahyra asked Vincent, knowing the question of the future needed to be asked. 

“We’re going to stay here.” Vincent replied in a straightforward manner, holding his pincer-hand up to quieten Zahyra as she made to object. “I know what you’re going to say, the dogs will come, the death will bring them in, it always does. But this is our home and it has been for many years, for Clarke all her life. I understand you three will want to move on, but that’s just not an option for us, I’m sorry.”

“I understand,” Zahyra said immediately. “Let us know which area of the settlement you want to live in and we’ll help you organise it before we leave. It’s the least we can do.”

“Thank you,” Vincent replied, “I appreciate that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must go check on Clarke. She didn’t sleep much last night as you can imagine. None of us did.”

Zahyra smiled as Vincent moved away while Cain kept his attention on his plate. He waited until the old man had moved far enough away before he chose to open his mouth. 

“They’ll all surely die if they stay here,” he said seriously. “Even if we clear away the bodies, the smell will still linger. The dogs will tear this place apart when they arrive and they won’t be able to defend themselves.”

“I know,” Zahyra shook her head. “But what choice do we have? This is their home. I say we help them as much as we can and then move on, we have our own people out there who need saving too.”

The rest of the day was excruciating. The number of the bodies that littered the settlement was far greater than Cain had ever imagined. He wondered whether the safe haven had simply come all this way just for Adryan and willingly murdered everyone else. 

He found the thought both comforting and disturbing. Disturbing in the sense that the safe haven would go through so much, kill so many people just for one boy. But then that was also comforting as it clearly meant that Adryan was very important to the safe haven and could possibly suggest that they don’t have as many Gen 6 mutants as Cain and Zahyra had originally wondered. 

His musings of course were nothing but speculation, knowing full well it was impossible to predict what the safe haven was doing and why. Try as he might he still couldn’t find the logic behind the facility and its actions, everything they had done only managing to result in hardship for him and those he loved. 

It was good though, to be able to speculate while he worked. It distracted him from the horror in front of his eyes. All walks of people and mutants had been murdered. Young and old, warped and normal, all of varying generation numbers. There was no logic or reason to the mass killings that had occurred no less than twenty-four hours ago. 

Zahyra called over to him just after lunch as she stood over a body. Reaching it Cain realised she was looking down at Cyrus, the old council member who had ultimately sparked Asher’s decision to leave though teaching him he could hear people’s thoughts. 

“Leave him to me,” Cain spoke softly, turning Zahyra’s body away from the dead man. “You go and help Zac.”

Cain had never thought he would be pushing Zahyra into the arms of Zac, but he knew she wouldn’t be able to deal with Cyrus’ body. His name brought too many terrible memories and imagined horrors to her mind. It was the same for Cain on some level, but naturally Zahyra’s connection with Asher was stronger than any other connection she could have, so he knew he had to do this for her. 

Dragging the man’s limp body over to one of the nearest holes he paused for a moment before pushing him into the mass grave. They had decided to dig several of them on one side of the settlement and planned to set all the bodies ablaze later that evening. Vincent hoped that burning the bodies would diminish the smell somehow, but Cain knew nothing would stop the dogs from coming. 

As Cyrus’ body rolled down into the grave Cain felt nothing for the man. He may have been a passive Gen 4 just like himself, but that didn’t create any connection between the two of them. To Cain, Cyrus was still the man who had been the catalyst for all of this. The irony being that if he hadn’t reached out to Asher he would probably still be alive. At least in some respect, Cain believed he had got what he deserved. 

The remainder of the day passed without another incident. Thankfully Cain and Zahyra had not been in the warped settlement for long enough to form any meaningful relationships with anyone who lived there. He imagined it would be much harder for Vincent and the two remaining women, although one of them was always absent watching over Clarke. 

As night finally drew in it was Cain who accompanied Vincent around the graves while the others gathered in the main hall. He carried a flame with him that grew less and less at each site, throwing the fire onto the bodies of the dead. Vincent said a few words for the members of the settlement within each grave. He thanked them for everything they had done for their home and apologised for not being able to keep them all safe. 

When they reached the grave holding Cyrus, Vincent noticed his old friend and changed his speech slightly, mentioning how Cyrus had been a trustworthy companion and had helped him through many of the hard times the settlement had encountered. Cain kept quiet, as he had done through Vincent’s previous speeches. Although he disagreed with what the man was saying he knew it was wrong to speak ill of the dead and simply carried out his duty burning the bodies. 

Dragging themselves off to bed later that night Cain held Zahyra as she cried softly. Although like him she had not formed any relationships with anyone in the warped settlement, he knew she was still affected by seeing so many dead. 

He knew as well that it was because the safe haven was to blame and while her tears had emerged as a result of the dead they had seen that day, they were really for her brother. Her thoughts were always with him and her mind was frantically struggling to come up with a way to get him back. 

As she finally began to drift to sleep the beginnings of a plan started to form in Cain’s mind. He knew something needed to be done and in their desperate times the path they chose to guide them would have to be equally as desperate. He just hoped it wouldn’t result in more sadness, more danger and more death.
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Chapter 16 – Cain 
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“Are you sure it’s safe?”

“No, Zar, I’m not. But look around you; think about everything we’ve been through. Is there anything that you can be sure is safe right now?”

“No,” a meek voice escaped Zahyra. “I just, I don’t trust them.”

“Neither do I,” Cain’s voice argued right back. “But this is our only option, unless you can think of anything better?”

Zahyra shook her head. 

“Okay. Well I think we should leave today. There’s nothing more we can do here. We need to move on, both from this place and from what has happened.”

Cain had been trying to convince Zahyra of his plan ever since they’d woken up. He had stayed awake half the night considering it and had come to the sad conclusion that it was the best idea they could possibly have, even if it was dangerous. He tried to think of people he could reach out to, any mutant group that would help them in standing up to the safe haven. Each time his mind circled back to one set of mutants: those at the commander’s camp. 

Although the time he had spent with them had been short, he believed he had developed some sort of rapport with the commander. He also knew they had a trade deal with the safe haven and therefore presented their only possible way in. 

Cain knew it wouldn’t be easy to convince the commander to work with him, but he hoped that revealing information about the device the safe haven had developed – the Tocsix – would sway him into choosing a side. Surely once the safe haven had got everything they needed from the commanders camp they would dispose of the mutants within it, just like they had at the warped settlement. 

Cain knew Zac would be a valuable asset to their plan. His knowledge of what the red band was working on within the safe haven was the best they had, even though it wasn’t as extensive as he would have liked. At least Zac knew about the device they were using and could hopefully explain in more detail how it worked. Cain made a mental note to talk to the boy about it before they set off, in order to make sure he didn’t disappoint when they were making a deal with the commander. If they could manage to make one. 

“What about the others?” Zahyra asked after a pause. “Vincent, Clarke and the women?”

“They’ve made it pretty clear they want to stay here, I don’t think there’s much point trying to convince them otherwise.”

“And Zac?”

Cain sighed. “Zac should come with us. His information about the safe haven could be valuable and besides, it sounds like he does genuinely want to try and help the two boys he knew.”

“Jonny and Dylan,” Zahyra whispered their names, then her eyes widened slightly. “What about Clarke’s brother? Adryan? Surely if she knows we’re going to save him she’ll want to come.”

“Probably,” Cain nodded. “But we can’t bring a child along with us Zahyra, you know that. If,” he paused, “when we get them out of the safe haven, we can bring Adryan back here, see if his sister is still around. But you know we can’t guarantee they’ll ever be reunited again.”

Zahyra’s face fell. Naturally Clarke’s brother being taken was an all too similar scenario to her and Asher’s. Cain knew that would be especially hard for her to handle, but the truth was that with the exception of Asher, it was most likely that all the other boys would find themselves alone once they left the safe haven. 

Cain wondered whether there would be anything they could do to help them, but knew that was a problem they would have to deal with further down the line. It would also depend on how many boys had been turned into Gen 6 mutants. If there were hundreds the problem would be catastrophically bigger. 

“So, when do you want to leave?” Zahyra’s question was unenthusiastic. Cain knew she wasn’t happy with how things were going so far, but he was glad she was at least compliant. 

“I need to talk to Zac first,” he replied. “But we should try and get away today, after lunch at the latest ideally.”

“Okay,” Zahyra nodded. “I’m going to have a shower.”

Cain watched his companion leave the room slowly. It was obvious that the next part of their journey was going to be tough. He had no way of telling how life in the commander’s camp had changed since he’d been there. They had lost their man on the inside – Repo – although Cain was certain the commander would have no way of knowing it was him who had killed him. He would have to fabricate some story about how he managed to escape but Repo didn’t, and why he had abandoned his post when he had appeared so keen to join up to the commander’s ranks. 

Sighing Cain dragged himself out of bed and moved to the door Zahyra had just passed through. He had to speak to Zac before all of this; find out if the boy had any additional information they could use. 

“Come in?”

Zac’s voice came from the other side of the door that Cain was knocking on. He pushed it open to reveal the boy in the latter stages of getting dressed, his hair wet from an inevitable shower. Cain was pleased to see Zac was changing into something other than his safe haven uniform, the outfit almost certain to cause distress amongst the commander’s camp. 

“Morning,” Cain spoke as he closed the door behind him. “I need to talk to you about something.”

“Well I figured as much,” Zac nodded slowly. “What’s up?”

“Firstly,” Cain began sitting down in one of the chairs that occupied the room. “I need to know where your head is at. You obviously carry some loyalties to the safe haven, but with the new information you have learned about what they’re doing to the boys – I need to know what you think now.”

Zac swallowed. “You’re right. I can’t deny that I have fond memories of my time within the safe haven. It was the first place I ever felt safe, the first place I could ever relax.”

Cain’s resolve hardened, quickly reconsidering bringing the ex-solider along with him. 

“But, I won’t stand by and let them ruin the lives of innocent boys. I won’t stand by and let them use them like slaves, like puppets that allow them to get what they want. I... I have been used in the past for the mutation I carry. I was kept by a small group of advanced mutants before I escaped and found the safe haven. They treated me like a dog. Using me to hunt down prey with my mutation and then keeping me locked away at night with their own. I won’t let Jonny and Dylan be treated like that. I want them to be free. I want to help you set them free.”

Cain watched Zac speak for a moment, shocked by his revelation from his past. He had not even thought about what the boy’s life had been like before the safe haven, judging him immediately for the uniform that he wore. Cautioning himself he remembered that both himself and Zahyra had worn that uniform in the past. Listening to Zac speak he could see he cared more for the lives of his friends than he did about the safe haven itself. For the first time since he’d met him, Cain slowly started to put some faith in Zac. 

“Good,” he replied simply, unwillingly to let much of his emotion show. “We’ll be happy to have you with us.”

Zac remained unmoved by Cain’s response, sensing that there was more he wanted to say. 

“I’ve come up with a loose plan of sorts,” Cain continued. “In order to get us back into the safe haven we’re going to need to team up with the only group I know that has a way in. If, in fact, they still do. What do you know of any deals the safe haven has with parties of advanced mutants on the outside?”

Zac raised one of his eyebrows at Cain’s question. “There have always been rumours of trade deals. The safe haven using the advanced mutants to gather things they can’t acquire themselves in return for food or fuel. I don’t know what the safe haven gets from them in return though, I’ve never been privy to that information.”

“The mutant camps hunt down Zero’s for the safe haven.” Cain paused for a moment to let his words sink in. “I’m proposing we go and join one of them today.”

“What?” Zac’s disagreement was obvious. “Are you mad? Zahyra’s a Zero! We can’t just go and parade her around a group of advanced mutants like a prize pig!”

Cain couldn’t help but laugh at Zac’s outburst, only enticing the anger in the young boy more. “I’m not for a second suggesting we do that,” Cain began, encouraging the boy to sit back down. 

Slowly, he began to elaborate about his time within the commander’s mutant base and what he learned there. He explained that it could be their only way back into the safe haven and that himself and Zahyra were going to begin their journey there today, with him as well if he wanted to help save the boys. 

“But,” Cain paused for breath towards the end of his explanation. “I need to know what information you have about the device the safe haven has developed that can destroy mutations, the Tocsix? That could be our main bargaining chip with the commander. He’s a proud man, meaning that if he thinks the safe haven are going to try and outwit him at any point, swindle him out of their trade deal for example, he’ll be furious. I’m almost certain he’ll want to hit back at them before it’s possible.”

Zac seemed more relaxed now, understanding Cain’s plan after listening to what he proposed to do. Cain had seen a change in him when it had been assured that Zahyra would be safe, both pleasing him and bringing up that spark of jealously once more. 

“The Tocsix is in mass production now,” Zac explained. “All the senior members of the red band carry one with them when they leave the facility and as far as I know there isn’t any way to reverse its effects. 

“Once you’re hit with its beam your mutation ceases to be active and you become, something else. It doesn’t turn mutants into Zero’s as they still carry mutated genes and they still feel like their mutation is there. They just can’t use it. I suppose in that way I don’t know whether it removes the ability to use a mutation, or just locks it away inside somewhere.”

“So there could possibly be a way to reverse the effects?”

“Everything we’ve been told in the safe haven suggested that no, once you’ve been hit the effects are final. But I guess... if the mutation itself doesn’t leave your body, if it’s just frozen inside then there could be a way to unfreeze it? I don’t really know, like I say was very new to the red band, I wasn’t allowed to know the more sensitive information.”

Cain leaned back in his chair. What Zac was suggesting was very interesting. Being able to regain mutations even after being zapped could be a game changer. 

“Do you know anyone within the safe haven who’s had it used on them? The Tocsix I mean?” Cain asked curiously, another idea slowly beginning to form in his head. 

“No,” Zac thought for a moment. “It’s only ever used on the outside. And even then we’re told to kill the mutants anyway, most are still dangerous even without their mutations.”

“Interesting,” Cain mused, the edges of his mouth creeping up into a small smile. “Thank you Zac, your information has been useful. I assume, as well, that you want to come with us today?”

Zac nodded. 

“I’m not sure when we’ll be going,” Cain continued starting to stand from his chair, “but it’ll be soon. I’ll let you finish getting dressed and I’ll see you in the main hall for something to eat.”

“All right,” Zac spoke after Cain as he left through the door, “thank you.”

Cain grinned as he moved away from where Zac was staying. It was him who should be thanking Zac, not the other way around. He was pleased to say the boy’s information had been more useful than he could have imagined, that is, if his suspicions were correct.

Just over an hour later, the three of them were on their way. Zahyra had tried yet again to convince Vincent and the others to leave the warped settlement, but with them unable to travel to the advanced mutant base there wasn’t much choice for them elsewhere. 

So instead she had hugged each of them in turn, reminding Clarke to stay strong and stay out of harms way. Cain was cautious that Zahyra might mention something about Adryan to his little sister but she kept quiet, knowing that any seed of hope would probably lead to sadness later down the line. 

They had been able to pack with them enough food and water to survive a day in the forest. Zac was confident that his mutation would allow him to sniff out food sources easily, should they find themselves travelling for much longer. Cain had a rough idea of where the commander’s mutant base was but he knew Zac’s sense of smell would be useful for that as well. The odour of a big group of advanced mutants holding a rather overpowering scent. 

Cain continuously ran over the plan with both Zahyra and Zac as they walked, each of them with a rifle slung over their shoulder. He hoped to reach the base either just before nightfall or more realistically as day broke the next morning. He told them both that they would likely receive a less than pleasant welcome from the commander and that they would all need to have matching stories in case they were interrogated separately. 

The thing that Cain worried most about however was how the commander would react to the presence of Zahyra. There were no women who lived within the base; at least not that Cain had come into contact with before. Her low generation ranking was also an issue, as although she could pretend to be a Gen 1 there were mutants within the base who would still happily hunt Gen 1’s for their lowly status. 

Zahyra was confident she would be fine, knowing this was the only way of standing a chance of rescuing Asher, but Cain knew there would be a big decision to be made if at any point her safety became at risk. She would sacrifice herself to save Asher, but Cain was unsure whether he could do the same. 

Their journey through the forest was thankfully uneventful. Cain knew that the biggest threat amongst the trees were the wild dogs and they would already be drawing in on the warped settlement, the allure of food too tempting to stay away. 

Their clear path meant that they made good progress and soon Cain began to recognise the forest around him, just as darkness started to creep in. After another mile Zac confirmed his suspicions, saying that he could smell the mutants not far from where they were. As the light had all but faded by that point, Cain made the decision for them to sleep where they were and continue the rest of the journey at first light. Tired and battered, the three of them quickly gave in to sleep.
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Chapter 17 – Cain 
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Cain tried to remain calm as a familiar black bag was tugged down over his head. He had anticipated this and hoped that Zahyra and Zac were doing the same as him, handing over their weapons and complying to the shouted orders that Cain believed were coming from Mace, the commander’s right hand man with a mutation that allowed him to fly. 

Once his rucksack and rifle had been removed from him Cain was hauled back up to his feet and marched forward. He could only assume was being taken to the commander’s office, as had been the protocol the first time he arrived at the base. Just like the last time he was pushed down into a chair in the building he had entered – almost certainly the office as he’d guessed – and his hands were tied behind his back. He wondered whether anyone had recognised him yet, the look of surprise on the commander’s face when the black bag was removed seconds later answering that question for him. 

“Cain?”

“Commander,” Cain nodded politely at the man, placing the rope on his desk that he had already managed to remove from his wrists. The commander’s mouth broke out into a small smile as he did so but then quickly morphed back to his authoritative stare. 

“You have got some explaining to do.”

“I know,” Cain nodded at the commander again. “But first can I ask about my two companions that I arrived with just now: do you know where they are?”

“I do, are they friends of yours?”

“Yes,” Cain tried to keep the desperation out of his tone. “I just ask that you please keep them safe while I explain things to you. I think you’ll be very interested in what I have to say.”

“I have no doubt about that Cain,” the commander replied slowly. “I have wondered what happened to both you and Repo, I haven’t received contact from the safe haven since I sent you over there to join him.”

“I’ll explain all of it sir,” Cain reasoned with the man. “Just please assure me that my companions will be safe in the meantime?”

“They will be. I have told Mace to watch over them until I am finished with you. Now, please tell me what you have come here to say. I take it, from your appearance and your companions that you have not been within the safe haven for some time?”

“That is correct. And thank you for keeping the others safe for now. What I’m about to tell you may be rather hard to hear.”

Cain launched into his story about the safe haven, formulating lie after lie about his time there, hoping that the commander didn’t have any way to try and corroborate his tale. He told him that a few days after his arrival himself and Repo had figured out what the safe haven was working towards, telling him about the Tocsix that could stop a mutant from being able to use their mutation. The commander was shocked to hear the safe haven had managed to invent such a powerful and dangerous device but remained quiet, letting Cain continue his story. 

He proceeded to explain that Zac had been a member of the red band with him inside the safe haven, although the boy hated the values the facility stood for and had actually been an ally of Repo’s from the very beginning. Moving on to explain Repo’s disappearance Cain fabricated a story that he hoped would add wood to the fire of the commander’s hatred for the safe haven. 

“One day, shortly after the safe haven revealed they had invented this device, they called forward for volunteers. Naturally no one stepped up, death being preferable to being stripped of our mutations. Sadly for Repo, that is how it ended up for him. 

“As no one volunteered they pulled men from the red band instead, members they didn’t trust completely or were displeased with. I think because Repo had been a part of so many trade deals with you – so many of which that had ended badly – they suspected foul play on his behalf. Therefore they called him up to be a test subject, firing at him with their new device. His mutation faded immediately, leaving him disorientated and confused. He killed himself later that same day.”

Cain paused for a moment, assessing the commander’s face and analysing whether his story about Repo was going to be believed. He had tried to tell it so it twisted his feelings towards the safe haven even more, making it look like they had punished Repo because of his link to the commander’s party. Therefore placing a distinct portion of blame for Repo’s death in the commander’s hands. 

As Cain drew out the silence between the two of them he realised that was exactly what the commander was thinking. His face had changed into a mask of sorrow and guilt, and then slowly anger started to break out into his expression. 

“How did you get out?” The commander asked steadily. “You and the other man, how did you get out? And who is the girl you brought here?”

“Myself and Zac fled from the safe haven shortly after Repo’s death. We heard they were going to continue testing the device and didn’t want to succumb to the same fate. Plus, I figured that was the information you were searching for – so with that knowledge I could return here: where I want to be.

“The girl has a fire in her I have never seen before,” Cain continued, carefully choosing what to say about Zahyra. This was the part of his plan he was most worried about as if anyone saw the number on her arm – although they had done their best to disguise it – she would be discovered and most likely killed. 

“She was like me, Repo and Zac. She was working in there trying to figure out a way to take the place down from the inside. But they got to her first. They stripped her mutation from her and left her just like Repo, a shell of who she was before. I couldn’t stand by and let her take her life like he did, so I invited her with us when we escaped. She’s one of us though boss, she wants that place brought down more than anyone I know.”

Cain tried to keep his explanation of Zahyra as vague as possible. To do this they had decided to act as if neither Cain nor Zac knew her very well, or what her full story was. They would focus on her hatred for the safe haven, but keep Asher and her reasons why hidden from everyone else. They had all agreed it was best not to tell the commander everything about Asher and the other boys. If he knew there was a New-Wave of more advanced mutants within the safe haven, that a new generation number had been developed, they couldn’t predict what he would do. 

Neither of the outcomes Cain had envisaged ended well for Asher and the other boys if the commander knew. On one hand Cain thought he might try and take control of them, recruiting them into his own army; on the other he thought the commander might try to kill them, seeing them as a threat to his base. 

It was hard explaining everything about the safe haven without mentioning what they were doing to the boys. That was why Cain had to lie so fiercely, focusing all his attention on this new weapon that had been created and how it had inadvertently led to Repo’s death. He hoped he could convince the commander to wage an attack on the safe haven with the sole intention of destroying this weapon, and leave the rescue of the boys entirely up to himself, Zahyra and Zac. 

Waiting to find out if the commander was buying his story was excruciating. Cain believed he had said everything he could and now just had to hope he had created enough anger within the commander to get him to lash out at the safe haven. 

He reminded him that the safe haven would undoubtedly be moving out soon, using their new device to destroy advanced mutants near to them. The commander agreed that their trades had become less frequent, the safe haven no longer needing as much from them as they had in the past. 

“On our way here,” Cain started talking again, pulling at the last bits of propaganda he had that could turn the commander onto his side. “We passed through a mutant settlement, or at least, what remained of one. There was only one old man that was still there, living amongst the ruins of a settlement that must have once held over a hundred. He said it was the safe haven that had destroyed it. Stripping the more advanced mutants of their mutations and then killing them anyway. He said they took certain mutants back with them, but just killed all the rest.

“I worry, sir, that the same thing could happen here. I want to remain in your base; I want to make this place my home. But I don’t think we can be safe here with the threat of the safe haven hanging over our shoulders. With their new weapon they are too dangerous a foe. We need to stop them somehow, if not only to strip away their advantage but also to avenge the death of Repo. They took everything from him in his final hours. His mutation yes, but most of all his dignity.”

Cain could see the mention of Repo’s name again was what angered the commander most. He hoped he had said enough to convince him, knowing that if he had failed then not only his life, but the lives of Zahyra, Zac, Asher and all the other boys the safe haven had turned into Gen 6’s would be put in even more danger. 

“You’ve given me a great deal to think about Cain,” the commander spoke finally. “As I’m sure you’re expecting I will have to question your companions too, I must ensure that their stories match yours. The girl in particular I am especially interested in – I note you have not said a great deal about her.”

“I do not know her very well sir,” Cain lied. “She was close with Repo however and I know she has a strong hatred for the safe haven. She hasn’t revealed much other information to us, but she helped greatly in our escape from the safe haven and for that reason I think she is a valuable asset to have around. Plus I believe she knows the location of the Tocsix’ within the safe haven; something we will need when we break in to destroy them.”

“Hmm yes, that would be a valuable snippet of knowledge.” The commander ran his fingers through the stubble on his chin, apparently deep in thought for a moment. “I will speak to your companions now Cain. I trust you will be comfortable waiting around the base while I do so?”

“Yes of course,” Cain started to rise from his chair. “It will be nice to see some of the guys again.”

Walking back out into the mutant base Cain was immediately met with too very familiar faces. 

“So it’s true,” Hunter said walking forward and holding out his fist for Cain to bump. “How have you been my boy?”

Cain was surprised by the welcome, not expecting anyone to have remembered him aside from Mace and the commander and certainly not expecting anyone to welcome him back. Atom, Hunter’s son, was more as Cain had predicted. Simply standing slightly behind his father, offering Cain only the smallest of nods as he noticed the younger boy. 

“Not bad,” Cain spoke loudly, accepting Hunter’s fist bump. “I didn’t think I’d get to see either of you again for a while that’s for sure. Life has not been easy since I’ve been away.”

“Come and sit down,” Hunter continued, surprising Cain again with his hospitality. “Let’s get something to eat and you can tell us all about it.”

Cain followed Hunter and Atom over to the fire where, as usual, a pot lay simmering above it. Hunter picked up three bowls from the floor and handed two to Atom, filling up the one he kept in his hand and then offering it to Cain. He accepted graciously and waited for Hunter to fill the other bowls for himself and Atom before they sat down beside him. 

“So tell us about it all,” Hunter said enthusiastically. “Apparently you escaped the safe haven? I don’t know anyone that’s ever done that before, how’d you do it? Or perhaps a better question is why? Why did you need to escape?”

Cain took a few mouthfuls of the broth he had been handed before retelling his story. He stuck to the same lies he had told the commander, knowing Hunter could be called upon later to corroborate his words. He also touched heavily on Repo’s suicide and the device the safe haven had made, hoping that if he could instil fear into the members of the commander’s base that might help convince them to attack. He used his story as a sort of call to arms for the other mutants and by the time he had finished three more members of the base had gathered around to listen. 

A few of them asked questions about Repo at the end, clearly having shared a bond with the fellow mutant. Cain only felt guilty for a second as he lied about the way Repo had died, knowing that his lies were being told for a greater purpose. Repo was dead after all; nothing he said about the man could change that. 

Eventually more mutants came back from a hunting party they had been on that morning and Cain was forced to tell his whole story over again. He spoke to many members of the camp he had never even seen during his first stay there and noticed those he did recognise treating him with more respect. 

By the end of his third re-telling the other mutants were supporting him, agreeing that the safe haven needed to be stopped. They all agreed they should remain as the most powerful force and that this new device was too much of a threat to them. 

Cain smiled as the other mutants agreed with him, pleased they could so easily be convinced to take his side. Of course, for most of them it was not for the same reason or overwhelming goal, but if they helped him achieve his own he didn’t care what they also got out of it. Besides, he also agreed with them on some level – the device the safe haven carried did need to be destroyed. He was glad that while he and Zahyra focused on saving the boys, the commander’s mutants would take care of that other matter. 

Eventually Cain was called back into the commander’s office. He strode in confidently, knowing he had already got a large proportion of the base on his side. Entering the room he saw Zahyra and Zac sitting cautiously on two of the other chairs, Mace was also present and he offered Cain a small nod. Resisting the urge to go straight over to Zahyra Cain returned the nod and took up his same seat directly opposite the commander. 

“I hear you’ve been enjoying catching up with some old friends here,” the commander started, leaning forward in his chair as Cain sat down. 

“I have,” Cain agreed. “It’s been good to see them again, especially Hunter.” 

The commander considered Cain again before speaking, looking over at Mace slightly out of the corner of his eye. Cain couldn’t see Mace from where he was seated, nor could he see Zahyra or Zac, both of them seated off to the side. It was clear Cain was who the commander’s focus was on. 

“So,” he cleared his throat. “I have heard your story three times now,” the commander spoke confidently, “and luckily for you it has been the same all three times. Both of your companions agree with you: the safe haven needs to be taken down. Both have also respectfully offered their sympathies for it already claiming the life of Repo. This dazzling young lady seemed particularly upset by that last point.”

Cain watched as the commander shot Zahyra a charming smile and struggled to suppress a growl from escaping his throat. He knew Zahyra was only playing her part in their story but he couldn’t handle it if the commander starting taking a fancy to her as well, he already had enough with Zac on his plate. 

“My men also seem quite taken with your tale,” the commander continues. “I hear you’ve been telling them about what happened all afternoon.”

“Yes sir,” Cain replied obediently. “They all wanted to hear what happened, especially as Repo was unable to return like myself.”

“He was a great friend. A great warrior.” Mace’s voice came from beside Cain and he spun to look at him, the mutant had obviously been very close to Repo, the loss of his friend hitting him hard. 

“I’m sorry,” Cain said to Mace, pushing as much sincerity into his voice as possible. In truth he had never really known Repo himself and as it had ultimately been him who killed him, he struggled to offer sympathy to those mourning his death. 

“Indeed, losing Repo is a blow to our camp,” the commander drew Cain’s attention back to him. “However, he will not die in vain.”

Cain held his breath, hoping this was the moment they had come here for as the commander continued to speak, increasingly becoming more animated as he went on.

“We will seek revenge on the safe haven for what they have done. We cannot let them parade around with this magical device, trying to reduce us to less than what we are. Less than what we deserve to be. We are the advanced. We are the superiors. Not them. We have earned our place at the top through years of genetic mutations and adaptations. They cannot push us back down to the bottom with one wave of a magical stick.

“No, I will not stand for it. You have passed the information onto my men Cain, now I will drive it home. We will wage a war on the safe haven that they will never forget. We will make them wish they had never tried to climb the ladder, make them wish they had remained as they were. 

“I thank you, Cain, for being the catalyst to our movement. A movement I realise now is long overdue. I would be honoured if you, and your friends fight alongside us. Join us, as we stand up to the safe haven and join us as we bring it tumbling down to the ground.” 
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Chapter 18 – Zahyra 
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Lying on her bed in the commander’s mutant base Zahyra toyed with Asher’s letter. She had not yet opened it, uncertain about what it could possibly say inside. She wondered whether he had known more about the safe haven, or his Gen 6 mutation than he had let on. She wondered whether he had willingly walked back into the safe haven with the intention of staying there and becoming one of them. She wondered whether the letter would be an apology; an admittance that the mutation had already changed Asher too much and she would never be able to see him again. 

Knowing what they were about to, Zahyra knew she had to read it. Cain was outside cooking up the firmer details of their plan to attack the safe haven, his place in the advanced mutant party re-solidified almost instantly. Zahyra didn’t know a great deal about the plan, but she knew they were keeping the commander in the dark about the boys. They had agreed it was best for him not to know about them and see the attack on the safe haven simply as a revenge mission for the men they had lost and a way of eliminating the advantage the safe haven had. 

But whatever Cain and the commander worked out the details of their attack to be, Zahyra knew they were ultimately going back for Asher and she had to prepare herself for how they would find him. The hardest part was that she had no idea what state Asher would be in. That was why she was trying to work up the courage to read his letter, so she could at least ascertain whether Asher was truly committed to her, or to the safe haven. Pinching herself Zahyra folded back the flaps of paper and set her eyes onto her younger brother’s small handwriting. 

I’m sorry Zar... I know you don’t understand why I need to go back there and I know I can’t really explain it either. I just want you to know that if I felt like I had any other choice I would take it. I don’t want to leave you, not after everything you’ve done to be reunited with me but I don’t feel like I have a choice. 

I can feel my body changing and it scares me. I’m scared of what I’ll wake up like tomorrow, whether I’ll look different or act different. But most of all I’m scared of hurting you. I’m the most dangerous person in the world right now and I need to learn how to control myself. I know we can’t predict what the safe haven will do to me but a part of me just knows I’ll be safe this time. With our father gone I feel like they might be on a straighter path, like they might be willing to actually help me and teach me things about myself I didn’t even know were there to learn. 

I don’t know when I’ll see you again, but I know there’ll always be a part of you that’s with me, no matter what happens. I’m sorry it had to come to this but I need you to accept that it’s for the best. Please don’t come looking for me Zahyra. I need to do this on my own. 

Stay safe. All my love, Asher.

Warm tears slowly rolled down Zahyra’s cheeks as she read her little brother’s words. Could she really bring herself to go against his wishes and break him out of the safe haven? What if he was truly happy there? She read over his words again and again, each time the same part jumping out at her. 

Please don’t come looking for me Zahyra. I need to do this on my own. 

But she had no idea what his living environment was like there, she had no idea whether he was being treated well and allowed to learn about his new mutation or whether he was in the same position she had been with her T128 trial. 

There was no way she could contact him and work out whether he was okay; there was no way she could do anything unless she was right there with him. Readjusting the pillow behind her head Zahyra sat up slightly as she thought about everything they knew, everything they were basing their attack on. 

Reason 1: Asher had obviously been forced to reveal the location of the warped settlement, whether through being drugged or through some form of torture. 

Reason 2: There were at least three other innocent boys (and probably more) that the safe haven had turned into Gen 6 mutants, once again stealing them away from their friends and family. 

Reason 3: Hundreds of deaths were on the safe haven’s hands; hundreds of good and innocent people gunned down all in the search for one little boy. 

Reason 4: They had developed a weapon that could effectively wipe out the mutant population, and although Zahyra was a Zero herself she knew not all mutants were bad and it wasn’t fair to strip someone of something that made them who they were. 

Reason 5: The safe haven could be making an army of Gen 6 mutants like Asher and with no other mutants to put up a fight against them they would be unstoppable. 

Reason 6: She missed her little brother. 

Running over her explanations in her head Zahyra tried to mentally reason with herself, deciding whether they had enough evidence to conclude that Asher wasn’t safe in the safe haven. The words he had written tormented her but she couldn’t help but feel that something wasn’t right, that she needed to get him out of there. 

As she calculated the options once more she realised that by coming to the mutant camp they had ultimately already made their decision. Now that the commander knew about the Tocsix weapon the safe haven had developed there was no chance he would halt their attack. 

Like it or not the safe haven was going to be at war very soon, Zahyra just prayed they were making the right decision. She prayed their actions weren’t just going to put her brother in even more danger. 

With her mind on edge Zahyra swung her legs off the bed and stood up. Through being the only woman in the camp she had managed to acquire her own sleeping quarters, but the small shack that a bed had been thrown into didn’t amount to much. It was damp, had an unpleasant lingering odour and worst of all Cain wasn’t there with her. Before she arrived Zahyra was pretty sure it had been used as a storage room. Even if Cain was with her, it was unlikely the two of them could fit side by side. With a sudden desire to see him again Zahyra flung open the door of her shack and strode purposefully into the commander’s mutant base, drawing more than her fair share of looks as she made her way towards the fire burning in the centre. 

A pot of soup of some sort was bubbling above the fire and much like she had seen other mutants do, Zahyra picked up a bowl from the floor beside it and helped herself to some food. Cain was, as she had expected, sitting on one of the logs that surrounded the fire. He appeared to be in deep conversation with two mutants, neither of whom Zahyra recognised and so she sat a little way from them, tucking into her food. 

Between mouthfuls she couldn’t stop her eyes from creeping above the rim of the bowl and looking at Cain. More than once he stole a few glances of his own and they locked eye contact, Zahyra’s heart fluttering which each prolonged stare. She knew he must be working out the finer details of their attack, something she would not be allowed to take part in discussing due to both her status as a woman and as someone without a genetic mutation. 

Instead she cast her gaze around the camp, taking in the other mutants and what they appeared to be doing. Much like when they had arrived the previous morning there were far less mutants scattered around the camp than there had been at night. It was only in the evening when everyone appeared to come together, gathering around the fire like she was now and eating their evening meal. 

Last night the commander had given a speech, declaring the upcoming attack on the safe haven. All of the mutants had cheered, celebrating their chance for revenge against the facility, many of them being close to Repo, someone Cain had killed in their escape. Although of course, they had lied about the circumstances of his death, pinning that on the safe haven in such a way that his companions couldn’t help but want to avenge his memory. Ultimately that had been a big turning point in getting the commander’s base on their side. 

“Hey.”

Zahyra jumped slightly as she felt someone sit down next to her, not expecting any residents of the mutant camp to try and strike up a conversation with her. Turning to her left she relaxed slightly as she saw Zac’s familiar visage, her cheeks growing slightly pink as she realised she had almost forgotten about him.

“Hey,” she smiled at him, “how are you?”

“I’m alright,” Zac shrugged, “just trying to get used to things here. I feel sort of out of my depth.”

Zahyra laughed. “Imagine how I feel, you’re pretty much the first person who’s spoken to me since we arrived.”

“It’s not that different for me,” Zac admitted. “Cain seems to have settled right in, but everyone still sees me as an outsider. It’s to be expected I guess, but I’ll be happy to see the back of this place.”

“Do you know what the plan is? When are we going to get out of here?” Zahyra asked quickly, jumping at the opportunity to learn more about their attack. She hoped it would happen soon, sharing Zac’s feelings of discomfort within the camp. 

“Tomorrow I think,” Zac offered. “I haven’t been involved in any of the planning directly, just asked information about the safe haven’s guard and schedule. I think they want to travel tomorrow night to attack at dawn.”

“Dawn?” Zahyra questioned suspiciously. “Surely that’s when everyone will be getting up? That’ll be the busiest time for the guards.”

“That’s what I told them,” Zac sighed, “but I think they’re scared of attacking at night. I can smell fear on pretty much everyone here, pretty much everyone except you actually Zahyra.”

“I think maybe your mutation’s broken then,” Zahyra cringed slightly. “I’m terrified.”

“I don’t think so,” Zac smiled back. “I think you’re ready for this, I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so brave. After what happened to you in the safe haven, I think it’s amazing you’re willing to go back there so quickly.” 

Zahyra stared at Zac; she didn’t know what to say to him. She felt his hand reach out and come to rest on her knee, his eyes boring into her head though she refused to maintain eye contact with him. Instead her gaze moved slowly across the fire and came to rest on Cain who was staring angrily back at her. Although his look of anger wasn’t reserved for her she was sure of that, instead Cain was looking at Zac and in particular Zac’s hand, which remained firmly on her knee. 

Suddenly feeling flustered Zahyra rose from where she sat, causing Zac’s hand to fall from her leg. The young boy looked up at her with a confused expression on his face but she didn’t stop to reason with him. Across the flames she could see the anger in Cain’s face slowly turning into a look of sadness. She wanted more than anything to run over to him, throw her arms around him and kiss him until a smile reformed on his face but she couldn’t do it. In their present company she had to remain aloof, as if nothing was transpiring between them. 

If she were still thinking up reasons to attack the safe haven she’d just come up with another one. Reason 7: the sooner they were out of the commander’s base the sooner she could be back in Cain’s arms again. 

Crawling onto her bed Zahyra resigned herself to staying in her shack until later that evening. Her brain ticked over everything she knew and even more so over everything she didn’t know. Quite frankly the way Zac had acted towards her was the least of her worries. Maybe Cain had been right and he did like her but while Asher was still in the hands of the safe haven she didn’t have time to think about anything else. 

Zac had at least been useful in telling her more about the commander’s plan of attack. She agreed that it was foolish for them to want to attack at dawn, knowing that the cover of darkness would offer them the best disguise and aid in the element of surprise. 

Despite this she knew Cain would have argued for the same reasons and if he couldn’t convince the commander to attack at night she had little chance of making any difference. At least they were moving soon and she didn’t have to spend too much more time in the commander’s base. 

Reading over Asher’s letter again Zahyra hoped with all her might that they were doing the right thing. She worried what the commander would do when he eventually found out about the Gen 6 boys, something she believed to be an inescapable hurdle in their plan. They could claim innocence to begin with but if the commander decided to try and hurt the boys at all then that would be where their alliance would end. 

She was also torn about the state she wanted to find Asher in. Naturally she wanted him to be okay, but her conscience was battling with whether bringing Asher out of the safe haven was ultimately the right thing to do. If he really wanted to stay there could she live with taking him away from the facility? If he were truly happy there, would she be able to just walk away? 

It was a question Zahyra couldn’t answer and hoped that she wouldn’t have to. As horrible as it made her feel she hoped there was at least something the safe haven was doing wrong so it was justified for her and Cain to break the boys out. Only a small part of her doubted it because of Asher’s letter, although her memories of the facility failed to let her see it in a positive light. 

The constant battle within her subconscious was exhausting. Turning to face the wall against which her small bed was pushed Zahyra hugged her pillow, wishing that it could be Cain instead. She only had one more day to get through before they could begin their journey to the safe haven and then she could see her brother again. 

She wondered how they were going to travel there, not having seen any vehicles surrounding the camp. She also hoped the mutants who lived in the commander’s base wouldn’t die for her fight, she already felt too guilty about every member of the warped settlement that had died at the safe haven’s hands. 

Even the four remaining members, Vincent, Clarke and the two women Zahyra realised were probably dead too by now – the allure of death too strong for the wild dogs living nearby. Tears continued to fall down her cheeks as she realised Clarke’s brother had not only found himself with a new mutation that day but he had also lost his entire family. She refused to let the safe haven tear apart anyone else. Whether it was selfish or not she was getting Asher back. 

That place didn’t know the meaning of good and she wouldn’t let her younger brother grow up to think that same way. He may be dangerous, but so was she and the safe haven had taken away one of her only reason’s for living. And taking away a life always resulted in death. 
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Chapter 19 – Zahyra 
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Zahyra was side lined to observe while the rest of the mutant base busied itself getting ready for the attack, once again sitting in front of the fire while she watched everyone else getting ready. No one really appeared to look prepared or as if they knew what they were getting themselves into. She slowly began to believe Zac that they were all afraid, the way many of the mutants carried themselves indicating this was perhaps the hardest battle they had ever set out for. 

Zahyra wondered how they had all come to live in the base. In total there were between twenty and thirty advanced mutants, all of them either Gen 4 or Gen 5. She hadn’t learnt what any of their mutations were save one, when the mutant who had been in her interrogation meeting flew down from the skies later that same day. Zahyra figured he must be the second in command at the base although she couldn’t recall his name. 

Cain had spent quite a lot of time with the flying mutant she had noticed, as well as two others who he often sat with around the fire. They were a strange pairing Zahyra thought; a quite elderly man with a boy around her own age, perhaps a few years younger. Zahyra figured they must be father and son, having watched the way they interacted with one another. It was both interesting and eye opening to spend time surrounded by so many advanced mutants and to see how Cain acted around them as well. 

For the most part it was unlike what Zahyra had imagined. She had seen gatherings of advanced mutants before and they had always been unorganised, loud and violent with one another. The commander’s base was run on a much stricter schedule, where each resident knew his place and knew what his specific tasks were. That meant there was less time for fights to break out or arguments to ensue, although they still happened at a more frequent rate than they would amongst less developed mutants. It was clear that the commander ran a very controlled operation within his four walls and equally so that every single one of his men respected him to the highest degree, despite his rarely seen presence. 

Now however, he was out amongst the rest of the mutants, shouting orders and directing them on what to bring. Two large SUVs had been driven into the camp earlier that day, removed from a hiding place amongst the trees that Zahyra had failed to notice. 

Unsurprisingly they were being loaded up with weapons, the mutants wanting to bring as many arms with them as possible. Rumours of what the Tocsix could do had floated around the camp and been blown well out of proportion, some saying that it not only took your mutation from you but also killed you instantly. 

Zahyra shook her head at these rumours, marvelling at the stupidity of some of the mutants. Her whole cover story for being in the commander’s base was that she had been stripped of an advanced mutation; therefore being walking evidence that the Tocsix wouldn’t kill instantly. She was glad none of the mutants had asked her about it though, her poorly formed lies about having an advanced mutation being something she preferred not to have to say out loud. 

Shuffling around on the log where she sat she moved her eyes over to the commander’s office and saw Cain closing the door behind him. She couldn’t stop the smile that crept onto her face as she saw him walking purposefully towards her, waving off a question that came from someone he passed. Zahyra suddenly wondered whether it was wise for the two of them to be together in the middle of the base, but she quickly realised a conversation shouldn’t raise any alarms and her smile only grew as Cain sat down beside her. 

“I’ve missed you.”

It took all of Zahyra’s strength not to throw her arms around Cain as the words tumbled from his mouth. She knew that both the commander and the other mutants in the base would be watching her closely, simply because she was unlike any of the other residents. So instead she controlled herself, inhaled slowly and offered Cain her truest smile. 

“Me too,” she spoke quietly. “How is everything going?”

“According to plan,” Cain returned her smile. “We’re going to move out after supper this evening. I’ve managed to convince the commander to head out slightly earlier, so we can hold more of the element of surprise by attacking just before dawn. It took some persuading, but he’s finally admitted the darkness will work to our advantage.” 

“That’s great news,” Zahyra couldn’t hide her approval. “Moving in through darkness will be much easier. Do you know which point we’re going to try and get in through? What’s the plan for when we’re inside? I haven’t been told anything!”

Cain let out a small chuckle and proceeded to tell Zahyra everything he knew, speaking in hushed tones as other mutants walked around the camp. They got a few strange looks from a couple of them but for the most part were thankfully left alone. 

Zahyra listened carefully as Cain explained the plan he had hashed out with the commander and a few other members of the base. It appeared that Zac had actually been heavily involved, offering up several new entrances to the safe haven they were not before aware of. Although they had ultimately decided to attack and enter through the vehicle bay, Zahyra and Cain both agreed that the other entrances would be useful as a means of escape afterwards. 

Zac had also in secret told Cain where he believed the safe haven could be keeping Asher and the other boys and therefore they had informed the commander that the location of the Tocsix’ were on the other side of the facility. Once inside the three of them planned to break away from the group and execute the true purpose of their rescue mission.

Of course, Zahyra was aware that Zac could only be offering his best guess as to the boys’ location. She mused that they would be near the experimentation labs in some regard but she herself had seen so little of the facility during her time there that she struggled to come up with any better suggestions. Finding Asher and the other boys would not be easy she knew that, she just hoped that it would be the only aspect involving her brother that would present a challenge. 

As the day drew on Cain had to leave her side to help organise the rest of the mutants. He warned her to simply stay out of trouble until the time came for them to depart and that he would make sure she travelled to the safe haven in the same vehicle as him. 

His warning, as it turned out was not quite as easy to adhere to as she would have liked, Cain’s seat beside her quickly being filled by a mutant she didn’t recognise. The man’s body towered over Zahyra, forcing her to crane her neck backwards to get a proper view of his face. 

“Um, hi?” She said cautiously, suspicious as to why the mutant had chosen to come and sit beside her. “How are you?”

The mutant didn’t speak for a second, regarding Zahyra’s comparatively small frame in front of him. As the silence span out Zahyra began to feel awkward, uncertain of whether she should speak again in the mutant’s presence. Eventually the silence won out and she shuffled backwards slightly, allowing her to look up at the mutant without hurting her neck so much. 

“Can I help you?” Zahyra asked timidly as she moved, wanting to look around for the reassurance of Cain but unwilling to break eye contact with her new companion, something inside of her telling her not to. 

“Did you know him well?” The voice that escaped the mutant was nothing like what Zahyra had been expecting. He sounded meek and mild, like he himself was scared of what was going to happen. 

“Um I’m sorry,” Zahyra shifted about awkwardly. “Who are you talking about?”

“Repo,” the mutant breathed sadly and Zahyra quickly realised he was a friend of the mutant Cain had killed. A very close friend based on how he was acting and instantly Zahyra felt a pang of guilt in her chest. Part of her alibi for being within the camp was that she had grown close to Repo in the safe haven, his views helping to shape her own. 

The reality was that she had never even met him and apart from the brief description Cain had offered her about him on their walk to the commander’s base she didn’t know anything about him. In the face of his closest friends her façade would surely falter. 

“I did,” Zahyra spoke, choosing her words carefully. “He was a friend of mine in there.”

“And mine out here,” the mutant sniffed, clearly tried to keep a lid on his emotions. “He was my brother.”

Zahyra’s couldn’t stop her eyes from widening as the guilt inside her threatened to overpower her other emotions. “I’m so sorry,” she spoke truthfully, dropping her gaze from the mutant’s since the first time he sat down. 

“Just tell me one thing,” he spoke again after a moment, enticing Zahyra’s eyes back up to his own. “Was he happy there? Before it all happened I mean, was he happy?”

Zahyra paused for a moment. She had no idea what the truthful answer was but she knew what she had to say. “He was,” she tried to speak with as much sincerity in her voice as she could muster. “He was happy. He –”

“I don’t need to know anymore.” The mutant cut her off, shaking his head. “If he was happy then I know they took that away from him, I know I have to avenge him somehow. Thank you, for speaking with me,” the mutant continued as he stood up from the log. “I look forward to fighting alongside you tonight.”

Zahyra felt lost for words as she watched the mutant walk away from her and disappear behind one of the buildings. She hadn’t even learnt his name and yet he was now willing to devoutly be a part of their battle. The guilt inside her twisted her stomach into knots as Zahyra herself stood up and started moving to the small shack where her bed was found. She decided it was best if she kept to herself until they were ready to leave the base that evening, the thought of running into more of Repo’s close friends or family too much for her to handle. 

Thankfully the remainder of her day passed without a hitch and very shortly she was sat around the fire once more for supper, with Cain and Zac seated on either side of her. The whole base had gathered at the same time for their evening meal, the plan being to depart base immediately after. Almost as if on cue the commander rose to his feet leaving his empty bowl on the floor and waited for silence to fall over his men. 

“I know this decision has been fast,” the commander started what would likely be his final speech within his base, “but it is not a decision which has been taken lightly.”

Murmured agreements and head nods made their way around the fire, each mutant having set down any remainder of their meal to give the commander their full attention. 

“For many years we have co-existed with the safe haven. We have provided them with what they need and in return they have given us fuel, ammunition and weapons. But recently, our trade deals have worsened. They no longer seem to rely on us the way they once did, instead choosing to go out and get things for themselves. 

“They need to learn that they are not the alpha. We are the alpha. We are the ones who have been engineered to possess incredible skills and talents. We are the advanced race and now they want to take that away from us, take away our genetic right. 

“Well I will not stand for it and tonight, we are going to take back what is rightfully ours: our position at the top. Tonight we fight for our pride and our position, but we also fight for those we have lost. We fight for Repo; we fight for Sully and Magnus taken before him. We fight so that those who come after us don’t have to, so that those who come after us don’t have to die. So let’s get ready boys, for tonight we show the safe haven just how powerful we are!”

The roar of agreement that came from the mutants shook Zahyra, the base erupting from silence into a frenzy of cheers and shouts. Everyone was on their feet, Cain and Zac included and Zahyra quickly jumped up to join them and avoid attracting any unwanted attention to herself. 

From that moment the base moved quickly: mutants filing out to collect their weapons and heading to their assigned vehicles. Amongst the madness Zahyra felt Cain grab her arm and lead her steadily to a specific vehicle, letting go of her just as they reached it. She was thankful that it was the smaller of the two, meaning she wouldn’t be packed in with as many advanced mutants. It would still be cramped though, the whole base being split between two SUVs and three motorcycles that had also appeared earlier that day. 

The close quarters Zahyra was forced to share with the advanced mutants on their journey to the safe haven did not occupy her thoughts though. Instead she pictured her brother’s face and prayed that she would find him in the same shape. She couldn’t tell how long they had been driving for but she had imagined almost every possible scenario by the time the SUV pulled to a halt. And even then she had no idea what to expect. 

Thankfully the journey had been quiet and therefore left her with her thoughts. Both Cain and Zac had been in the back with her, once again with Zahyra squished in between their bodies. Seven other mutants had also piled into the vehicle: the commander and his second in the front and then five more in the back, seated in two rows of four facing each other. 

Zahyra recognised three of them, Repo’s brother sat on the other side of Zac, thankfully meaning he was out of her immediate eyeshot. The two others Zahyra recognised but couldn’t name, they were the older man and son that she had seen Cain speaking to on more than one occasion, the younger of the two having occasionally caught Zahyra’s eye around camp. 

Now they were all piling out though, stepping one by one into the frosty desert air, the headlights of the vehicles dimmed to draw less attention to themselves. Zahyra figured they had parked some way back from the actual entrance to the safe haven, meaning they would have to continue the rest of the journey on foot. Picking up a rifle and handgun from the back of the SUV Zahyra nodded to Cain and prepared herself for their rescue attempt, Asher’s face still fresh in her mind. 

Minutes later she was stepping forward slowly towards the mountain face, leading the way with Zac by her side. He assured her underneath his breath he knew where the switch was to open the vehicle bay doors and that they would get inside with ease. 

They were so close now; Zahyra couldn’t let anything more get in the way of her seeing her brother. As they reached the final boulder they could hide behind before opening themselves up to the wall of the safe haven, Cain gathered the mutant party in closely to usher his final words of warning. 

“They should only have a couple of guards out at this time,” he whispered towards the mutants, the commander happy for Cain to take the lead. “We need to take them out as quietly as possible and then get inside, from there it’ll be a mission of stealth to destroy the Tocsix’ – although a few fallen safe haven soldiers is never a bad thing.”

A number of the mutants snickered at Cain’s slight joke while Zahyra bounced from one foot to the other, anxious to get everything over with and get inside. A feeling she never thought she would have again for the safe haven. 

“Okay, on my mark,” Cain continued. “One, two, three... Go!”
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Chapter 20 – Zahyra 
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Spinning around the boulder two advanced mutants picked off the safe haven guard with ease. It was almost too easy. Zahyra scanned her gaze around expecting someone else to jump out from behind a rock, or emerge from deeper within the vehicle bay. But no one appeared. 

Upon Cain’s instruction the mutant party pressed closer forward, walking past the two fallen bodies belonging to the red band. Zahyra wondered how many of the red band had died as a result of what she had done. Never technically directly from her hand, but had she never entered the safe haven many more of them would still be alive. 

Pushing onwards they closed the last stretch of desert and pressed up against the mountain face. Many of the advanced mutants looked confused, the safe haven’s disguise as good as anything they had ever seen. Were it not for Zac and his knowledge of where to open the vehicle bay they would have undoubtedly been stuck on the outside of the wall for some time. 

Thankfully though, that was not the case. Zac moved with confidence towards a certain panel of the wall and ran his fingertips along it, as if searching for some secret button. Zahyra watched him closely, noticing he had found a groove within the rock and was tracing his fingers towards the end of it. Then sure enough the groove appeared to widen into a square panel. Zac set his palm flat against the panel and pushed inwards, activating the mechanism for the vehicle bay doors. 

“Get in position!” 

Zac shouted as he stepped away from the panel, moving to shield his body slightly behind a jutting out piece of rock. Zahyra moved with him, unsure of Cain’s whereabouts at that moment. She imagined he was probably nearer the front of the group, where the doors would actually open. She just hoped he wasn’t putting himself in too much danger simply to maintain their story in front of the commander. 

As the whirring sound of the mechanisms began to grow louder Zahyra crouched down so more of her body was hidden. She had no idea what to expect; the two soldiers on guard had been dealt with so easily, so quickly. Surely they would not have had time to raise an alarm. 

Even so Zahyra placed her body between Zac’s and the opening door, grateful that they were closer to the rear of the group. If only Cain were further back as well. The seconds seemed to drag by slowly as a small gap appeared along the bottom of the mountain face. It spanned over a stretch of rock about five or six meters in length – wide enough for two SUVs to pull out at the same time. 

Zahyra craned her neck to try and see through the slight crack but the interior of the vehicle bay was too dark to make anything out. Instead she held her breath as the crack slowly grew, eventually creating a gap wide enough for two advanced mutants to crouch underneath and scout forward into the vehicle bay. 

A silence followed as the two mutants disappeared from sight. Zahyra hadn’t seen who they were but she hoped it wasn’t anyone she had spoken to – although that only saved a very small group of mutants. It hadn’t been Cain though, of that she was at least certain. 

She kept expecting them to return, duck back into sight from the ever-widening gap in the mountain but no one came. Instead the silence continued to expand amongst the commander’s mutant party, reaching its summit when the whirring of the door mechanism finally stopped and the opening to the vehicle bay had widened to its limit. 

Zahyra remained perfectly still. She stared into the darkness that was the vehicle bay, waiting for something to happen, for someone to make themselves known. Instead there was nothing. Eventually, after another minute of silence two more mutants stepped forward, this time armed with flashlights as well as guns. Stepping forward they clicked the lights on and illuminated the interior of the vehicle bay. 

Their lights danced over the bodies of the two mutants who had entered before them, each of their necks snapped and bent out of shape. Zahyra gasped. There had been no sound of a struggle from within, no noise of the two bodies hitting the floor. But then the silence ended. As the two flashlights passed over the mutant bodies the familiar pop of gunfire sounded out from deeper within the vehicle bay and the second two mutants fell to the ground, collapsing on their deceased companions.

“It’s a trap!” A voice shouted from nearer the front of their group while a reluctant Zahyra sheltered more of her body behind the rock. “Light this place up boys!”

At the order a deafening boom sounded within the vehicle bay and Zahyra couldn’t stop herself from looking forward to assess what had happened. There appeared to have been a large explosion, setting several fires around the bay and lighting up the interior. Now in the firelight Zahyra could make out several shapes within the facility, each one armed and ready for battle. As a shiver ran down her spine the advanced mutants she had travelled with all began streaking forward, their weapons raised and their voices crying out for battle. 

“Are you ready?” 

Zac’s voice was right beside her but he still had to shout to make himself heard over the gunshots that were already pinging off every available surface. Thankfully there was a lot of cover outside the vehicle bay offered by the mountain, but Zahyra knew there was equally as much cover inside. This was not going to be a quickly fought battle. 

Gritting her teeth she looked up at Zac. His expression mirrored her own; that this was just an inconvenience they had to get through in order to find and rescue the boys, and it was going to be a long one. Still they were both aware that they had no choice and therefore Zahyra nodded firmly to Zac and set her sights forward to the next piece of available cover. 

“Stay behind me,” Zac directed Zahyra as he locked eyes on an available boulder slightly nearer to the entrance. “Stay low and move quick.”

Zahyra didn’t need any more instruction; as soon as Zac had taken his first step she was right behind him, making a beeline to their next area of cover. Zac fired off a few rounds into the vehicle bay as they ran but Zahyra remained focused on cover, her rifle slamming into her side with every step. 

As she ran she looked around for Cain, hoping to find him hidden somewhere nearby. But in the low light and with everyone crouched or masked by something it was impossible to tell who was who, save for the distinct uniforms that singled out the safe haven’s red band. Zahyra wondered for a second whether herself, Cain and Zac should’ve donned their safe haven outfits but realised quickly that would have just made them a target for the advanced mutants when the throngs of battle reached its height. 

“We need to find a way through and get to the boys!” Zahyra shouted at Zac as he hurtled into cover alongside her, both their bodies temporarily shielded again from the barrage of gunfire tearing through the air. 

“There isn’t a way through!” Zac shouted back matter-of-factly, explaining something Zahyra knew all too well. “The only way in is through the vehicle bay, so we’ve got to get this fight finished first.”

Zahyra said nothing in reply. She knew Zac was right but hated having to admit to any further delays between herself and Asher. Getting into the safe haven was only the first part of their plan. She still had to find Asher, determine whether he was okay, assess the other boys that were with him and then find a way to get them all out of the facility. When she thought about it step by step a part of her began to doubt whether it was even possible. But they were at the safe haven now; the time for hesitancy was long behind them. 

Steeling herself for what she knew had to be done Zahyra offered Zac as confident a nod as she could muster and removed her rifle from the sling over her shoulder. Steadying herself against the side of the rock she saw Zac was doing the same and then, with a deep breath she raised the sights of the rifle to her eye and looked down the scope towards the safe haven’s red band. 

As she breathed steadily everything seemed to move in slow motion. The area in front of her eyes was alive and electric. Gunfire was popping off from all angles and various mutations were being fired into the vehicle bay as well. Prior to their attack the commander had warned his men to use their mutations sparingly, not wanting to give the safe haven any obvious targets to attack with their Tocsix. 

However, for some of the older advanced mutants a warning like that was difficult to stick to, battling with their mutations being an all too natural thing. Thankfully though, as far as Zahyra was aware no one had been hit with the familiar beam of light yet. It appeared the soldiers within the vehicle bay were at a slight disadvantage, their line of sight out to the mutants not as clear as it was the other way around. That meant that while Zahyra could still see the bodies of the first four mutants to enter the vehicle bay, she couldn’t see anymore that had fallen. 

On the other hand the red band appeared to be losing men at a much faster rate, meaning their passage into the safe haven would likely be opening up soon. Knowing she had to play her part Zahyra locked her sights onto one of the safe haven’s men, took a few deep breaths and squeezed the trigger, inhaling sharply as her targets’ body hit the ground. 

Taking a life had never been easy for Zahyra, but even she knew she had come a long way since the first death she had witnessed. Her dreams were often still inflicted by the bodies of the young girls she had awoken to see after the bus crash that started off her entire journey. It was strange to think that was the moment she had set off on her mission to save Asher, one that still hadn’t completely ended but had taken many unexpected turns. 

From that moment onwards she had witnessed death in many ways. Firstly in the mutant Cain had killed in order to save her, when she found herself lost in the desert and trying to fend off his blows. Then there had been the countless more Cain had killed in the city, although that was during one of his breakdowns – the first time Zahyra had witnessed who he truly was. 

Her first kills came after that. After she had finally been reunited with her little brother. Zahyra still remembered that moment clearly, how she was willing to do anything to ensure that Asher was safe: a feeling that from that moment onwards had never gone away. 

Her thoughts were often haunted by the three mutants she had killed in the forest that day, but when the nightmares came she reminded herself that her little brother was safe because of it and that was an acceptable price to pay. Now as she faced up to the safe haven that same thought ran through her head. If she could save Asher – and the other innocent boys taken alongside him – then any death she caused would not be a life lost without purpose. 

With her new resolve Zahyra noticed another spot of cover had freed up ahead of them, bringing them closer to finally getting into the vehicle bay. She tucked back in behind the rock and reached out to tap Zac on the shoulder, drawing his body fully into cover as well. 

“I think we can move forward again,” she called over to him. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah!” Zac shouted back. “Let’s do this, we’ve nearly managed to get through.”

Zahyra signalled to Zac to move on her mark with her hand and waited until there was a small pause in the gunshots around them. Then with one last look over her shoulder at her companion she tore forward into the midst of the battle, keeping low and shouldering her rifle so she could focus instead on reaching the cover as quickly as possible. Crouching underneath the shadow of a new rock she pulled out her pistol and turned back to look at Zac, providing him with covering fire as he sprinted towards her seconds later.

The boy’s run was not as direct as her own had been and Zahyra flinched as more bullets pinged off the rocks around Zac. She fired her gun wildly, although unsure of where Zac’s attacker was hidden. He was just a few meters away from her now; surely he was going to make it. 

Of course, then the inevitable happened. A bullet flew through the air towards Zac; coursing straight through the thin fabric he wore on his chest and completing its journey out through his back. Zac stumbled forward a few more steps, his pace slowed as he lilted to one side. Zahyra cried out for her friend, urging him to at least reach the cover she was still safely hidden beneath. At the sound of his name being called out Zac raised his eyes to Zahyra, fixing his stare upon her own. Then his legs gave out beneath him and he tumbled to the ground, his gun flying free from his shoulder and clattering along the dirty ground towards Zahyra. 

She could do nothing but watch. Zac was still breathing, he was still conscious for the time being but he was too far away from her to reach. Quickly sticking her head out around the side of the rock she was greeted with a fresh barrage of gunfire. Whoever had taken down Zac was clearly waiting for her to run out to him. 

Defeated Zahyra sank back against the rock, her eyes never leaving Zac as his breathing became more ragged and more blood pooled out from the wound in his chest. Even in the dim light she could see her friend was shaking, his teeth chattering together as the life slowly faded from his body. She wouldn’t let him spend his last few minutes alone. She had to get to him somehow. 

Picking up Zac’s rifle from where it had come to rest beside her Zahyra quickly spun out from her cover and fired a full round of bullets in the direction of Zac’s attacker. She didn’t wait to see whether she had hit her mark, instantly then throwing down the gun and moving forward a couple of paces to reach Zac. Shouting at apology at the now pale boy she grabbed his arms and dragged him as quickly as she could back to her cover, gritting her teeth and wincing as he let out an excruciating cry. 

“Zac, hold on!” Zahyra breathed frantically as she pressed her hands over the gaping hole in his chest, the blood still flowing out in a steady stream. A large puddle of it remained where she had just moved him from and Zahyra couldn’t help but worry about how much blood he had already lost. 

“You’re going to be okay Zac,” she repeated to her friend. “Stay with me okay, stay with me?”

Zac’s coughing and spluttering in response only made Zahyra panic more, pressing harder into the hole in his chest. Watching Zac wince under her pressure she apologised to him again, still trying to instil some hope into the dying boy. 

“Zahyra,” Zac’s words came out at little above a whisper, all the colour having drained from his face and his eyes fluttering between open and closed. 

“Zac you’ll be okay, just stay with me. Come on, you have to hold on.”

“Zahyra,” Zac repeated her name even quieter the second time and now instead of arguing Zahyra leaned closer and listened. 

“You need to let me go,” Zac whispered through the pain in his voice. “You need to save the boys. Save Asher. Save Jonny and Dylan. But you need to let me go.”

“Zac, no!” Zahyra fought back against his words, removing one of her hands from his chest and taking a hold of one of Zac’s. “You need to help me save them, you need to stay alive!”

Tears started to form in Zahyra’s eyes as she looked down at her friend. Their relationship had been difficult, but he had been the first person to be there for her at the safe haven and had only returned because of her. She couldn’t let him die; he couldn’t be another face to haunt her nightmares. 

“Save them,” Zac spoke barely above a whisper. “Save the boys Zahyra.”

Zahyra couldn’t stop the tears from falling now as she felt the last shred of life evaporate from Zac’s body. The tiniest amount of grip he had held on her hand dropped off although she refused to move her hand from his own. The flow of blood from his chest had finally stilled, but her other hand remained there too, begging internally for some sign of life to start up again within Zac. 

Slowly leaning forward Zahyra kissed his forehead, only moving her hands to allow his eyes to close. As the sounds of battle still echoed around her Zahyra was overcome by numbness as she stared at Zac’s still form. 

He was another life lost in her quest to stop the safe haven. He was a young boy who should have had so much more ahead of him, so much more life left to live. Remembering Zac’s final words Zahyra knew that was true of the boys as well. They deserved a chance at a real life, not one trapped inside a mountain where their bodies are modified and engineered to meet someone else’s approval. 

Giving one last look towards Zac, now lying so peacefully on the ground before her Zahyra wiped the blood from her hands and the tears from her eyes. She picked up her weapon and slowly calmed her breathing, turning slightly from her cover to assess the vehicle bay before her. So many more bodies now littered the ground, but for once she wasn’t focused on them. She had to reach the boys; she had to save her brother. Then, with fresh bullets in her gun and a battle cry in her lungs she revealed herself from her hiding position and began to charge towards the opening of the safe haven. 
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Chapter 21 – Asher 
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“Where’s Gen?” Asher asked Sam as they finished their breakfast, both ready to start another day of training. The General normally came to collect them early in the morning and Asher had noticed his tardiness that particular morning.

“Unsure,” Sam replied snatching the last bread roll from the centre of the group of boys with a grin. “I think there’s something going on outside though, I heard a lot of noises just before our lights came up this morning.”

“Yeah I think there’s been a breach,” Hayden cut in as he finished his brightly coloured pink beverage. 

“How would you know?”

“Because I’ve been here when we’ve had breaches before,” Hayden sighed, shutting down Dylan’s argument. 

“I hope it is a breach,” Jonny – the other twin – piped up. “Maybe we’ll get to go out.”

“I doubt it,” Hayden laughed. “You’re certainly not ready yet!”

“Am too!” Jonny bit at the bait Hayden was throwing out and leapt forward, engaging the boy in a wrestling match. 

Asher leaned back where he sat on the floor and watched the two of them with a smile on his face. He loved spending time with his brothers, the unique bond he felt for his five companions unlike anything he had experienced before. Sometimes he sensed he had felt something similar, but could never place his finger on it, unsure what kind of feeling could rival how he felt for his brothers. 

While Jonny and Hayden fought with Dylan and Sam egging them on Asher turned slightly and spoke to Adryan. He was his only younger brother in the facility and because of that Asher always felt he had to watch out for him in some way. Adryan didn’t engage as much in the wrestling contests they often had and Asher saw it as his own objective to make sure he joined in eventually. He couldn’t remember how long Adyran had been with them, but he knew it was a shorter length of time. Although, when Asher really thought about it he realised he couldn’t remember how long he had been in the facility either, he just knew it felt right being there with his brothers. 

“You alright?” 

“Yeah,” Adryan smiled. “My bet is on Hayden for this one.”

Asher laughed. “My bet is always on Hayden.”

“Hey!” Jonny cried out at their remarks and Asher laughed again as he saw that was the undoing of Jonny. Hayden sprung into action at his slight lapse in concentration and had the boy pinned down beneath him in under a second. 

“Not fair,” Jonny whined, “they distracted me.”

“And you’d be dead in a real battle,” Hayden smirked, moving off Jonny’s body and helping his brother to his feet. “Better luck next time.”

Jonny glowered at Hayden but accepted his assistance, knowing that Hayden was right. During their time in the facility they had been taught not only how to strengthen and use their Gen 6 mutations properly, but also what tactics to use in battle and how best to overcome difficult situations. 

Asher enjoyed the training, very proud of the progress he had made both in terms of physical strength and his mutation training. He could now easily borrow two mutations at once, providing the pair worked well together and he could maintain it over a substantial period of time. The only one who was better than him with their mutation was Sam, but he had always shone out ahead of the pack. 

Adryan was probably the weakest; another reason why Asher felt compelled to watch out for him. He knew Adryan was strong enough to defend himself but he also knew everyone was stronger in a team and the six of them were the strongest team anyone could ever come across. They were a band of brothers. 

Thinking about his brothers a strange feeling slowly started to wash over Asher. He felt like he was needed somewhere, like there was suddenly a bigger fight he needed to be a part of. Looking towards his brothers he could tell they were experiencing the same feeling too, the playful attitude the six of them had shared just moments ago fading to an air of seriousness. 

Asher let the feeling flood through his body, his mind working frantically to figure out what its purpose was. His fingers itched to curl up into fists and his body slowly started to grow more alert to his surroundings, his hairs standing up on end. Looking once more at his brothers his other thoughts slowly started to fade into darkness at the back of his head. It was time for them to fight. All six of them had the same thought at the exact same time, turning in unison to face the exit of their dormitory. Normally it was always locked and they had to wait to be released but this time they all knew it would be open, their minds joining together like a hive and each sharing the same common goal. 

Dylan was closest to the door when they all reached it, walking side by side in pairs. He reached forward and tugged at the handle in a robotic fashion, none of the boys reacting when the door opened – just as they had expected. Dylan and Jonny then walked through the door together, followed by Sam and Hayden with Asher and Adryan bringing up the rear. Asher didn’t turn to close the door behind him, something told him he would not be returning for a while. 

As they marched down the corridor Asher’s mind remained clear and focused. He was being called upon to fight; it was time for him to serve his duty. They walked silently, navigating the twists and turns of the facility with ease, even though none of them had ever walked their path before. Instead something was guiding them, something was subconsciously telling Asher that he was going the right way and he was about to do what was needed from him. 

As they walked the distant sound of gunfire began to creep down the corridor from ahead of them. None of the boys stopped to listen or ask each other about it, none of them even reacted, simply registering the new sound in their minds and continuing forward. If anything their pace quickened, something telling them that the source of that gunfire was their destination. And then in a perfectly controlled motion they all drew to a halt outside one of the doors to the vehicle bay, the sound of gunfire much louder albeit less frequent than it had been. 

Asher looked to Adryan stood beside him and smiled. He was going into battle with his brother and he couldn’t think of anything he would rather do. Ahead of him in the line the two other pairs of boys did the same, each one looking into the eyes of his companion. A part of Asher knew he was looking at Adryan because it could be the last time he saw him, but a bigger part of him knew that was okay – that they were about to do what they were designed for; what they had been created for. 

A few more minutes passed in silence as the boys waited. Instructions and reminders ran through Asher’s head. He had been taught how to sense what other mutations were nearby so he could choose himself which to borrow. He had even learned how to borrow a mutation that wasn’t currently active, so he could gain the upper hand against any type of advanced mutant. Moreso he could utilise two mutations at once, allowing him to engage in two very different types of battle at the same time. 

As he waited for the instruction to move forward through the door everything he had been taught within the facility was brought to the forefront of his mind. He knew he had been perfectly trained for this moment and he was ready. Directly on cue Dylan reached forward and began to open the vehicle bay door. 

Immediately Dylan and Jonny rushed forward into the room, leaving the other four boys standing by the door. Asher didn’t need to look or ask where they were going; he knew they would be moving to the furthest piece of cover and in thirty seconds Sam and Hayden would move towards the next. Sixty seconds after Dylan and Jonny had entered the room it was Asher’s turn. Accompanied by Adryan they moved with symmetry towards one of the SUVs, pulling open the rear doors when they arrived and positioning themselves behind them on either side. Only then did Asher get a chance to look out into the vehicle bay and assess what he had been sent forward to fight.

The room was mostly filled with bodies in grey uniforms, their red armbands identifying them as the soldiers of the safe haven. Casting his vision further afield Asher saw the attackers who were threatening his home. There were much more of them than there were left of the red band, only four soldiers remained battling to protect the facility. But that didn’t matter: Asher and his brothers had arrived now and the attackers were going to get what was coming to them. 

Asher could already sense the familiar tingle of nearby mutations as he stood and analysed the scene. He looked to the four members of the red band first, using his new skills and training to assess which of them carried a mutation and what in particular it was. Although the attackers certainly carried more advanced mutations Asher could tell they were too far away at that moment for him to borrow their mutations effectively. To begin with he would have to utilise the red band once more. 

Letting the tingle take a natural hold over his body Asher determined that two of the soldiers had mutations he could use. Unfortunately his location in the vehicle bay left him restricted to just one of them and so he concentrated on the soldier, letting his newly developed instincts take over and his eyes drift shut.

When he opened them again Asher could feel the new power radiating inside of him. Steadying his breathing he held out his hands in front of him, waiting for the mutation to reveal itself. When it finally clicked in his mind a slight frown crossed Asher’s face. The mutation was good, but he would have to engage in hand-to-hand combat to use it, something his training had taught him not to do. 

Instead he looked over at his brothers and felt a twinge of jealousy. Adyran, like him was having to borrow the same mutation – now holding the ability to administer a fairly serious electric shock through his fingertips. His other four brothers were near enough to the other red band soldier to borrow from him; each of them having slowed their heart rates down considerably to allow them to move at a much faster speed than humanly possible. Sighing Asher realised that even with them borrowing that better mutation, they were all going to have to move forward to fight – the abilities of the safe haven residents not powerful enough for them to be satisfied by. 

The promise of a real fight – although against the General’s recommendations – did bring excitement to Asher’s eyes. He nodded towards Adryan through the SUV and together they moved forward in silence, the advanced mutant party still unaware of the presence of the six boys. 

Creeping through the vehicle bay in secret Asher and Adyran moved side by side, their movements remained fluid and precise, stepping only where they needed to. In moments they had reached cover closer to the edge of the bay and Asher set his sights on three mutants who were huddled behind a large sheet of rock reloading their weapons. With another nod to Adryan the pair of them had chosen their targets and were tearing out into the open space before them, not a single thought given for the danger they were hurtling into. 

The altercation was over in seconds, Asher and Adryan administering electric shocks to the three puzzled mutants. They were careful not to kill them however and just knock them unconscious, needing them alive to be able to borrow their mutations. 

Flashing each other a grin the two boys stood over the defeated mutants and waited to get a sense of what their mutations were. Unfortunately while their mutations could still be borrowed when unconscious it did take a little longer. 

Asher began feeling the effects first, his feet lifting slightly off the ground as he started to feel weightless. He let the feeling envelope him as he processed it, learning that one of the mutants before him carried the genetic mutation of flight. Adryan demonstrated another in front of him, staring at the rock beside Asher and shooting a beam of light from his eyes. The beam cut into the rock causing Asher to fly slightly out of the way as the once solid structure crumbled and fell. 

Floating back down to the ground beneath the now smaller sheet of rock Asher concentrated on the same mutant as Adryan, wanting to pick up that mutation alongside his ability to fly. After a minute of practise Asher floated a few inches above the ground again and copied Adryan’s movement against the rock, his own beam of light now swiftly cutting a corner from it. With a grin on his face from where he floated Asher pointed to the mutant who could fly and waited for Adyran to borrow the second mutation as well. As he waited Asher looked around the surrounding area, keeping his eyes peeled for their next targets. 

It was something different that caught his eye however. A familiar looking girl was crouched behind a nearby boulder, her body bent over a lifeless figure. Asher analysed the scene as the girl pressed against a wound in what looked like a boy’s chest. Across the distance he could see her lips moving frantically, talking to the boy as his body slowly gave up hope. Frozen Asher watched carefully as the girl leaned forward and kissed the boy on his forehead and then softly closed his eyes for him. 

There was something about the scene that made Asher pay attention. There was something about the girl that was calling out to him, deep in the back of his mind where the darkness was. He floated back down to the ground as he watched her, his mind invested fully in what she did next. He couldn’t take his eyes off her as he felt a different feeling flooding through his body, much like the feeling he had for his brothers. He felt the need to protect her, like there was a connection between the two of them that even him and his brothers couldn’t have. It was only Adryan’s figure floating above him that finally drew Asher’s attention away from the girl, who was now wiping the blood from her hands and the tears from her eyes. 

Asher saw Adryan focus in on the girl like himself, although he could tell his brother had a different feeling within him. Flying upwards to join Adyran in the sky he gave his brother a look that instructed him to stay away from that girl, that they should find a new target. Adryan looked at Asher with a confused expression for a second as the pair of them flew up slightly higher into the sky, avoiding the gunfire that still littered the air below them. 

Staring into Adryan’s eyes once more Asher thought of the girl and he knew he needed to protect her in some way, only when Adryan agreed did the two of them turn their attention back to the battle. 

Flying above the rest of the danger Asher struggled with a new sensation in his head. He knew he had a mission to complete but the girl had distracted him. He couldn’t help but think that he knew her from somewhere and she had a different mission for him to complete as well. 

But with Adryan by his side he couldn’t think on it for long. Instead he kept the girl in the back of his mind and vowed to protect her from his brothers while Adyran found their next targets. 

Attacking from the sky was much easier. Hovering above their targets Asher and Adryan sent their light beams down from their eyes and watched the mutants fall to their knees below them. They had incapacitated another three mutants when something else caught Asher’s eye on the ground below him and he hung in the air for a second. While his brothers were constantly switching mutations Asher and Adryan remained happy with the two they were currently borrowing, but it wasn’t the other mutations that Asher had noticed. 

His eyes were once again drawn back to the girl he had seen earlier, now crouching in the entrance of the vehicle bay. Looking that way Asher realised there was only one member of the red band left, which meant he and his brothers would have to reveal themselves soon. But again, that wasn’t what he was bothered by. 

His eyes remained fixed on the girl as a larger man wrapped his arms around her, holding her as she cried. Tentatively Asher flew in closer, leaving Adryan behind as he continued to battle against the mutants below. As Asher flew nearer – although still remaining out of their sight – the recognition he had felt for the girl earlier came flooding back to him. He looked at the man holding her as well and felt a familiarity there too, although he couldn’t place where from. 

Focusing his vision Asher tried to search the darkness in his mind once more, yearning for some memory of the two of them to reveal itself. He could tell that something was there, that something was hidden under a blanket in the corner of his mind. Concentrating on the pair of faces in front of him he mentally tugged at the edge of the blanket, longing to be able to put the two sides of his puzzle together. His feeling of recognition only grew the longer he watched the couple; the man shielding the girl from any danger and holding her in a protective and loving manner. Something inside Asher told him he had once been held that way and that this couple in front of him had something to do with it. 

Then instead of recognition something else clicked inside of Asher’s mind. The last soldier from the safe haven’s red band fell to his side, a bullet lodged in his head. The other mutants that Asher and his brother’s had knocked unconscious were now starting to come to. An instruction tore through Asher’s mind telling him to return to his brother’s, telling him that his fight was only just beginning. 

As he cast a final look towards the girl down below he saw the man pushing her through a small door in the vehicle bay and out of sight. Flying over to join his brothers Asher somehow found it easier to go into battle again now knowing she was safe. 

As the six of them regrouped he vowed that he would search for her later, but for now his battle wasn’t finished. With a grin to his brothers they appeared in front of the remaining advanced mutants, six pairs of little hands itching to let their newfound powers be truly tested. 
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Chapter 22 – Zahyra 
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“It’ll be okay baby, it’ll be okay.”

Cain’s soothing words did little to stem the flow of tears that were escaping from Zahyra’s eyes again. She had only just managed to straighten herself up after Zac’s death when she had run into the arms of Cain, his loving face causing her to break down into tears once more. 

Now as he held her they had managed to make their way into the vehicle bay, the first part of their battle almost over. Sadly Zahyra knew it was only that: the first part. With Zac’s final words ringing out in her head she was more determined than ever to find Asher and the other boys, however many there may be, and bring them all to freedom. She was at least glad that she hadn’t seen her brother yet, that he hadn’t been turned into a soldier on the safe haven’s front line. 

“You need to get inside and look for them,” Cain continued to speak as he both consoled Zahyra and looked around the vehicle bay. “Get inside now and I’ll meet you in your father’s lab. We can find Asher together from there okay?”

“Why don’t you come with me now?” Zahyra asked desperately, stepping back slightly out of Cain’s arms and straightening herself up somewhat. Cain didn’t reply for a moment, stretching his arms, sighting his gun and shooting down the last remaining safe haven soldier. They had all fallen now; the commander’s mutant party had taken the vehicle bay successfully and with fairly minimal casualties from what Zahyra could see. Apart from Zac, of course. 

“I’ll come with you soon Zar,” Cain spoke quickly, knowing the rest of the advanced mutants would be emerging from their cover and joining them soon. “But you need to get out of here now so you don’t get caught up in the commander’s plan. Please, go find your brother.”

Zahyra looked longingly into Cain’s eyes as he pushed her towards a small door in the vehicle bay. “Okay,” she spoke softly, “don’t be too long.”

With her final words Zahyra was out of sight and making her way down a small corridor that led away from the vehicle bay. She rubbed her eyes as she went, adjusting to the lower level of light in the small corridor and drying the final tears from her eyes at the same time. Her moment of sadness had to be over for now, she couldn’t let Zac die in vain and for that she needed to find her brother. She needed to rescue the boys. 

The corridor she moved down eventually came to a fork. She could keep moving forward, turn to the right or turn to the left. Remembering that she had agreed to meet Cain in what had been her father’s lab Zahyra took the right turning, her small knowledge of the safe haven’s layout telling her that the experimentation labs were in that direction. She wasn’t sure why Cain had asked to meet up with her there, but realised quickly that neither of them knew of many other specific points in the facility and the labs were as good a place as any to start looking for information. She just hoped she had taken the correct turning. Unlike Cain her sense of direction often failed her.

Another three minutes or so of walking and Zahyra reached a door. It was right at the end of the corridor so she didn’t have any other option but to go through it, but she waited cautiously outside anyway, uncertain of what she would find on the other side. Her brother’s face remained at the forefront of her mind as she pushed it open, holding her breath as she tried to prepare herself for whatever was on the other side. 

A disappointed sigh escaped her when she saw what she had been preparing for. She had simply moved into another corridor, although the second was wider and better lit. She noticed as well that there were a number of doors leading off from the corridor she had stepped into, although she couldn’t predict what lay behind any of them as the structures all looked exactly the same, with no windows available for a teasing glance. 

Thinking back to the brief time Zahyra had spent in the safe haven she tried desperately to remember its layout. When she had travelled from the experimentation labs to the vehicle bay it had always been in a fairly straight line. That led her to believe she had simply exited the vehicle bay on the wrong side and needed to curve around to get back to more familiar ground. So slowly and as quietly as she could Zahyra continued to creep down the corridor, pausing slightly at each door and listening for sounds on the other side. 

The first two doors she passed were silent and so Zahyra felt confident no one was on the other side of them. Knowing she had to do everything she could to try and find her brother she took in a deep breath and checked behind both of the doors, thankfully both of them simply revealing empty offices. 

Moving further down the corridor she approached the third door and pressed her ear against it cautiously. Inside she could hear the whirring of machinery but no human voices. She listened a little longer, making doubly sure she wasn’t going to walk in on anyone and then carefully opened the door. Pulling it open just a crack she angled herself to look in again feeling relief wash over her when she found the room empty. 

Looking inside she found it lined with screens, each one running sequences of letters and numbers over and over again. Zahyra watched the screens for a second, reminded of some of the tasks she had been forced to do for her T128 trial and then slowly exited the room. Her feeling of relief when finding the room empty was quickly being pushed aside for one of desperation. Each new door that didn’t reveal her younger brother causing her to slowly lose hope inside. 

She continued to move down the corridor in a similar fashion. Finding another office, two more rooms of screens, what looked like a classroom and a door that opened to yet another corridor. With her optimism running thin Zahyra dropped to her crouch beside one of the latter doors she had access to, praying to find something of more importance behind it. Listening for noise she was again met with nothing, her only silver lining so far being that she hadn’t encountered anyone from within the safe haven. 

Pushing open the door she stepped inside and took a minute to blink in her surroundings. The room she had stepped into was several times bigger than any of the ones before it and had two other rooms leading off from it. The one she had walked directly into appeared to be a dormitory, housing six individual beds. The two additional rooms she found upon further inspection were bathrooms, clearly split between the residents of the dormitory. 

Looking for any indication of who could sleep there Zahyra checked the lockers beside the beds for clothes or personal items. The items she found appeared to be fairly generic and looked to belong to boys in their early teens. She hoped for a moment that the dormitory was where Asher might sleep, but after checking each locker she concluded that the clothes in all of them would be too big for him – his small ten-year-old frame lacking any muscles or definition. 

Moving out of the room feeling slightly deflated Zahyra continued checking the remaining doors. There were four left that she hadn’t yet explored and the first three turned out to be more dormitories, exactly the same set up as the first one she had entered. Finally she moved through the fifth door, finding yet another corridor that she didn’t recognise. Letting out a frustrated sigh Zahyra knew she had no choice but to continue through it, although her hopes of finding anything were fading fast, quickly being replaced with a fear of being lost inside the safe haven forever. Trapped within the mountain. 

Thankfully she noticed the corridor had a slight curve to it and she wondered whether it could finally be leading her to the experimentation labs. She was certainly on the right level of the facility for them and her optimism told her they would turn up eventually. 

Therefore she continued to check doors, although this time having to avoid a couple due to voices being heard on the other side. As she was just about to exit one of them however a sheet of writing caught her eye. Moving over to a binder on the office desk Zahyra bent down to read and her eyes widened. 

There on the page in front of her was her little brother’s name, accompanied by five more. They had to be the other boys the safe haven had turned into Gen 6 mutants. Sure enough Adryan’s name was present, the brother of Clarke from the warped settlement. The twins Zac had spoken of: Jonny and Dylan were written down too and Zahyra swore she would save them, in honour of Zac’s memory. Finally the names Sam and Hayden completed the list. 

Six boys, Zahyra thought to herself. Six boys that she needed to save. With a newfound determination she looked back around the office and began rifling through the other binders, searching for more information about her brother and his five companions. 

As Zahyra worked she worried about Cain and whether he would already be waiting for her in what had been Emerson’s – her father’s – lab. Having them both in separate parts of the facility only put them both at more risk but Zahyra knew she couldn’t pass up the opportunity to find out more about what was happening to Asher and the other boys. As she looked down on their names in front of her she knew she owed it to Zac, to Clarke and to whatever family Sam and Hayden had out in the world. 

So she worked quickly as she tore through the pages, her heart rate steadily rising as she learnt more and more about what was happening to the boys. Unfortunately a great deal of information was missing, most likely stored on the screens Zahyra was all too familiar with. However what she found written on paper was still enough to make her heart flutter. 

There appeared to be a scoring system written down for how well each of the boys performed in a certain task. After remembering what Asher had said about his suspicions about his mutation and checking what had been written down Zahyra’s mouth set into a firm line as she accepted that her younger brother did have the ability to borrow other mutations. The more she read on the more convinced Zahyra became that each of the boys carried the exact same mutation. It gradually became clear to her that all of them were Gen 6 mutants and all of them were being trained to handle their mutation better. 

Pausing for a moment Zahyra considered what she had learned. She remembered Asher’s letter and the words he had written to her. The reality was that up to that point Zahyra had not witnessed anything that made her think her brother was in danger. She had not yet seen them within the facility; they had not been forced to engage in the fight to take control of the vehicle bay. As she gripped the papers in her hand Zahyra suddenly began to wonder whether they had made a mistake by coming to the safe haven.

It was after all, what Asher had wanted. He had left the warped settlement with the intention of wanting to learn more about himself and more about his Gen 6 mutation. He had distinctly told Zahyra not to go after him and yet that was exactly what she had done. Had she made a grave mistake? More than ever in that moment she longed to see Asher. Just one glance at him would let her know whether he was okay or not, whether being in the safe haven was actually what he wanted. 

Doubt began to snake its way around Zahyra’s mind as she realised what a huge step it had been for them to bring the commander’s mutant party to the safe haven. Even if she and Cain wanted to leave the damage was now already done. 

With a shake of her head Zahyra continued to question the past. She wondered whether the safe haven’s attack on the warped settlement had simply been a coincidence, whether they had known Adryan was there already and therefore raided the settlement just for him. 

But still, thoughts continued to fire through Zahyra’s mind like the bullets that had so recently whizzed through the air around her. Even if Asher hadn’t been forced to reveal the location of the warped settlement and even if the safe haven had raided it on their own accord; they had still killed hundreds of innocent people and that was the one thing Zahyra refused to let herself forget. 

The people who ran the facility were murderers. They had killed children, elderly people with no way of defending themselves and warped mutants who had never caused any trouble for anyone. They had also nearly killed her during her time in the safe haven, the T128 trail pushing Zahyra to the edge of her limits. They had separated her from Cain and from Asher and worst of all they had genetically altered who her younger brother was. Who he was, and who the five other boys going through it with him were as well. 

Finally coming to a decision Zahyra decided that the safe haven needed to be stopped. Too much wrong had been done by their hand to just be forgotten. Even if they were helping Asher learn more about himself, that didn’t make up for the old life they had taken away from him. Hopefully at least he would now know enough about his Gen 6 mutation to be able to survive with it in the outside world. That was the only slight worry Zahyra had in her plan. 

Although, she had to admit to herself, it wasn’t much of a plan. While sitting in the small room of documents she may have made many decisions about how she saw the safe haven, but she hadn’t managed to come up with any ideas for how to act on her new feelings. 

She wanted to do something to stop the safe haven, to damage it and set it back in its goals but the specifics of that were something she was struggling to work out. A part of her hoped that the advanced mutant attack and destruction of the Tocsix would be enough, but another part of her knew it wouldn’t be. She wanted to truly make them suffer, to make them feel the pain that she herself had felt all too often because of them. 

It was a new feeling that then began to overwhelm Zahyra. Not one of fear or worry for her younger brother. She wasn’t frightened or nervous about what was about to happen. Instead she was determined. She was angry. And most of all she wanted revenge. 

Grabbing as many of the papers from the room that she found useful she shoved them into the pockets of her dark cargo pants. They would act as evidence if she needed to convince Cain, she knew that, but she also knew that even if he disagreed with her it would take a revelation to change her mind. The safe haven needed to pay, of that Zahyra was certain. 

Picking up her rifle from beside the door where she had left it she edged out of the room and checked the corridor. She had no idea how long she had been in the room for, but the corridor remained as eerily quiet as it had been before. Continuing in the same direction Zahyra paused at the doors and searched for one that would lead to the experimentation labs where Cain would be waiting for her. She knew most of the safe haven would be waking up soon to begin their day and that meant they would swiftly run out of both time and the element of surprise. Although Zahyra quickly realised their drawn-out battle for the vehicle bay would have alerted the majority of the facility to the breach and more and more of the red band was probably flooding the area as she spoke, keen to wipe out the threat the advanced mutant party carried with it. 

That thought only made her footsteps quicker, anxious to reach Cain before it was all too late. With another right turn Zahyra gripped her rifle tighter, ready to pull the trigger depending on what she found around the corner. Much to her surprise however a smile crept over her face as she turned, the corner revealing a welcome and familiar sight. She was finally just beyond the experimentation labs. 

Biting her lip Zahyra edged forward towards the door that she knew would lead into the first laboratory. Beyond that lay Professor Welbeck’s lab and beyond that there was the one that had belonged to her father. As Zahyra’s hand hovered over the door handle she remembered how Asher had shot down their father not far at all from where she was currently standing. If ever she had wanted proof that her father had done a terrible thing his own son killing him was exactly that. Remembering that day gave Zahyra another boost of confidence and she stepped softly into the first lab. 

Finding it empty as she had expected Zahyra hurried forward, pausing at the door between the first lab and the one belonging to Professor Welbeck. She just had to cross through that room to get to Cain. Through the room where she had almost died, where she had been tortured, tested and tormented, all to further the safe haven’s ambitions. Well now she was going to put a stop to them. 

Reaching out for the panel on the wall that would open the door Zahyra pressed it down with two of her fingers and waited for the metal structure to give way, granting her access into a room that had all too frequently haunted her dreams. 

“Zahyra.” 

A voice came from within as the door began to creep open. Zahyra held her breath, she recognised the voice but it wasn’t one she had hoped to hear again any time soon. Sure enough as she remained firmly planted in the place the door opened fully to reveal two female figures standing in front of her. 

“How nice of you to pay us a visit again.” Professor Welbeck snarled through her thin, pale lips. 

“We were so hoping you’d drop by,” Heather added with a smirk. “Why don’t you take a seat? We’ve got a lot to talk about.”
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Chapter 23 – Cain 
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“It’ll be okay baby, it’ll be okay.”

Holding Zahyra in his arms Cain desperately tried to stop the tears falling from her eyes. The battle for the vehicle bay was almost over, just one remaining safe haven soldier was left hiding towards the back of the room. But for now, Zahyra’s upset was much more important to Cain. 

He had never been particularly fond of Zac, but was aware Zahyra had regarded him as a friend. He also knew how hard it was to watch someone die in front of you, whether that person was friend or foe. With the added pressure of Zac’s final words to Zahyra about saving the boys he wasn’t surprised she was breaking down in front of him, but he knew he had to remain strong. They had a mission to carry out and a responsibility to rescue Asher and however many other boys were with him. There was no turning back now, Cain had to make sure Zahyra could see their rescue mission through. 

“You need to get inside and look for them,” Cain whispered into Zahyra’s ear as he looked around the vehicle bay. That one safe haven soldier had to make a move soon and when he did Cain would be waiting, although getting Zahyra to safety was his first port of call. 

“Get inside now and I’ll meet you in your father’s lab,” Cain continued. “We can find Asher together from there okay?”

“Why don’t you come with me now?” The desperation in Zahyra’s voice was heart-wrenching as she stepped back out of Cain’s arms and looked upon him with her deep, pleading eyes. 

Cain looked away from her for a moment, knowing that if he stared into her eyes for long enough she would convince him to go with her. Then, in his peripheral vision he saw the final member of the red band about to make a move, heading for a door towards the back of the vehicle bay. Straightening himself up and stretching his arms Cain sighted his gun, his aim firmly set on the soldier. Then with a slow exhale of breath he squeezed the trigger and watched the man fall to the ground. 

“I’ll come with you soon Zar,” he spoke quickly turning away from the man he had just shot. Cain knew the commander’s men would be emerging from their cover now, joining the pair of them in the vehicle bay quickly, that wasn’t something he wanted Zahyra to get trapped in. 

“You need to get out of here now so you don’t get caught up in the commander’s plan. Please, go find your brother.”

“Okay,” Zahyra’s soft reply came after a moment. “Don’t be too long.”

Cain returned her look of longing as he pushed her towards a small door in the vehicle bay and out of sight. He hated to be apart from her but knew it was the only way to make sure at least one of them got to Asher and the other boys safely. 

With the red band now all fallen they needed to move quickly; Cain knew it wouldn’t be long before the second wave of soldiers were sent in to fight them. He had to shake the commander’s men off quickly as well, allowing him to escape and join Zahyra. 

Her father’s lab wasn’t far from the vehicle bay, the access door being just on the other side of the room. Providing his plan continued to work with the commander, Cain knew he could be back by her side in under an hour. As his fellow advanced mutants began to step forward he just prayed it would work. 

“Well done men!” The commander’s voice echoed through the vehicle bay as he stepped into the light. Dawn was now breaking outside but the interior of the vehicle bay was better lit through the small fires scattered around the place. 

“The next stage of our plan can now commence. We fought hard and brave just now and have reigned triumphant with minimal casualties. Cain?” The commander twirled around on his heel to lock eyes on Cain. “Can you take us through the next stage? Where are your companions?”

Cain thought quickly on his feet, knowing the commander and the advanced mutant party had been relying on the information fed from himself, Zahyra and Zac to get them safely around the facility. The rest of the mutants were now joining them in the vehicle bay, a few rubbing their heads and tending to other injuries but for the most part the commander’s party remained intact. 

“Dead,” Cain spoke softly, hoping to put the commander off Zahyra’s trail. “They’re both dead. But I know my way around this place, I can take us to the Tocsix’.”

“Ah, I’m sorry,” the commander bowed his head slightly. “But still like you say we have a job to complete. Now that we’re all here we ought to get moving.”

Cain nodded and was just about to open his mouth to relay instructions to the commander and his men when something happened that knocked all of his breath clean out of him. Stepping into the centre of the vehicle bay walked Asher, accompanied by five other boys of similar age. 

Cain gaped at the young boys in front of him, marvelling in particular at how much Asher appeared to have grown in the short time they had been apart. His frame was wider and covered in more muscle than he had carried before; if Cain wasn’t mistaken it also looked like Asher had grown a couple of inches as well. For if he didn’t know the boy was only ten he would probably assume they were all in their early teenage years. 

With his mouth still hanging open slightly from the words he had been about to say Cain also regarded Asher’s facial expression. The boy was looking at him carefully but with a piercing and vacant glare. It almost looked to Cain as if Asher didn’t remember who he was, as if the boy didn’t recognise him at all. 

Analysing the five other boys Cain saw matching vacant expressions upon each of their faces. Their hands were balled into fists and their stances suggested they were ready for a fight. Had they been a part of the battle already? Cain couldn’t remember seeing any of them and shook his head slightly at the thought of fighting with children. He slowly moved his head to look at the commander and the other mutants, anxious to discover what they were thinking. 

All of them remained silent, their eyes never leaving the area Asher and the other boys occupied. Cain watched their faces: the commander looked slightly amused, like he was uncertain why a group of boys had been sent out to fight. Mace and a few of the other advanced mutants looked scared, like perhaps they had encountered the boys in the fight before. Across all of their faces though was a mask of confusion, with no one really knowing what to do or who should make the first move. Turning his head back towards Asher again, Cain knew it would have to be him. 

“Asher?” He spoke delicately and remained where he was, allowing Asher the space before him. The simple fact that he had not ran towards Cain as soon as they’d seen one another told Cain something was wrong. In that moment he desperately wished he had not sent Zahyra off towards her father’s old lab. “Asher, it’s Cain,” he continued. “Are you alright?”

The young boy cocked his head to one side with a look of confusion etched across his face. Cain saw some of the other boys looking towards Asher with the same confused expression, each of them waiting to see how he would react. He repeated Asher’s name again, watching the boy closely for any kind of reaction. It was clear Asher still recognised his name but it appeared to Cain that he was more uncertain about who was saying it. For some reason Asher looked to have completely forgotten who Cain was. Suddenly Cain realised that was only half of the problem and he needed to quickly make it clear to Asher that he wasn’t a threat. That he was here to save him and the other boys. 

“Asher,” Cain held out his hands in front of him. “I’m here with your sister Zahyra, you remember her? We’re here to help you Asher, we’re here to take you home.”

Asher remained still in front of Cain’s eyes although some movement caught his attention off to the left. The advanced mutants were growing restless with the exchange, many of them now turning their attention to a way out of the vehicle bay. Asher noticed the altercation between the advanced mutants too and both his and the five pairs of eyes belonging to the other boys swung over in their direction. All six of them still remaining silent. 

“Cain what is going on?” The commander’s voice carried through the vehicle bay again. There was a touch of irritation in his voice that made Cain feel uneasy, the state of Asher and the boys putting him on edge. 

“I know this boy,” Cain’s own voice remained level as he continued to look at Asher, a friendly smile forcing its way onto his lips.

“Well tell him to move aside so we can get on with our task,” the commander ordered even more irritably. “Stupid kids standing around and getting in the way.”

Each of the boys snapped their heads over in the commander’s direction at his words, ensuring Cain that they could in fact understand what people were saying. 

“Come on Cain, call them off,” the commander’s voice came again. “We’ve got work to be done.”

Cain shot an angry glare over towards the commander before quickly looking back at Asher. He took a small step forward and was just about to open his mouth to speak again when all the six boys looked at him and stepped backwards in unison. 

“Asher, it’s okay.”

Cain kept his hands out in front of him as he took another step forward, slowly edging closer towards the young boys. After a few more steps he was almost within reaching distance when the boys looked at one another again and then with immeasurable speed each ran away in pairs, hiding behind various bits of cover. 

“What’s going on?” The commander yelled over at Cain, clearly confused by the boys fleeing into cover. 

“Let’s just get out of here,” another mutant called. 

“The door’s over here lads!” Shouted a third.

Cain was frozen to the spot. There was something very strange going on with Asher and the other boys and he didn’t trust it for a second. He tried to argue with the advanced mutants as they all started rushing towards a door, thankfully a different one to where he had sent Zahyra earlier. 

When the first mutant reached it there was a high-pitched scream that came from one of the young boys and a strong beam of light shot from his eyes, tearing into the chest of the mutant who was stood beside the door. Silence followed the sudden attack, everyone watching on in horror as the mutant clutched his chest before falling to the ground, the life quickly leaving his eyes. In an instant everything broke down into madness. 

The advanced mutants dove into cover, each of them shouting out about the young boys, shocked by the fact they carried mutations. Cain ducked behind the open door of an SUV and tried to remember what he knew about Asher’s mutation – his Gen 6 ranking making him the most powerful mutant in the room. Although with a shudder Cain realised that the five other boys almost certainly carried the Gen 6 ranking as well. 

As far as Asher had guessed when Cain had last seen him, he believed his Gen 6 mutation meant he was able to borrow other mutations. There had been evidence enough for this with Asher borrowing Cyrus’ telepathic ability, the old woman’s power of freezing things and Cain’s own MATH mutation. 

Now as he looked around the room Cain figured that each of the boys must have the same mutation, many of the mutations he saw seeing fired around the room similar to those possessed by members of the commander’s party. 

Racking his brain Cain tried to figure out what to do. From his position he was fairly well covered, with none of the boys having noticed him yet. Revelling in his moment of safety Cain scanned his eyes around the vehicle bay, searching out Asher and watching what the young boy could now do. He saw him flying around, clearly borrowing Mace’s mutation and shooting out beams of light from his eyes like the other boy had done just a minute or two earlier. 

The other four boys were all borrowing equally as dangerous mutations and each of the mutants from the commander’s party were all fighting back. The vehicle bay was alive with balls of fire, twisted rays of light and powerful bodies slamming into the walls, each other and the many SUVs filling the room. Cain was so busy watching that he didn’t realise the door of the SUV he was crouching behind be pushed closed and noticed all too late a young boy standing in front of him. 

Cain instantly held his hands up in front of him, trying to show the boy that he didn’t mean him any harm, but there was a fire blazing in the boy’s eyes and in an instant that fire started to blaze in the palm of his right hand too. Cain recognised the mutation from a mutant within the camp and slowly started backing away from the boy, unwilling to reach for his weapon still hanging from his shoulder. 

The boy however showed no such caution and flung a fireball directly at Cain’s head as he backed away. Reacting in the last available second Cain managed to roll out of the way, the fireball smashing into the wall behind him and scorching the white paint. Cain felt the heat of it as it zoomed past him and quickly his mind went into overdrive, trying to figure out a way to stop the boys without harming them. 

As another fireball started to grow in the boys’ hand Cain waited until the last second again, leaping forward onto the boy as he threw the fireball. The searing heat of the flame licked at Cain’s clothing as it passed him but thankfully Cain managed to avoid a direct hit once again. 

He was then on top of the boy, pinning his arms behind his back with his knees and putting all his weight down on his back. Still the boy struggled beneath him, having much more strength than anyone of his age should do. Cain looked around the vehicle bay once more in desperation, seeing many of the advanced mutants falling at the hands of the young boys. He was going to have to knock the kid out; he didn’t see any other option. 

Reaching around for his rifle Cain held it backwards, planning to bring the butt of the gun down on the boy’s head. Just as he was about to make the move Asher appeared in front of his eyes again and he stopped, locking eyes with Zahyra’s younger brother. 

“Asher,” Cain breathed and lost control of the boy underneath him momentarily, allowing him to break free. 

Being pushed back up to his feet by the boy standing up from beneath him Cain kept a firm grip on the rifle in his hand as he stared at Asher, now standing side by side with the boy Cain had just been grappling with. The second boy was slightly larger than Asher and looked to have more anger inside him, but with a shake of Asher’s head he was restrained from jumping back on top of Cain, although his hand itched to come alive again with fire. 

“Asher, I am your friend,” Cain spoke with desperation in his voice. He no longer doubted that Asher had somehow been made to forget who he was, but there had to be some shred of recognition within him or Asher himself would have finished Cain off by now. “I’m here with Zahyra,” he continued. “You remember her don’t you? Your sister. Zahyra.”

He repeated Zahyra’s name a few more times, hoping for the word to sink into Asher’s mind. The vacant stare on his young face remained in place, although Cain could see Asher was thinking about something, something he had said was slowly starting to get through to the boy. 

The other boy next to him remained confused and after a moment took a step towards Cain; still angry for the way he had been pinned down. Cain’s grip held firm on his rifle, willing to knock the boy out if that was what it came to. He was just about to as well when a firm voice came from Asher, staring directly ahead at Cain. 

“No.” 

Instantly the other boy stopped, turning back to look at Asher. Cain did the same, opening his mouth to speak when Asher repeated the word again, shaking his head along with it this time. With a slight nod of his head the other boy stepped away, running back into the scene in the middle of the vehicle bay, where the battle between the young boys and the advanced mutants was still raging on. 

“Asher?” Cain questioned as he stared at Zahyra’s brother, the young boy unmoving like his companion had done before him. 

There was a silence that stretched out between them before Asher’s small voice was heard again. “No..” Asher repeated for a third time and then spun on his heel, running away from Cain and joining the boy before him in the rest of the fight. 

Cain watched him go, a confused expression planted firmly on his face. It was clear that Asher recognised him in some way but he couldn’t remember everything they had been through together. 

Looking out into the vehicle bay Cain realised quickly he was going to have to find a way to get everyone to stop fighting or most of the mutants and the boys would inevitably lose their lives in the battle. Asher was clearly the way to stop the boys from attacking; he just had to figure out a way to get through to him. He had to somehow make him remember what they were fighting for and who the real enemy was. 
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Chapter 24 – Zahyra 
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Zahyra edged slowly forward to the chair the two women were indicating to. She couldn’t be sure whether Cain had made it to her father’s lab before they had moved in to corner her, but a dreadful thought flashed through her mind that he had and they had intercepted him. With the threat of the safe haven now holding both Asher and Cain from her Zahyra begrudgingly obliged, sitting down in front of her two former adversaries.

She looked at them both nervously, unsure what was going to happen or what information they knew. Neither of them looked willing to start a conversation and so Zahyra swallowed, unable to keep the question from her lips any longer. 

“Where is my brother?”

The two women looked at one another, a small smile tugging at the corners of Professor Welbeck’s mouth. 

“I’ll let you handle this one,” the professor smirked. “I need to go and get my tests ready.”

Zahyra watched as Professor Welbeck walked away from where she sat, meandering over to a dark screen on the other side of her lab. She wondered what tests the professor had been referring to and it didn’t take her long to deduce that the tests would be for her. 

Zahyra stared at Heather questioningly. They hadn’t made any attempts to restrain her since she had walked into the experimentation lab. Nor could she see any weapons that either of the two women carried, while she herself still had a rifle now nestled between her legs and a pistol in the back of her waistband. 

Surely neither of the two women would be foolish enough to try something when Zahyra quite clearly had the upper hand. The only reason she was even there was to find her brother and so she repeated the question again to Heather, now toying with the rifle she held to draw Heather’s attention to it. 

“Your brother has been enjoying his time here,” Heather spoke in her typical monotone voice, something Zahyra had not missed hearing one bit. “It’s a shame really, that you thought you could just burst in here and disrupt the routine he’s been in, disrupt the progress he’s been making with his training. Both Professor Welbeck and I can agree that he’s a far more enthusiastic participant than you ever were.”

Zahyra’s eyes narrowed, Heather’s answer deliberately avoiding the specifics of her question. That only made Zahyra more suspicious of what was going on and her fingers itched to take a firmer grip of her rifle. 

“I’m surprised you didn’t see him actually,” Heather continued, making Zahyra’s eyes pick up from her rifle again. “I suppose you might have made it inside before they revealed themselves. They are quite the stealthy taskforce you know.”

Zahyra grew confused. If Heather was still talking about Asher then she was correct, Zahyra hadn’t seen him. Despite her uncertainty about what the woman was speaking about Zahyra was cautious not to ask too many questions, unwilling to give anything away to Heather. She had learnt how dangerous that could be in the past. Heather appeared to pick up on Zahyra’s confused state anyway and continued talking, now enjoying the monologue she was performing. 

“Yes myself and the General have trained the boys well. I take it you knew that at least? That we have created more Gen 6 mutants than just Asher?” Heather goaded Zahyra with information, making her grit her teeth in order to remain quiet. There had to be some bigger reason for Heather and Professor Welbeck accosting her in the lab and Zahyra knew that if she snapped she would be much less likely to discover it. 

“Your brother is one of the best though,” Heather continued. “He’s strong and clever. Just like your father was. It’s a real shame that we had to lose Emerson; he was doing brilliant work here, as your brother is evidence of. But Zahyra, I suspect you didn’t travel here just for a progress report on our work. You’ve made quite an entrance – you and that band of advanced mutants, most of whom are now likely dead by your brother’s hand however – but tell me, what is the true purpose of your visit?”

Zahyra stared up at Heather, suspicious of the woman’s question. Surely she would be aware that she came back to rescue her brother? The advanced mutants and their desire to destroy the Tocsix were just a means to an end, a way of ensuring they could break back into the safe haven thanks to the added manpower. 

But as Zahyra analysed Heather, she knew the secondary goal of destroying the Tocsix could no longer just be a secondary goal. She had sworn just moments ago to make the safe haven pay for what they had done and removing their advantage against the advanced mutants was just the beginning of that. Although she knew it would be better to keep Heather in the dark for now. 

“I’m just here for my brother.” Zahyra spoke bluntly, her eyes boring into the military woman in front of her. 

“Your brother arrived here on his own accord,” Heather quickly shot back at Zahyra. “He wanted to return, he wanted to learn more about himself and with our help he is succeeding in that goal. Do you really want to take that opportunity away from him? Do you want to stop him from reaching his full potential?”

“You sound just like my father did!” Zahyra spat the words at Heather angrily, pushing the chair backwards and standing on her feet. Her rifle was poised against her shoulder, still pointing to the ground but held in a way that Zahyra could lift it to fire in an instant if she wanted to. 

“Always so quick to anger,” Heather shook her head at Zahyra, seemingly unalarmed by the rifle in her hands. “But I’m flattered you said that Zahyra, your father was a great man and I am honoured you think I reflect some of his characteristics. We did, after all, share the same goal. A goal that I think you’ll find your brother is quite close to now as well. Why don’t you sit back down and I’ll tell you more about it?”

Zahyra was ready for Heather’s taunt and moved to reposition her rifle, raising the aim from the ground and pointing it at Heather. However no sooner had she taken aim with her gun did two sets of hands grab her from either side as two red band soldiers magically appeared out of thin air. 

Zahyra struggled against them, her rifle being ripped from her hands and her spare pistol yanked out from her waistband. The two men held her fast, forcing her back into the seat she had just vacated and quickly fastening zip ties around her wrists and ankles. Then they disappeared into thin air again, leaving Zahyra seething as Heather walked forward and picked up her weapons from the ground. 

“I see you’ve learnt very little during your time away from here,” Heather provoked Zahyra. “You surely couldn’t have forgotten that although we don’t live our lives based on our mutations, there are many within our ranks that still carry them? In fact it is the majority who do and that is exactly why people like you are so important. People like you are so necessary for our survival.”

Zahyra continued to struggle against her restraints as Heather spoke, mentally kicking herself for letting her guard down so easily around Heather. Of course people within the safe haven were still mutants, almost everyone alive was! She couldn’t believe how foolish she had been to let the uniforms and the different way of life distract her from that simple fact. The two soldiers who had just subdued her clearly carried mutations that made them invisible: the perfect adaptation for catching her unaware. 

“I wonder perhaps,” Heather continued, “if you ever managed to figure out the reason for your T128 trial?”

Zahyra’s attention peaked at Heather’s question, narrowing her eyes as she stared at the woman. She remained stood perfectly upright, dressed in the standard grey uniform with a purple armband located over where her generation number would be. Zahyra wondered what mutation Heather might carry, finding comfort at least in knowing she wouldn’t be higher ranked than generation three. 

Since her time in the safe haven Zahyra had of course, made some assumptions about what her T128 trial had been intended for. Since the revelation of the Tocsix – the magical stick the safe haven used to rid mutants of their mutations – she believed that was what they had ultimately been using her for. What she was less certain of however was exactly how the device worked and how her tests had helped in its creation. Now with Heather holding the answers right in front of her Zahyra was unsure whether to reveal to the woman just how much she already knew. 

“Enlighten me.” Zahyra refused to be mocked by Heather and she also refused to tell the woman the truth. Now tied to a chair Zahyra quickly realised that her knowledge was the only weapon she had left to use against Heather. 

“Well that’s a little disappointing to be honest,” Heather sighed, shaking her head and finally pulling up a chair of her own. Heather cast a cautionary look over to Professor Welbeck as she sat down and Zahyra noticed the professor was still deeply engaged in her work, preparing whatever tests she had spoken of earlier. Seeing the professor still at work Heather relaxed slightly, letting her body rest in the chair she had pulled over. 

“We could have been giving you too much credit.” Heather shook her head. “Although I happen to know for a fact that you do know more than you are letting on. You know about the Tocsix’ and that’s how you managed to persuade a group of advanced mutants to accompany you here. Well sadly none of them are ever going to get their mutated hands on it. You on the other hand, you might get to experience the more advanced version for yourself.”

There was a deep undertone of evil in Heather’s voice as she spoke and Zahyra panicked for a moment, unsure of how to react. Making a quick decision to maintain the clueless bravado Zahyra simply shrugged and looked away from Heather, quickly trying to formulate a new plan in her head. Being tied to a chair at Heather’s mercy was not how she had pictured her little brother’s rescue mission going. 

What happened next however rooted that panic even deeper in Zahyra. Heather sighed and rose to her feet, moving over towards a screen that Zahyra could just about see from where she sat. She watched carefully as Heather picked up some sort of remote and started pressing buttons on it, clicking about until an image flashed up on the screen. 

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open as she saw video footage of herself, Cain, Zac and the rest of the mutant party before they had attacked the vehicle bay. She listened to the audio footage of them talking about the Tocsix’ and how they needed to destroy them. Zahyra had never imagined the safe haven had a way of viewing what went on outside the mountain walls but now that she’d seen it she felt stupid for not thinking of it in the first place. The technology within the facility was incredible; watching what happened outside of it was surely a top security measure for them. With a thirty second recording Zahyra realised she had instantly lost the upper hand. 

“You see,” Heather smiled as she stopped the recording from playing, the image halted on Zahyra’s own face. “We know you know a lot more than you let on. I also suspect you have figured out that your T128 trial was designed to develop the Tocsix, something that you have been immensely helpful in. 

“However, our device is not yet complete. Your little escape plan with your brother and mutant companion slowed down our progress somewhat, as although we had another Zero on hand it would appear your results are far stronger than anyone else’s we have tried.”

Zahyra slowly began to rotate her wrists against her restraints. She had a feeling she knew where the conversation was going now and she wasn’t looking forward to what Heather was about to say next. From the brief conversations she’d had with Zac about the Tocsix she suspected there was something wrong with the final result. Something that Heather and Professor Welbeck were probably going to call on her to fix. As she felt the zip ties become looser against her skin Zahyra decided to test out her theory. 

“They don’t work properly do they?” Zahyra goaded Heather, revelling already in the extra bit of blood flow she could feel in her hands. “You lot can’t do anything right.”

Heather inhaled deeply, shooting another glance over to where Professor Welbeck sat. Zahyra could tell from the woman’s stare that she was waiting for something from the professor and that meant Zahyra only had a small window to act in. She had to get herself free before the professor had prepared her tests; she just had to keep Heather talking long enough to do so. 

“I’ll still help you though,” Zahyra continued, filling the stale air between them with her words. “All you have to do is let my brother go. Let Asher go and I’ll help you again. It’s all you ever really had to do.”

“Oh yes,” Heather laughed. “Just like last time all you want is your brother’s freedom. Well I’m sorry to break it to you Zahyra but he’s not going anywhere. In fact I think you’ll find he’s forgotten all about you.”

Heather clicked another button on her remote and the screen behind her came to life again. Zahyra’s eyes immediately flickered over to it, seeing an image of her younger brother standing amongst five other boys. She gasped at the sight of him. In their short time apart Asher appeared to have grown so much; he carried much more muscle than before making him look toned and strong. He also looked taller and older, something Zahyra couldn’t believe to have happened in little over a week. 

She analysed the five boys who stood with him and lingered over one of them, his face looking familiar. With another gasp she realised she was seeing some of Clarke in his face, the young girl from the warped settlement. That could only mean the boy standing to the left of Asher was Adryan and the two behind him who looked identical were probably the twins Zac had spoken of: Jonny and Dylan. As the picture remained paused for a moment Zahyra seethed at the sight of the six boys, each one taken from their family and turned into a mutant without their consent. 

Then the image started to move again, zooming out to reveal the six boys stood facing off against the group of advanced mutants she had arrived at the safe haven with. In the centre of that group stood Cain, staring forward at Asher with a shocked expression on his face. 

“Asher? Asher it’s Cain. Are you alright?”

Zahyra heard Cain’s voice calling her brother’s name on the video and watched as Asher appeared to cock his head to one side in confusion. Asher didn’t seem to recognise who Cain was and as he called her brother’s name a couple more times the confusion on Asher’s face only grew. 

Zahyra couldn’t take her eyes off her younger brother, disbelief flowing through her at what had happened to him. A tear threatened to fall from her eye as Cain mentioned her own name and yet still Asher remained where he was, a vacant stare occupying his eyes. 

Tension then started to radiate around the vehicle bay as Zahyra watched on in horror. The commander of the mutant party started asking questions, other mutants joining in and wanting to move away from the boys. All the while Zahyra kept her eyes on Asher, his young frame standing motionless in the vehicle bay, assessing everything going on around him. 

Eventually Cain started walking towards Asher and Zahyra held her breath. She counted his footsteps, her heart pounding in her chest as Cain edged closer and closer to her little brother. It looked like he could almost reach out and touch him when all the boys looked at one another and suddenly dispersed around the vehicle bay, disappearing from where the camera was pointed in the flash of a second. 

Zahyra looked desperately at Heather, pleading with her eyes for the woman to change the angle of the video so she could see what happened next. Thankfully it naturally changed at the next sound, the commander crying out in confusion at the boy’s movements. Zahyra glued her eyes to the screen as the commander’s party started shouting, scrambling for the door in an attempt to get out of the vehicle bay. 

She didn’t notice one of the boys had moved back into the shot until it was too late. It looked like Adryan who let out a high-pitched scream and then a sharp beam of light shot out from his eyes and into the mutant who was beginning to open the door. Zahyra’s mouth dropped open in horror as the sound of more screams emitted from the videotape and then the image dropped off, leaving Zahyra imagining what could have possibly happened next. 

Her eyes quickly moved back to Heather and she couldn’t stop a tear falling from one of them now. Heather’s face seemed to light up at Zahyra’s dismay and it was only then that she realised Professor Welbeck had crossed the room again, finished with whatever work had absorbed her on her screen. 

“The boys are incredible aren’t they?” 

The professor’s question pierced Zahyra’s heart, her body shaking as she realised what the safe haven had turned her brother into. Her brother and five other innocent boys were now soldiers for the safe haven, controlled somehow through their Gen 6 mutations. And they were trapped in the vehicle bay with Cain – both him and Asher fighting for different sides. As her heart threatened to break out of her chest Zahyra knew what she had to do. 

“You can have me,” she spoke quickly, locking eye contact with first Heather and then Professor Welbeck. “Let Asher and Cain go and you can use me for your experiments however you want. I can help you get the Tocsix’ working again, only I can do that. But you have to let my brother and Cain go.”

Professor Welbeck looked over at Heather and smiled. “We had expected you might say that. Thus far your brother and the boys have been ordered not to harm Cain, to keep him alive amidst all of the others. That order can change however, so I suggest you comply with our demands if you want to see either of them make it out of that room alive.”

“How can I trust you?” Zahyra bit back at the professor’s words instantly, a thick layer of doubt covering her poorly formed bargaining chip. 

“You can’t,” Professor Welbeck chuckled to herself. “But at the moment both your brother and your boyfriend are as good as dead if you don’t do exactly what I say. So I have a feeling you might want to follow my instructions.”

Zahyra swallowed. The professor was right; she was completely at her mercy. As much as Zahyra’s body told her to fight, told her to struggle and run away from the two women Zahyra realised that if she even wanted the smallest chance of saving Asher and Cain she would have to do what she was told. Bowing her head to look down at her lap the professor seemed to sense Zahyra’s compliance and moved forward. 

“Don’t try anything stupid,” she hissed as she pulled out a knife and cut away Zahyra’s restraints. “Move over to that bed in the corner.”

Zahyra lifted her head and saw exactly where Professor Welbeck was pointing. It was the same bed she had been strapped to during her bone marrow procedure; the procedure that had almost killed her. A voice in Zahyra’s head screamed at her to run but she knew her fight was over now. Climbing onto the bed silently she lay back as Professor Welbeck strapped her down, the woman’s cold eyes completely filling her field of vision and blocking out any hope Zahyra had left for her own life. 
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Chapter 25 – Zahyra 
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Zahyra couldn’t stop her screams from erupting as the professor guided the sharp knife along Zahyra’s back. Her pleading and begging had long since ended as instead she just tried to endure the pain Professor Welbeck and Heather were inflicting upon her. 

At first Zahyra had believed they were just going to try and re-enact the failed bone marrow procedure from her previous time in the safe haven. After a long hour of torture though Zahyra knew she was wrong. While the professor was planning on extracting her bone marrow eventually both the two women appeared more than happy to delay the procedure a short while. Making Zahyra squirm and grow weak from their pre-surgical cuts. 

As she lay on the fold out bed with her body slowly growing weaker Zahyra’s mind drifted to her brother and Cain. First of all she thought of Asher, of how much he had changed over the years. At first she viewed the change as natural, her younger brother growing older with the advancement of years. Secondly his change was forced to accelerate with the unfortunate events they found themselves a part of, Asher being kidnapped and then their first time in the safe haven meaning both Asher and Zahyra had to grow up much quicker. 

The change she focused on the most however was the unnatural change the safe haven – no, their father – had forced upon him. She remembered how Asher had been just a year ago: no fear, no responsibilities, no terror. The boy she knew now was a very different person. 

For all of it Zahyra held the safe haven responsible. Having learned what she had on her journey she now even blamed the safe haven for the raid on her camp all that time ago. She blamed the safe haven for sending out the mutants, sending them out in search of Zero’s like herself. Of course she didn’t know whether it was true. She had no way of knowing whether the advanced mutant party that had attacked her camp had been sent with an ulterior motive or whether they were just doing what advanced mutants did. Regardless, Zahyra managed to endure the pain she was under better if she could focus on one sole enemy. 

With hatred burning through her insides Zahyra managed to calm herself slightly by thinking of Cain. Something that stuck with her was how Professor Welbeck had called Cain her boyfriend right before she had agreed to their torture. 

She had never had that conversation with Cain but as she listened to the words in her head she realised how much she liked them. If she ever got out of the safe haven again Zahyra vowed she would say those words to Cain herself, she would say those words and three more she had been thinking about for some time. 

Their relationship had never been easy. Right from the beginning when Cain had saved her life and then hardly spoken two words to her she had known there was something special about him. She still remembered their first kiss with a fondness, a memory she now brought back to the forefront of her mind to distract from the pain she was being caused. 

She could smell the forest and the scout hut around her, hear the sound of the wind rushing through the trees outside and the forest creatures that lived within it. In reality she knew the setting had been far less romantic, but with her body being bled for all it was worth Zahyra decided to allow herself a little bit of fantasy. 

It was from that moment onwards that she had been hooked on Cain. She remembered how a few nights after their first kiss he had declared his feelings for her too, albeit with the warning that they could never be together because of his mutation. Zahyra allowed herself a small smile as she focused on how they had worked through his mutation, their desire to be together winning out against all odds. 

Thinking so deeply about the two most important people in her life Zahyra was reminded of how dangerous their current situation was. She guessed she had been strapped to the bed in Professor Welbeck’s lab for just over an hour, although the unrelenting pain made it difficult for her to keep track of time. 

She had no idea how long Asher and Cain had been together in the vehicle bay. Due to the commander’s mutant party all being there on the video she imagined Asher and the other boys must have turned up not long after she left. If only she had stayed behind a while longer, maybe she could have managed to save Asher from the spell he was under. 

That was the only reasonable explanation that Zahyra could think of: that Asher was under a spell of some kind. Perhaps more realistically she realised he was being drugged by the safe haven, another reason for her to build up her hate for the facility. 

He was just a ten year old boy – although he now looked much older – and he was being pumped full of drugs to make him more compliant. If Zahyra weren’t strapped to a bed that thought alone would have been enough to make her lash out at her attackers. 

The glaze in Asher’s eyes when he had looked upon Cain was painted all too clearly in her mind. Like an empty void he had stared forward, not reacting to Cain’s voice or even the mention of her name. And the power he must possess. Zahyra worried for Cain trapped alongside him, although there was apparently an order out not to harm Cain the professor hadn’t said anything about the other advanced mutants. The vehicle bay would surely be a blood bath by the end of it all. Zahyra just prayed neither of the two people she cared about most would get hurt. She prayed that both Cain and Asher would make it out alive. 

“Roger that, General.”

Zahyra’s ears pricked up. While the two women had been cutting into her body they had worked almost entirely in silence, only speaking up to taunt and ridicule her. Now she was certain Heather was communicating with someone beyond the room, the General of the red band. As her brain came up with the assumption the two women simultaneously stepped away from her body, allowing Zahyra a moment of peace from the two of them. 

“There’s been a problem,” Heather’s whispered voice carried clearly through the empty room, even though she and Professor Welbeck had moved away from where Zahyra lay. “I need to go and meet the General, see if we can rectify it.”

“What about her?” Professor Welbeck hissed in response. “I can’t do the procedure on my own. You can’t let him find out we’ve been delaying it either.”

“Do you think I’m stupid? I’ll be back as soon as I can, but if I don’t go then he’s more likely to suspect something. Just wait for me. She’s too weak to do anything in the meantime, I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

“Alright,” Professor Welbeck’s reply sounded disappointed. “What’s happened anyway?”

“Something to do with the controls,” Heather’s reply was spoken much quieter than the rest of the conversation. “Hopefully we can get it sorted quickly, if not you’ll probably find out more pretty soon.”

“Alright,” Professor Welbeck repeated. “Good luck.”

Zahyra listened carefully to the exchange between the two women, gleaning all the information from their conversation that she possibly could. At the very least she knew she was going to be getting a break from their torture, the sound of Heather’s footsteps leaving the room confirming her beliefs. With her head stuffed into a hole in the bed however Zahyra couldn’t see where Professor Welbeck was. Her view comprised solely of the floor below her, so instead she strained her ears and listened. 

After a few minutes a consistent tapping noise started up, something Zahyra had heard many times before from people working on screens within the safe haven. Breathing out deeply she concluded that she was safe for the time being and ran her thoughts over what else Heather had just said. 

Some sort of problem with the controls was all Heather had been loose enough to explain. Zahyra racked her brain thinking about the safe haven and which controls Heather could have been referring to. Something to do with the red band that was for sure, or else it wouldn’t have been the General making contact with her. Aside from that however Zahyra’s knowledge was slim and she resigned herself simply to hoping the problem wouldn’t affect Cain or Asher in any way. 

With that new discovery providing little guidance in her situation Zahyra turned her thoughts back to her current predicament. With Heather out of the room her chances for escape had instantly increased. Although Zahyra was significantly weakened by the attack of the two women, she could still feel adrenaline and power pumping through her veins. If she could find a way to free herself from the bed then she knew she would stand a chance against Professor Welbeck. The only issue was how to do that, both her movement and sight heavily restricted by the position she was in. 

Wriggling her body around as best she could Zahyra tried to tilt her head out of the hole it was stuffed into. When she leaned to either side she could see the light coming in from the lab, but she couldn’t maintain the position long enough to try and locate Professor Welbeck. 

After a few tries Zahyra accepted she was going to have to attempt her escape blind. She also realised that she needed to be much quieter, the noises of her thrashing about on the bed permeating through the otherwise silent room. The faint tapping of the professor’s fingers on her screen not providing anything near a loud enough covering noise. 

Lying on her front with her arms straight beside her also didn’t offer Zahyra a great deal of dexterity. She could tell her wrists and ankles were strapped to the bed, as well as a thicker chest strap that was pulled over her naked back. She quickly determined the wrist straps would have to go first and set to work trying to do something about them. 

It was not easy. With her fingers on her right hand Zahyra could just grab hold of the extra length of fabric that tightened the strap on her wrist. Tugging at it she discovered doing so only tightened the strap, achieving the complete opposite of what she wanted. So for the following minutes Zahyra tried flicking the extra length of fabric around to the other side of her wrist. 

Cramp threatened to set in on several occasions and the sensation of bending her fingers and wrist backwards sent tingles up her arm. After what felt like ages however she managed it, the fabric landing exactly where she wanted it. That was just half of the battle though. Now using only two of her fingers Zahyra stretched out for the fabric and started to pull, working it on the opposite direction so the strap around her wrist started to loosen. It was an excruciatingly long task but as Zahyra felt the fabric beginning to give way she became more determined, working on the problem behind her back until she could pull her wrist completely free and dangle her arm off the edge of the bed. 

With her newfound freedom of one arm Zahyra froze again, listening carefully for whether Professor Welbeck had noticed her or if Heather had returned. After only a few short seconds Zahyra concluded she could waste no more time. Even if her escape attempt was being watched they couldn’t exactly do anything worse to her than they already were, she might as well put all her effort into it. 

Now with one arm free it was much easier to release her second, although even that took longer than Zahyra would have liked. Moving around sent fresh waves of pain through the cuts the two safe haven women had inflicted into her back and Zahyra was forced to bite down on her bottom lip to stop her from crying out. 

Once both arms were free the back strap was easy to remove and with that Zahyra allowed herself a deep intake of breath. The fabric being removed from across her back allowed her skin to relax, the areas around her many cuts becoming less taught and uncomfortable. 

After giving herself a few seconds to breathe Zahyra accepted this was the moment where she would either escape or be caught. In order to untie her ankles she would have to push her upper body up from the bed and bend her knees, thus allowing her to reach around and access the ankle straps. 

With that movement she would be granted a full view of Professor Welbeck’s lab, almost certainly also making herself more of a target for the professor’s eye. But without any other choice – and with Cain and Asher’s lives also on the line – Zahyra counted to three and slowly pushed up her aching body. 

A wave of dizziness instantly overcame her as she partially sat up. For a second her vision became blurred with little black flecks dancing around as she moved her eyes. Focusing on the wall in front of her Zahyra managed to still her body and slowly she swung her gaze towards Professor Welbeck. 

Seeing the woman’s back facing her Zahyra breathed out a silent sigh of relief. It didn’t look like she had been spotted yet and that thought only spurred Zahyra on further with her escape. A minute later her ankles were freed and she was standing to the side of the fold up bed, pulling her t-shirt back down over her head. 

It was only then that Zahyra noticed her right arm. While the women had mainly focused on cutting into Zahyra’s back, she had also felt small cuts being inflicted on other parts of her body. She couldn’t remember exactly whether she had noticed the cuts on her right arm, the hour of pain morphing into one short but painful memory. Looking at her arm however it was obvious some work had been done there. 

At the top of Zahyra’s right arm, where the fake Gen 1 branding her mother had managed to organise for her was found, three clean and deep cuts had newly appeared. The cuts had been inflicted turning the straight line of the number one into a box, with some attempt at curving the lines also evident. Instantly it was clear to Zahyra what Heather and Professor Welbeck had tried to do. She could no longer pretend to carry a Gen 1 mutation; she was now branded as a Zero for everyone to see. 

Allowing herself one last look at the mutilation of her skin Zahyra picked up a bandage from the table in front of her and wrapped it carefully around her right arm. Her fresh injuries were just another problem that she was going to have to deal with later, for now she needed to figure out what to do. 

Should she escape from the lab while Professor Welbeck was distracted? Would Asher and Cain both still be in the vehicle bay and could she get to them safely? How was it possible to regain her little brother, freeing his mind from the trap the safe haven had set in it? 

As Zahyra paused where she stood, running over her options in her head as quickly as she could a loud explosion resonated in the facility not too far from her. Professor Welbeck’s head snapped up from the screen at the sound and she looked around her lab, instantly finding Zahyra standing next to the bed rather than strapped on top of it. 

Like it or not that explosion had made the decision for Zahyra and she now suspected she had little time left to act. Mustering all the strength she could manage she starting weaving through the lab, changing her angle at the last minute to avoid the door and instead collided head on with the professor herself, wrapping her arms around the older women as their two bodies fell to the floor.
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Chapter 26 – Cain 
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Crouching low beside the SUV Cain continued to watch the battle between Asher, the other five boys and the commander’s advanced mutant party. Of course, it wasn’t as unevenly matched as that made it sound, with Asher and the other boys all possessing Gen 6 mutations. Technically the group of ten year olds were the strongest mutants in the world, let alone just in the vehicle bay. 

One advantage the commander’s mutants did possess however was their training. While Asher and the boys looked to have had a crash course, the commander’s mutants had been training in fighting combat for many years. They also had a wealth of real life experience, something Cain perceived the boys were also lacking in. 

Ultimately it meant that the two sides were fairly evenly matched. To Cain that alone told him wonders about how strong the Gen 6 mutation was and the control the safe haven appeared to have over the boys. It also made him worry about how long the battle between the two sides would rage on for and how he was going to stop it. 

Cain himself appeared to have been excused from the battle by Asher, none of the other boys coming to attack him despite his fairly obvious location. However the commander’s other men were all still at risk, as were the lives of Asher, Adryan from the warped settlement, the twins Zac had known from the facility and the two other boys who were also under the safe haven’s spell. Cain certainly couldn’t let any of the young boys die and while he cared less about the commander’s men, he felt too many lives had already been lost for the safe haven’s cause. 

But none of that made what he had to do any easier. He still had no idea how to get through to Asher and no idea how to stop the commander’s men from attacking. 

As Cain tried to determine which avenue would be easier to travel he watched the battle continue to unfold before his eyes. People could say whatever they wanted about advanced mutants; seeing a large group of them in close combat was incredible to watch. The particular fight that drew Cain’s attention was taking place between Mace and who Cain perceived to be either Jonny or Dylan, one of the twins. 

While Mace had achieved his position as the commander’s second in charge, Cain believed he had earned the position through his cunning and tactics in battle, rather than for his physical prowess. Mace wasn’t a particularly small man, but when you compared him to many of the other advanced mutants in the camp he was certainly one of the slightest. His mutation also failed to give him a huge advantage, especially as the twin he was fighting had borrowed it from him as well. 

That however did make the exchange rather spellbinding to watch. The two of them tousled in mid-air, floating around above the heads of their companions. The younger boy was also occasionally freezing Mace’s movements completely causing him to crash to the floor, a mutation Cain recognised as Atom’s. His control over it was lacking however and it only allowed him to get a couple of punches in before Mace managed to regain control of his body and the two continued in their game of cat and mouse. 

All around the vehicle bay the story was the same. Mutants faced off against their much younger adversaries but neither moved in for the fatal blow. Cain wondered what their specific orders had been; knowing that the commander’s mutants would eventually grow tired and simply seek to kill the young boys. For the time being it appeared that the commander had instilled an order in his men simply to knock the boys out but leave them alive. 

It had taken Cain a very long time to finally figure out what the commander’s mutation was and now that he knew he looked upon the man very differently. He had often wondered how he got the advanced mutants to follow his rules so tightly, never straying from his instruction or arguing against his more difficult suggestions. 

It had been Atom in the end that had let it slip when Cain was helping him and his father, Hunter load up the trucks. The younger boy had been complaining how tired it was making him and grumbled that the commander should just put an order in them to do it, meaning they would do so without complaint. 

After a few minutes of probing Cain had then finally got Hunter to explain properly. He discovered that the commander had a Gen 5 mutation that let him take control of other people – although only for short periods of time. He could – as it was known within the camp – put an order into someone’s head, giving them no choice but to follow it until the task was completed. 

Apparently it wasn’t used much but Cain saw how advantageous that mutation could be, especially during a time of crisis or war. It would effectively strip away the margin for human error and allow the commander to know his men would follow his instructions exactly, even if something happened to make them want to defer. 

In the situation they were currently in Cain was glad the commander had issued such an order, making his task of saving the boys a tiny bit easier. Although as more of the advanced mutants were killed by the young boys’ hands Cain knew the mercy wouldn’t last much longer. Quickly knowing what he needed to do Cain located the commander within the vehicle bay and made his way across the carnage towards the Gen 5 mutant, finding him huddled with three other mutants. 

“Cain!” The commander grabbed the collar of his jacket as he made his way over, pulling him down into their cover. “These boys are unstoppable, you knock one out and he gets back up in minutes. We need to end this!”

“You can’t.” Cain spoke quickly, casting a cautionary gaze over the three mutants that were hiding with the commander. He recognised two of them, but had never shared more than a few words with them. “They’re under the safe haven’s control, we need to try and break that spell first.” 

“Any bright ideas how?” One of the mutants he recognised piped up from beside him. There was a long gash running down the side of his face and neck, dripping a rather substantial amount of blood onto the floor. Cain grimaced at the sight of it, the thought of Asher inflicting the wound turning his stomach. 

“Actually yes,” he nodded to the mutant. “There’s got to be a control room or something where the orders are being sent from. I don’t know how it works but the safe haven doesn’t have complete control over them yet. One of the boys recognised me. I think maybe, if we can take out their control room they could revert back to who they really are.”

“I don’t understand why we don’t just kill them?” 

Another mutant spoke beside the commander, he was the one Cain didn’t recognise and instantly he didn’t like him. However he also still felt uneasy revealing too much information about the boys, what they could do and where they had come from. Revealing that Asher recognised him was already a risky move, so instead of telling the truth Cain decided to continue his lies. 

“Think about it – it’s obvious how dangerous they are and quite frankly, how easily they can be controlled. If we can take control away from the safe haven and get them on our side we’d be unstoppable. Unstoppable here and in the outside world too. We’ve already lost a lot of men, we could do with the reinforcements.”

Cain let his words sink in for a moment before the commander started nodding. “Yes,” their leader spoke quietly, “it was something I’d considered myself. These boys would be able to help us to no end in all of our endeavours. They’re powerful warriors and you all know that is a cargo I value most dearly.”

Cain grimaced slightly at the commander’s words. He knew the idea that he had just set live in his head could backfire on him eventually, but for his most pressing issue of saving the boys’ lives it was the only solution he could think of. Once the boys were themselves again then they would deal with the commander’s mutants. Cain would find a way out of that problem as well; he just needed to play each new move one at a time. 

“So you think there’s a control room?” The commander asked Cain after he’d nodded to his three other companions, seeing within them the same desire to control the boys. 

“There must be. If you four can get out of here and find it, blow it up somehow or something then we can finally stand a chance of doing what we came here to do.” 

“Alright,” the injured mutant nodded, clearly keen to get away from the boys. “You cover us then seen as you’re so untouchable. Any idea where this control room will be?”

Cain glared at the mutant for his choice of words. He knew that not many within the camp liked him, having now come into their home on two occasions and managed to acquire a position of moderate power. Regardless though he also knew it was unnecessary for him to hold a grudge, especially when this mutant could help him get the real Asher back. 

“If you exit through that door,” Cain pointed to one in particular. “You should be able to follow it to the red band quarters.”

“Aren’t they the soldiers?” 

“Yeah,” Cain nodded at the interruption. “You might find a fair few more of them down there, which could lead to another battle. They’ll be easy to overcome though, they’re nothing like these boys.”

“We should try and get a few more to accompany us,” the commander mused, poking his head out of their cover slightly to assess who was nearby. Cain ignored him, continuing with his instructions.

“Once you get through the red band quarters that’s where you should find the control room, I think. Look for a secluded area with a lot of screens, I remember seeing something like that down there in my time here.”

“And then?”

“Just destroy it,” Cain finished firmly. “However you can.”

“Right.” The commander straightened himself up slightly, regaining control of the situation from Cain. “I’ve put some orders across the room for Brute and Brawn to come with us. Cain, you stay here and direct them through once they make it over here. We’ll go on ahead and try to find this control room you speak of.”

“Yes sir,” Cain nodded at his instruction, looking across to where two of the largest advanced mutants he’d ever seen were slowly trying to back away over to where the five of them were hiding. They had to be Brute and Brawn; no one else could possibly live up to the names. 

“Do your best to save as many of us as possible while I’m gone. And get word to Mace of the plan if possible.”

Cain nodded to the commander’s orders again and started moving with him and the three other mutants towards the door he had pointed out. Thankfully with each of the boys otherwise engaged they made it without being sighted and Cain covered them as they slipped out of the vehicle bay. 

“Send Brute and Brawn down as quickly as possible,” the commander said once he was on the other side of the door. “If there’s another army down here we’re going to need their support.”

“Yes sir.”

The two large mutants were almost across the room, although one of them appeared to be getting held up by Asher himself. Cain kept his eyes locked on the scene carefully, only looking away to lock eyes with either Brute or Brawn as the mutant jogged over to him and the doorway. 

“Head through,” Cain nodded to Brute or Brawn, “I’ll wait for...” he paused, not knowing which name to choose for the mutant still fighting against Asher. 

“That’s Brawn,” the one beside Cain grunted as he tugged open the door. “I’m Brute.”

Brute didn’t stick around for a response, forcing his large frame through the door and disappearing from view. With him gone Cain refocused his attention back to Asher and Brawn, the advanced mutant steadily getting the upper hand against the young boy. Cain held his breath slightly, hoping for both Brawn to get away and for Asher to remain safe in the process. He knew he was in trouble no matter which of them won their personal fight. 

Seconds later the winner was revealed as Brawn’s strong right hook slammed into the side of Asher’s jaw. He flew across the vehicle bay and landed in an unconscious heap beside a pair of motorcycles. Cain bit his lip, praying that Zahyra’s brother was okay. He couldn’t show his concern though, not yet. Brawn was by his side in a second, gesturing to Cain to get the door open. 

“Straight down,” Cain instructed the mutant as he moved through. “The commander has the plan.”

Brawn huffed at Cain’s words as he pulled the door closed behind him, reducing the number of mutants in the vehicle bay now quite considerably by six. Cain didn’t have time to wonder whether any of the boys had noticed however, his first instinct being to run over to Asher’s side, and press his fingers against the boys’ neck, searching for a pulse. Only when he found it did he finally relax slightly. 

As subtly as he could Cain scooped Asher up into his arms and carried him over to a nearby SUV. Yanking open the passenger side door he deposited Asher onto the seat and strapped him in place, using the seatbelt to stop him from falling off the seat. Checking the rest of the vehicle bay again Cain quickly realised he hadn’t been as subtle with Asher as he would have liked. Standing on either side of him were the two twins Zac said had been raised within the safe haven: Jonny and Dylan. They looked towards Asher’s unconscious form and then back to Cain, their small fists balling by their sides. 

Cain panicked. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt any of the boys, but with Asher blacked out behind him his situation didn’t look good. He turned his back directly to Asher, using his body to block him from any errant blows that may come his way. Then he looked from one of the twins to the other, his palms out in front of him to show he meant them no harm. It had little effect, the two boys nodding to each other and then advancing slowly. 

Cain was forced to block two pairs of fists flying at him at an unbelievable rate. He was surprised the young boys were not using any mutations on him, but a stolen glance around the vehicle bay told him that many of the advanced mutants he had travelled with were lying motionless on the ground. Perhaps the battle was already over. Perhaps the safe haven had already won. 

Refusing to let that thought dance around his mind for longer than a second Cain continued to battle against the twins. Without the help of a mutation they were much easier to fend off, their size and strength unable to match Cain’s. They were full of energy however and their constant attacks from both sides kept coming hard and fast. The punches Cain failed to block connected with his body well, knocking the air out of him on more than one occasion. 

His brain ran through his options quickly as he continued to defend himself, only lightly pushing the boys back from him rather than allowing himself to hit out properly. He knew how risky he could be if he lost control of his mutation now, especially with the boys being able to borrow it. The vehicle bay had already seen Cain break down once, he refused to let it happen again. 

It did create another disadvantage for Cain though. The added concentration he needed to offer his mutation took energy from his limbs, allowing more of the boys’ punches to find their target. He was going to have to do something soon before they truly got the upper hand, precious time within the safe haven quickly running out. 

In a flash decision Cain grabbed one of the twin’s wrists as a fist came flying towards his face. Using what strength he still had left he picked the boy up from the ground, muttered a small prayer under his breath and punched him in the face. The twin instantly lost consciousness and Cain could only hope he had delivered the punch with the correct about of force so that unconsciousness was the worst damage he’d inflicted. 

Seeing his brother hang limply from Cain’s grip sent the other twin into a frenzy however and Cain barely had time to lower the unconscious boy to the ground before the second had jumped on his back. A flurry of fists started pummelling down on his head and neck, the sheer speed of them making Cain feel dizzy. He knew he had to repeat the motion though and waited until his moment was right, grabbing the second twin in a similar fashion and knocking him unconscious like his brother. 

With the silencing of the second twin the vehicle bay fell much quieter, save for a loud ringing in Cain’s ears from his fight. He loaded the twins into the same SUV as Asher, strapping each of them into the back seats and closing the doors. The commander needed to hurry up blowing that control room; Cain’s vehicle of Gen 6 boys was quickly becoming full. 

Cain therefore naturally found the sight before him unsurprising as he turned away from the SUV for a second time. Two more boys were blocking his path and as he looked around the vehicle bay he realised they looked to be the last two people standing. Instantly Cain knew that meant one of the boys was missing and he could only hope the sixth boy was just unconscious, nothing worse. 

The two who stood before Cain now were easily the biggest of the group and Cain knew they must have witnessed what he had done to Asher and the twins. Pursing his lips Cain doubted whether he would have the strength to fend them both off without unleashing his mutation. But as they stepped slowly towards him he knew he would soon be forced to find out. 
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Chapter 27 – Asher 
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Asher slowly started to come to with a throbbing pain in his head. He opened his jaw slightly and found it was swollen, the right hand side feeling stiff and uncomfortable. Opening his eyes wider he realised he was sat in the passenger seat of an SUV, located in the safe haven’s vehicle bay. Behind him he noticed two of his brothers: Jonny and Dylan, both still lying unconscious. 

Then his senses tuned in to what was going on outside of the vehicle where he sat. Two more of his brothers: Sam and Hayden, were fighting with one remaining advanced mutant. Asher watched the battle for a moment as the three of them moved around the room. Sam and Hayden were the strongest of his brothers, but he was confused why neither of them were borrowing any mutations. He regarded the mutant they were fighting and felt an aching feeling in the back of his head, confusing him as he looked at the older man. 

Asher figured the mutant didn’t have a mutation that would be useful for Sam and Hayden to borrow, but smiled at how well they were holding their own against him despite that. Although they looked to be about ten years younger than their enemy, both of them had built a large stock of muscles from their time in the training camp. Both had been there much longer than Asher himself had, although he realised he couldn’t remember exactly when he had arrived or where from. The dull ache in the back of his head returning when he tried to recall his past. 

It didn’t go away either as he continued to watch the fight, focusing not on his brothers but the mutant they battled with. His moves looked familiar, reminding Asher of some training he’d had in the past, although he didn’t think that training was within the safe haven. He remembered a girl being present and there had never been any girls sent to train with them in the facility. 

Climbing out of the SUV Asher took a moment to hold his head, longing for the ache to go away. It only intensified the more he thought of it though and instead he turned his focus back to his brothers. Only then did Asher realise he couldn’t find Adryan. Panic shot through him as he looked around the vehicle bay, searching for his younger brother. Asher had been his partner; he had been responsible for him. He couldn’t have let anything happen to him.

The number of bodies that littered the floor astounded Asher slightly. Had he and his brothers really taken out that many advanced mutants? The sight before his eyes answered his question clearly, but through the bodies he still couldn’t find one belonging to Adryan. He still couldn’t find his brother. 

Sam and Hayden had noticed him now, as had the mutant they were fighting. Asher didn’t look their way though, not even when the older mutant called out his name making the ache in the back of his head stand out again. Adryan was his priority. He had to find Adryan first. 

A small foot poking out from underneath two advanced mutants eventually caught his eye and he rushed over to the scene. His breath caught in his throat as Asher looked upon his brother. Adryan’s neck was snapped at an unnatural angle as he lay beside the mutants who must have been his attackers. Both of the other mutants were dead beside him, but that didn’t take away that fate from Adryan as well. That couldn’t take away his death. 

Asher fell to his knees and cradled his brother’s limp head, looking down into his lifeless eyes. Although Adryan had been the newest to join Asher and his brothers, Asher had always felt close to him, like he had known him from somewhere before. Looking down at his dead eyes a new image danced in Asher’s mind, lighting up his dull headache once more. 

The image of a classroom floated into his vision, a classroom where they were all seated outside on a grassy verge. Asher blinked as the vision in his mind blurred in and out of focus, trying to ascertain its relevancy. Then he saw Adryan. His brother’s face was clear in his vision of the outside classroom, sat not far away from where Asher perceived himself to be. The vision was so familiar. He could smell the outside air and hear voices coming from other children, along with an authoritarian voice of someone in charge, a teacher. 

Asher looked down at Adryan once more as tears started to fill his eyes for his fallen brother and more images began to creep into his mind. He saw a large camp, a sort of settlement filled with all different types of mutants. Some of them looked deformed in some way as the words warped settlement hovered over his mental vision, providing him with more clarity. 

The image – which Asher slowly began to realise was a memory – continued to expand. It morphed into the faces of two people and Asher shook his head at the image quickly, turning his gaze to look at the mutant Sam and Hayden were still fighting. Although he noticed it was only Sam fighting now, Hayden lying unconscious on the floor. 

The mutant certainly looked familiar and Asher narrowed his eyes as he watched him carefully. The mutant must have noticed Asher looking, as he called out for him, using Asher’s name as he had heard him do so before. 

Hearing his name brought another memory back to Asher’s mind, of being in an SUV with the advanced mutant. They were driving somewhere, they were driving to the safe haven and the two of them were acting like old friends. As Asher replayed the memory in his mind he felt comforted, like the mutant was someone he could trust. Someone he had spent time with in the past. He also got the sense there was someone else who should be in the memory, someone missing that he couldn’t quite remember just yet. 

Bringing himself back to the present in the vehicle bay Asher glanced down once more at Adryan’s body. He leant forward and kissed his forehead, then pulled his eyelids down over the young boys’ eyes. He was reminded of the girl on the battlefield as he did it, having watched her perform the same motions on her fallen friend just a few hours before. The thought of the girl still seemed incomplete in his head somehow, like there was something missing from that memory as well. 

With one final look at Adryan Asher rose to his feet, walking across the vehicle bay towards where Sam and the mutant were still fighting. Both looked tired, the struggle within both of them growing steadily larger. He moved obviously towards them, noticing both Sam and the mutant casting sideways looks in his direction, until he came to a stop just beside Sam. 

His brother looked at him questioningly, confused by Asher’s presence in stopping his fight. After a moment though he stepped aside, leaving Asher staring directly into the advanced mutants eyes. Neither of them moved, neither of them wanting to fight any longer. Asher stared deeply into the eyes of the man and searched through his memories for an answer, for something that would tell him the truth. Finally a name swam up from the murky depths of his mind, bubbling quietly out of his mouth. 

“Cain.”

Asher watched as the mutants’ face softened in front of him, confirming what he believed to be true. He did know this mutant and he wasn’t a true mutant at all, not really. He whispered Cain’s name again as the man – his friend – stepped forward, dropping down onto one knee with his arms wide open. Asher looked at him cautiously for a second longer until Cain whispered his own name, then Asher was in his arms instantaneously. 

“Oh Asher,” Cain whispered in his ear. “I thought we’d lost you.”

Asher pulled away slightly at Cain’s sentence, noticing the use of the word we. The girls face flashed into his mind again and he looked at Cain with a puzzled expression, waiting for another name to enter his consciousness. 

“Zahyra?”

Cain’s face broke out into a smile. “She’s here Asher, she’s in the safe haven somewhere. She went to find you and... We need to find her now, she should have come back already.”

Asher listened to the concern in Cain’s voice and focused on the image of the girl in his mind. He had recognised her on the battlefield outside the vehicle bay and he had felt responsible for her. Now he remembered her name, Zahyra, and he whispered it over and over to himself as he squeezed his eyes tightly closed. 

The ache in the back of his head was pounding fiercely now as he struggled to see through the midst in his head. He knew there were memories there, he knew there were answers about who he was and where he had been before he joined his brothers in the safe haven. With his heart rate increasing he mentally strode through the midst, searching for the door to his old life that he needed to open. Tearing down the wall to allow everything to come flooding back to him. Then, with a moment of pure clarity he opened his eyes and spoke again. 

“Zahyra.”

He remembered everything. He remembered his sister and everything they had been through together. He remembered Cain and the relationship the three of them shared. He remembered the warped settlement, where he must have met Adryan before and where he had left with Cain in an SUV in order to return to the safe haven. He also remembered the safe haven he had known before. He remembered the room they had kept him in and the tests he had engaged in with his father. He remembered his father. He remembered shooting his father. 

Suddenly everything was clear to Asher. He was fighting for the wrong side and so were his brothers. They must have all suffered the same fate as him where they were injected with the Gen 6 mutation during infancy, the safe haven waiting until the right time to gather them all back up again and use them as a weapon. Well not any more. 

Asher turned away from Cain and marched over towards his brothers. Hayden was still unconscious on the floor but Jonny and Dylan had woken up. Along with Sam they stood over their unconscious brother, watching Asher carefully as he strode towards them. 

Asher’s connection with his brothers was special. He could feel what they were feeling somehow and he knew they were scared. He looked upon each of them and then looked back to Cain, expressing a look through his eyes that told his brothers Cain was their friend. That the six of them had been fighting for the wrong side. Sam was the first one to react, furrowing his brow and shaking his head. No words needed to be exchanged between them; Asher could tell what his brother was thinking. He then looked to the twins, imploring them to believe the truth. They appeared less sceptical but he could tell they weren’t fully on his side. 

With a sensation of desperation moving through his body Asher looked back at Cain, still kneeling where he had left him. His sister Zahyra flashed through his mind once more and he knew there was no more time to waste. She should be with Cain and her absence made Asher tremble with fear. 

With a final look to his brothers Asher knew what he needed to do. He told his brothers to let him go, that he would be back for them soon but he needed to save more of his family first. The twins nodded to him while Sam’s expression remained stoic, causing Asher’s eyes to droop slightly. But he couldn’t wait; they had already burned through too much time. So with a final smile – although one that he told himself wouldn’t actually be final – Asher turned from his brothers and moved back across the vehicle bay towards Cain. 

“Zahyra.” He spoke for only the third time. “Where is she?”

Cain grinned, already turning to exit the vehicle bay. “This way.” 

Asher followed Cain in silence. Although his memories were returning to him there was still a lot that felt fuzzy in his head, like it would take a while for the full clarity of his memories to come back to him. He knew one thing for sure though: his idea to return to the safe haven had been a bad one. They had enslaved him and his brothers for their Gen 6 mutation and now they had reclaimed Zahyra as well. Asher just hoped they weren’t too late. He hoped the time he had taken to come back to his senses hadn’t cost his sister any of hers. 

Cain’s pace was consistent as they moved, running through corridors at a steady jog. For the first time Asher himself recognised how much his body had changed, his muscles weighing him down but also making him stronger, the run barely raising his heart rate. He could also feel a new power within him and knew that he finally had proper control over his mutation. It brought a smile to his face knowing that the safe haven had at least given him that, especially as he was now free of their powers over him. 

The smile didn’t last long however, his thoughts quickly shifting to his brothers still under the control of the safe haven. That was the one other thing the safe haven had given him that he could have never expected: five brothers. 

Four. 

His smile faded completely and his paced suddenly slowed. Adryan was already gone. Gritting his teeth Asher resolved that he would do more than save Zahyra today; he would save his four remaining brothers as well. The safe haven didn’t deserve to control them and he would do everything in his newfound power to stop them. 

Just as he was plotting how to help his brothers regain their memories; regain control of who they were a large explosion echoed down the corridor they occupied, shaking the walls and throwing both Asher and Cain to the ground. He broke his fall quickly, shaking his head to push away the ache that continued there. 

“What was that?”

“The commander...” Cain whispered after a second, leaving Asher looking confused.

“Who?”

“It doesn’t matter right now,” Cain brushed aside Asher’s question. “But I think that explosion means he’s managed to destroy the control room. Hopefully that will mean the other boys will wake up now.”

Asher processed Cain’s words for a moment, his smile slowly returning to his lips. If his brother’s returned to who they truly were then he knew they would be all right. Now with them saved he had to focus on Zahyra, his job in the safe haven wasn’t quite over yet. Cain agreeing with him, the two of them continued down the corridor, eventually coming to a stop in front of a door Asher recognised all too well. 

“The experimentation labs?” He asked nervously as Cain rested his hand on the door handle. 

“Yep. I told Zahyra to meet me in here, I don’t know whether she’ll still be here but it’s as good a place as any to start.”

Asher nodded. “Let’s go.”

The two of them moved carefully into the first laboratory, the familiarity of it all barraging Asher. Each lab was set up the same, which meant the first one looked exactly like his fathers, where he had both spent many days and also murdered his own flesh and blood. The thought only lingered in Asher’s head for a second though as he and Cain swiftly moved towards the next door. 

His father had deserved what happened to him. He was the one who turned Asher into a Gen 6 mutant and then fled from his own family because he couldn’t deal with what he had done. It was only when Asher and Zahyra had stumbled upon the safe haven by chance that Emerson had tried to reach out to them, although he himself had still not told Asher the truth until his very final moments. After everything Asher had just been through he was pleased his father was dead and he was even more pleased that he had been the one to pull the trigger. 

“Ready?” 

Cain’s voice came from above him where the man was holding two fingers beside the panel that would open the next lab. Asher gave him a brief nod and then returned his gaze to the door, watching the metal structure slowly slide away into the wall and grant them both access to Professor Welbeck’s lab. 

Instantly Asher froze in place. Looking into the professor’s lab he could see the woman herself: she was tied to a chair with her mouth gagged to try and stifle the screams coming from her. Looking past Professor Welbeck Asher’s eyes landed on who he was searching for and life finally returned to his legs. 

He sprinted forward into the arms of his sister, finding her frantically bent over a screen pouring through information. As she noticed him it became Zahyra’s turn to freeze in place, her mouth dropping open as her younger brother moved across the room before her. Asher’s arms wrapped around her tightly as soon as he was close enough, squeezing her close with his newly acquired strength. Only when a small gasp of pain escaped her did he step back and realise what had happened. 

Zahyra’s t-shirt was torn and blood was seeping through the fabric. Her right arm was bandaged up although blood was quickly making its way through that as well. She looked broken. Angry, confused and exhausted. As Cain moved to his side Asher noticed him acknowledging Zahyra’s appearance as well. 

“What happened?” Cain said in a concerned yet dominating voice, resting his hand against Zahyra’s cheek and stroking it lightly. 

“That doesn’t matter,” Zahyra murmured. “Asher, how are you? Where have you been?”

“That doesn’t matter either,” Asher smiled with a shake of his head. “I’m fine though, are you?”

“Yeah I –”

“I’m sorry,” Cain interrupted with a tone of nervousness as voices gradually became audible outside. Honing in on the lab from both directions. “But we need to get out of here.”

“We have to get my brothers.” Asher spoke resolutely, refusing to comply with any other form of a plan. 

Zahyra nodded. “The other boys? Of course, where are they Ash? How many are there?”

Asher paused for a moment. “Four. Adryan is dead.”

“Adryan?” Zahyra’s voice caught at the name. “You mean, from the warped settlement?”

Asher nodded slowly, unaware that his sister knew of any of his brothers but then recalled she had also spent time in the warped settlement and must have met Adryan there. 

“And the other’s?” Zahyra continued. “The twins... Jonny and Dylan? Are they okay?”

Asher nodded again. “Yes. Sam and Hayden too. But we have to go to them now, we have to get them out as well.”

“We will,” Zahyra bent down slightly and wrapped her arms around Asher once more. “Let’s go save your brothers, Ash. If they’re yours then they’re mine too.”
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Chapter 28 – Zahyra 
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Racing back towards the vehicle bay Zahyra couldn’t keep her eyes off Asher. The way he moved made him look so much older than ten and Zahyra realised with shock that one of the dormitories she had walked into earlier that day probably had been a home to Asher recently. 

She marvelled at the muscles he now carried but moreso at how much he seemed to have aged on a mental and emotional level. She just hoped the events of his time back at the safe haven wouldn’t carry a heavy scar, their lives already too torn apart to be able to handle much more. 

As they weaved through the corridors, Cain thankfully leading the way, Zahyra also thought of the other boys. Asher’s brothers. Her brothers. She meant what she had told him; if they were his brothers then they were hers as well and she was happy to welcome four new faces into her family. She was just upset it wasn’t five. 

The news of Adryan’s death had hurt Zahyra more than she’d willingly let on when Asher first mentioned it. She didn’t want him to know how she had spent time with his sister Clarke and that Adryan would have possibly had a home to go back to. Instead she decided to bear this pain for him, until he was ready. Asher had already been through so much, saving him from a few more painful thoughts was the least she could do. 

Zahyra did her best to look beyond Adryan’s passing however. She thought of the other boys Asher had spent his time with, knowing she would at least be honouring Zac’s memory by helping save Jonny and Dylan. The others: Sam and Hayden, were more of a mystery to her. But she knew that no matter where the boys had come from, if they wanted help she would offer it to them. She just hoped they would be willing to accept it; especially considering how herself and Cain had technically arrived at the safe haven with the group of advanced mutants the boys had just been trying to defeat. 

As the three of them rounded the final corner and burst into the vehicle bay Zahyra held her breath. She knew a large portion of her future would be decided by what happened next. 

Watching Asher rush forward without delay and embrace the other boys warmed her heart. Zahyra knew in an instant that she needn’t carry any worry about who the boys would side with. She could see in all their eyes that they loved one another as brothers, just as Asher had said, and she knew how powerful that love truly was. 

After a moment she was pulled forward herself and Asher was introducing both her and Cain to the other boys. She shared a few words of apology with Jonny and Dylan, still unsure how well the boys had known Zac during their time at the safe haven. 

Thankfully they accepted her apology gracefully, thanking her for everything she had done for them. Sam and Hayden were less enthusiastic about the introductions, but Zahyra knew they must have been a part of the Gen 6 programme the longest by their increased size and muscle mass. Therefore she figured the transition out of the safe haven’s hold was much harder on the two of them. 

It was a relief, at least, to see that all the boys had snapped out of the safe haven’s control. Each one of them was at a different stage of remembering their past but Zahyra knew they would all help each other with that over the coming days. 

As Asher continued to hug and laugh with his brothers, Zahyra spotted Adryan’s still body lying a short distance away and snuck away from the group. She had of course never met Adryan properly, but his face reminded her of Clarke and that was enough for her to conclude who the boy was. She knelt beside him in silence for a moment, uttering an unspoken apology for her failed attempt at saving him. 

“You did everything you could.” Cain’s voice caught Zahyra off guard as he knelt beside her, placing a strong arm across her shoulders. 

“I know,” Zahyra sighed. “I just wish we could have saved them all.”

“Look at them,” Cain spoke softly, turning Zahyra’s head to look at Asher and his four remaining brothers. “Look how happy they are. That’s because of you. You’ve done an incredible thing here Zahyra, you can’t blame yourself for losing one of them.”

“I didn’t really do anything,” Zahyra shrugged and rose to her feet. But she couldn’t help but smile at her younger brother and how happy he looked in that moment. “Thank you though,” she looked at Cain, “thank you for doing it all with me.”

“Any day.” Cain grinned and pulled Zahyra forward, locking his lips onto hers in a swift but meaningful kiss. “Now, I hate to say this,” he broke away, “but we need to get out of here.”

Zahyra paused for a moment, staring into Cain’s eyes and processing what he’d said. He was right. Heather, Professor Welbeck and countless safe haven soldiers would be upon them at any second. They had already wasted too long with their reunion; they needed to finish what they had started. 

“We need to destroy this place.” Zahyra snarled menacingly, looking around the vehicle bay quickly to make sure they were still alone. 

“Zahyra there’s no time,” Cain took her hands in his. “Listen.”

After a moment Zahyra heard it. The marching of hundreds of pairs of feet heading towards them. She couldn’t tell where they were coming from but she could guess they wouldn’t be far away. From what Heather had shown her in the experimentation lab they had most of the facility being watched on video. Nothing they did was hidden. 

“Alright,” she nodded, regrettably pushing her desire for revenge to the back of her mind. “Let’s get out of here.”

Rushing forward they explained their situation to the boys, each one of them agreeing immediately that they needed to leave. Cain performed a loop around the vehicle bay, checking each of the SUVs while the rest of them grabbed weapons and other supplies from around the room. There wasn’t much lying around but Zahyra figured they didn’t need much. Everything would work out so long as they had enough time to put some distance between themselves and the safe haven once and for all. 

Piling into the SUV Cain was preparing Zahyra shot a look at her younger brother. She was so proud of him for everything he had achieved, but a huge part of her would always want to watch over him. He would always be her little brother. 

“Alright, everyone hold on!”

Cain shouted at the six passengers in the over-filled vehicle, the boys crammed together on a row of seats designed for three in the back – not that they had a choice. Then, just as he was putting the SUV into gear and was about to hurtle forward a powerful voice carried through the air. 

“Cain! Wait!” 

Zahyra poked her head out of the open window and looked behind her, seeing the mutant commander and three of his party rushing towards their vehicle. She turned to Cain to explain who it was but before she could open her mouth one mutant had tugged open her door, while another had moved to stand in front of the SUV, blocking their path. 

“Cain, what are you doing?” The commander spoke with a firm tone despite his chest heaving up and down as he gasped for breath. 

“Preparing for evacuation commander,” Cain spoke simply from the drivers seat next to Zahyra. “I assumed you didn’t make it.”

“Well climb down from your vehicle and get another one prepared,” the commander retorted. “We’ve made it and we’ve got to get out of here now. We planted more bombs so this whole place is going to come down soon. Plus their army is marching right on our tail. I see you’ve got the boys ready, good job. Set us up another SUV and we can get on our way.”

Zahyra looked over at Cain questionably. She trusted him completely but she didn’t like the way the commander had spoken about the boys. The five of them had tensed up in the back of the SUV as well, each one waiting to hear what Cain would say in response. 

“I’m sorry commander,” Cain spoke slowly as he thrust the gear stick forward so the vehicle was ready to move. “I can’t do that. You’re going to have to get your own car ready if you want to get out of here before your bombs go off. But you can’t take this one.”

Cain pressed his foot down slightly on the accelerator as he spoke, making the engine of the SUV roar loudly. 

“Cain what are you talking about?” The commander’s voice rose as he argued with who he assumed was one of his loyal party members. “Get out of the vehicle now and get another one going!”

Two very large mutants had now moved to stand in front of the vehicle, the commander occupying the space in Zahyra’s open door. None of this seemed to faze Cain however as he revved the engine again, allowing it to lurch forward a couple of inches. 

“You might as well just get your own vehicle sorted!” Cain shouted over the engine noise. “You’re not having this one and we need to get going.”

Finally Zahyra saw the commander’s men start to take note, the third mutant who had arrived with him – sporting a large cut down the side of his face –running off to check the other SUVs. Another noise permeating the vehicle bay told Zahyra it was perhaps not only due to Cain’s threats. 

The noise of the safe haven soldiers was louder than ever, the steady beating of their footsteps sounding off like a drum. With their movements the walls of the room began to shake and no more than ten seconds later one of the doors was blown off its hinges, giving way to reveal Heather and the General standing side by side. 

“Move!” Zahyra shouted urgently, pulling her door closed as the commander himself ran off to the other side of the vehicle bay. His man Scarface having managed to successfully get another SUV started. 

Cain didn’t need to be told twice and lurched the vehicle forward, jumping out of their parking bay like a wild dog. It appeared he made the move just in time as an ear-splitting explosion sounded out behind them as their wheels started to roll towards the still open exit. Zahyra didn’t need to look back to know it was the first of the commander’s bombs and with his promise to take down the entire safe haven she knew they needed to get out of the facility as quickly as possible. If only their path wasn’t so littered with dead mutant corpses. 

“Wait!” 

Asher’s cry came from directly behind Zahyra as he scrambled across two of his brothers to reach the door in the back of the vehicle. 

“Asher what are you doing?” Zahyra cried out as she spun around in her seat, stopping her younger brother just as his hand reached for the door handle. 

“Adryan.” Asher replied simply. “I can’t just leave him here.”

Zahyra let out a gasp as her younger brother flung open the door and charged out back into the vehicle bay. The entire room had already fallen into chaos. The commander and his three remaining advanced mutants were struggling to get their SUV on the move and past a motorcycle that had fallen over and blocked their path. 

The first set of bombs that had just exploded had caused many of the red band soldiers to scatter, each of them looking around for where the next explosion would come from. Several of them had also started firing at both the vehicles, as Zahyra felt bullets pinging off the rear of their SUV. 

All the while she watched Asher as he leapt over a couple of dead mutants and some debris that had fallen from the ceiling and reached the body of his young brother. Zahyra realised they must have driven past Adryan as they rolled towards the exit of the vehicle bay, the thought of leaving his brother behind for the safe haven clearly too much for Asher. 

Watching him carefully she saw Asher hook his hands underneath Adryan’s armpits, slowly dragging the boys’ body over towards their SUV. Cain had put the vehicle into park now, but his foot still waited above the accelerator for them to zoom out of the building. 

Another explosion rang out to the left of them, shaking the foundations of the vehicle bay once more. With it more rubble fell from the ceiling and Zahyra cried out as she saw a few rocks bouncing off Asher’s body. With his hands preoccupied with Adryan, he couldn’t protect himself against the raining debris. He also couldn’t protect himself against the bullets the red band were firing and Zahyra watched in horror as Asher was forced to throw his body to the ground, narrowly avoiding being shot. 

With a fire burning up inside of her Zahyra bent down and picked up a rifle from the footwell of her seat and flung open the passenger side door once again. With the back door still open from where Asher had climbed out she was granted fairly decent cover and squared her rifle up against her shoulder. Taking careful aim she picked off three safe haven soldiers with her first four shots, the ability of taking a life becoming easier with each squeeze of her trigger. 

Looking up from where he lay Asher noticed Zahyra’s covering fire and grinned, pushing himself up with Adryan’s body now on his back. Zahyra could tell he was ready to make a break for it. Giving him a nod she opened fire once more, tearing down several more members of the red band. Asher weaved between bullets, his now strong frame barely affected by the added weight of his brother. He was so close now. Zahyra could almost reach him. 

Then a terrible explosion sounded just above their heads and Zahyra looked up in horror. The ceiling of the vehicle bay had cracked and a great ball of fire was spilling down from above. Zahyra felt her body being yanked back inside the vehicle and the SUV pitching forward again as she saw a huge chunk of heavy mountainous ceiling fall down before her eyes. Landing right where her brother had been stood Asher was engulfed in dust and smoke, the fire falling from above with the ceiling. 

Zahyra screamed. She fought against the hands that were now holding her in place in the passenger seat as the force of the vehicle moving forward slammed both her door and the back door closed. They had to go back for Asher. They couldn’t just leave him there. 

Turning around as best she could in her chair Zahyra watched as more of the ceiling continued to fall. Pulling out of the vehicle bay and away from the smoke into daylight she saw the extent of the commander’s bombs. The entire mountain was breaking apart in places, the integral structure of the safe haven weakened and collapsing in on itself. It didn’t look like anyone could survive in there. 

As the SUV continued moving away from the scene Zahyra continued screaming. Her eyes filled with tears as her vision blurred and her little brother’s name remained fresh on her lips. She had only just got him back; she couldn’t lose him again already. 

The sounds of the explosions and the fighting grew quieter but still the ringing echoed throughout Zahyra’s head. At moments she thought she heard Cain’s voice comforting her, explaining to her that it was impossible to go back, that the entire safe haven had collapsed, but she chose to ignore him. She couldn’t believe Asher was truly gone, that she would never see her brother’s face again. 

Eventually the grief of what happened became too much for her. She thrashed about in her seat, demanding to go back but Cain wouldn’t stop the vehicle. As they continued to drive Zahyra let herself fully give in to her tears. 

Her whole body shook with sobs while the salty water ran down her cheeks and onto the floor below. Slowly her thoughts became blurred and her mind became tired. A blackness started to creep around the edge of her vision until she was forced to close her eyes. And then, before her body finally gave in to sleep her little brother’s face was the last thing she thought of. The boy she had failed to save. 
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Chapter 29 – 10 Years Later
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Zahyra cupped her stomach as she looked out towards the forest at dusk and watched her firstborn son, Zander playing with his uncles. At just three years old Zander already reminded her so much of Asher. The way he smiled, his shaggy mop of blonde hair that curled up on his forehead. It warmed her heart to be able to remember her childhood, a simpler time before her life changed so much. 

Seeing Jonny and Dylan picking up her son and messing around with him meant so much to her. The twins had become a real part of her little family, ever since that day at the safe haven when she had first laid eyes on them. Sam and Hayden had stayed with her and Cain for a while too, however they had both moved on many years ago. Zahyra still saw them occasionally when they passed through the small village she now lived in, but when their memories had fully returned neither of them had wanted to stick around for long. 

She didn’t blame them, of course. Zahyra only knew what they had wanted to reveal about their past, but she suspected it was even darker than her own. They had both signed up as soldiers now, helping to clear the land that had been America and rebuild for future civilisations. It was a cause that Zahyra herself was passionate about and had worked towards until the birth of Zander, his presence making her take up a more permanent role at home. And now, with her second child on the way Zahyra knew that would only continue. 

Previously she thought that nothing would be worse than being resigned to her home, unable to go out and explore the expanding world around her. But when she looked into her son’s eyes she knew nothing could be better than that feeling right there. She finally had a proper family and she wouldn’t trade it for all the adventures in the world. 

“Missed you.”

Zahyra turned to see Cain walking towards her across their porch. A wide grin broke out onto her face as it always did when he returned from work, his presence making her life feel complete again. Cain wrapped his arms around her as he drew near enough, planting a kiss upon her forehead and then dropping down onto one knee. 

“How’s the little one?” He asked softly, placing a hand on Zahyra’s stomach. 

“Sleeping,” Zahyra answered with a smile, lifting Cain’s chin up with two fingers to look into his eyes. “How was work?”

There were still days when Zahyra couldn’t believe how much their world had changed. Cain had established himself as a prominent member of a nearby medical centre, helping to create new medicines from the blooming plant life. The centre had been set up about six years ago, round about the time when Sam and Hayden moved on and Zahyra had moved her little family to the area. 

Cain had always been keen to help other people; his knowledge of medicinal plants outshining everyone else’s at the centre. The first thing they had properly formulated also helped him substantially. Finally a drug had been developed to reduce the effects of mutations, meaning Cain could completely be himself around Zahyra without worries of breaking down and losing control. 

It was ironic actually, that the mutation suppressant drug as it was known, wouldn’t have been possible without the help of the safe haven. After the collapse of the facility, a few survivors managed to escape from the wreckage. Among them had been some of the lower level scientists, their morals completely different to those held by the likes of Professor Welbeck and Emerson. Thanks to them the medical centre had been set up and with the research used to develop the Tocsix’, reverse engineering was able to create the MSD, allowing Cain to finally be the man he wanted to be. 

“Good,” Cain said in response to Zahyra’s question. “We still have a lot of people coming in from the outside, but the attacks are getting less and less each week.”

Zahyra frowned. Even with all the new developments in their world there were still groups of advanced mutants who followed the same prehistoric beliefs they had ten years ago. Less developed mutants were still hunted for sport and many Zero’s like Zahyra remained hidden in the shadows. 

The medical centre was also a godsend for them. Offering sanctuary and jobs for Zero’s and lower ranking mutants who wanted to live a simple life. At times the centre had been raided itself because of this, but with an elite group of protectors, including Cain, Jonny and Dylan they had managed to protect the residents. Dealing with the raids in an effective, yet life-saving way. 

Zahyra couldn’t be more proud of Cain and everything he had achieved. After the rocky start to life he’d had – much like Zahyra herself – the way he had turned his life around was truly inspiring. 

“The twins did say it had been quieter, although they still couldn’t wait to get over here and blow off some steam.”

“Probably because they know you’re cooking,” Cain laughed. “I swung by their place earlier in the week – you’d think they were still teenagers by the state of it.”

“Well they’re not much older! You know why it is though, they’re just making up for lost youth. It can’t have been easy growing up in the safe haven. The place wasn’t exactly child friendly.”

“True,” Cain smiled. “Having Zander to play with certainly stops them from acting their age as well. They’re turning our little boy into a terror.”

“And what about when this next one comes along?” Zahyra mused, stroking her heavily pregnant stomach. “We’ve only got about another month. I’m not sure I’m ready for all those sleepless nights again Cain, we’ve only just got Zander sleeping through the night now.”

“Well you know I’ll be right by your side for all the interruptions. I’ve got some time saved up at work to take off. And we’ve been training up some of the younger guys, they’ll be able to manage without me for a while I’m sure.”

“Thank you.” Zahyra moved in closer to Cain once more and kissed his cheek. Every day she was with him she thanked her lucky stars for the MSD. Their relationship had suffered many hard days, although often she thought the guilt Cain carried for his actions afterwards was worse than what happened during his outbreaks. There had been one time when her arm had been broken and Cain had been beside himself with guilt and sorrow for months afterwards. Even with Zahyra constantly telling him it wasn’t his fault, that he couldn’t blame himself. 

But now all of that was behind them and as Zahyra looked out at her son once more she couldn’t help but think back over everything that had led them to the present. Zander was still too young to know about everything his parents had been through. But Zahyra had all the intentions of telling him when he was old enough, and her next child too. She knew Cain was hoping for a little girl but for Zahyra it didn’t matter. Her family expanding was enough to keep her happy. 

“So how is dinner?” Cain asked after a moment’s silence. “The others will be here soon and you know they’ll be starving.”

“Well Clarke was supposed to come by earlier and help me,” Zahyra rolled her eyes. “You know what those two are like though, they’ll undoubtedly be late.”

“Hey!” Clarke’s voice sounded from around the corner. “You’re never happy are you?”

Zahyra looked across her porch once more to see Clarke appearing. The young girl had changed so much since she’d first met her, distraught and alone after the safe haven’s attack on the warped settlement. Zahyra was so pleased that Clarke had become a part of her family as well; it made the pain of losing Adryan easier to deal with each day. She still missed the young boy though, even though she had never truly met him. The other boys spoke of him fondly but even that sometimes brought a tear to Clarke’s eyes. 

“Well you are late!” Zahyra laughed as she wrapped her arms around Clarke, almost unable to hug the young girl properly due to her growing stomach. “Where is he?”

“Just parking the truck,” Clarke smiled in response. “He let me out before because I just knew you’d be complaining.”

“And I was right wasn’t I?”

Zahyra lifted her eyes once more as a voice carried over to her. Asher was so grown up now, his face and body permanently scarred from the events of that day ten years ago, but he was still beautiful in her eyes. As she always did Zahyra ran forward towards her younger brother, although it was more of a hobble with the state she was in. 

“You’re always right little man,” she murmured as she hugged her brother. “Let’s go inside and catch up. Cain, call Zander and the twins in will you?”

Taking her brother’s hand Zahyra led Asher into her small home. It was something that she’d thought impossible at one point in their lives but now had become a regular occurrence, his relationship with Clarke blossoming. 

On the day the safe haven had fallen, Zahyra had truly believed her younger brother had died. The collapse of the facility was so severe, so magnanimous that she doubted whether anyone could have survived. When Cain had driven them away from the wreckage she had been beside herself. She knew now that he just needed to get them out of harms way, in case any more of the mountain fell down as well and crushed them in the surrounding areas. 

Once the final explosion had sounded though, she demanded that Cain drive them right back. The six of them: Zahyra, Cain, Jonny, Dylan, Sam and Hayden had then worked tirelessly for hours, searching through the rubble for any signs of life. As the first day gave way to night Zahyra refused to give up hope and while many of the others slept in the car she worked through the night, with Cain by her side, searching for her little brother. 

The first survivor was uncovered just before dawn. A low coughing sound caught Zahyra’s ears and she ran towards the noise, not letting herself believe it to be Asher until she saw his face. Sadly it wasn’t. They helped pull a member of the red band from the wreckage, then another and then three other people who had resided in the safe haven. It was only several hours later when Zahyra finally heard what she had been waiting for. A weak voice, calling her name. 

Asher had been trapped beneath a huge portion of fallen rock. Once they found him it took another few hours to actually free him, Hayden and Dylan ingeniously fashioning a leverage device from other pieces of rock. One of Asher’s arms and legs were badly broken, his leg now finally recovered but his arm still bent out of shape. Even with the work Cain was doing at the medical centre, some damage was irreversible. 

His face and body were also seriously distorted with scars, although Clarke often joked it made him look more rugged and handsome. Once Asher had been freed and transported to safety Zahyra had travelled back to the warped settlement a few days later. She had found Clarke, half starving and hidden in a pile of blankets. Clarke had never said what happened at the warped settlement, but with no one else found alive Zahyra could guess at what transpired. 

None of that mattered anymore of course Zahyra realised, shaking herself from her flashback as her son and the twins arrived from outside. Zander ran towards her, jumping up onto her lap and burying his face in her chest. A few small tears pricked at Zahyra’s eyes with the embrace, truly experiencing a moment she never thought would be possible. 

“I’ll get the stew,” Cain said softly behind her and disappeared for a moment before returning with the meal she had spent half the day preparing. It was after all, a special day. 

With everyone seated Zahyra looked around the faces at her table. Jonny and Dylan sat opposite her, joking with one another as they always had done. They truly were her brothers now, just as she had told Asher the first day she met them. Asher himself sat to one side of her, his confidant face looking sweetly into the eyes of his girlfriend, Clarke. 

Finally Cain took up the last seat, pulling Zander onto his knee as he sat down and planted a firm kiss on the top of his son’s head. That was her family and as the seven of them celebrated her son’s third birthday Zahyra allowed the tears to start falling from her eyes. From the darkest moments of her life, a true happiness had finally emerged. 

THE END
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