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Chapter 1

Zahyra froze. Heather’s words were ringing out in her head like a siren. Asher’s eyes had grown wide and his mouth was hanging open. The helmet that was still attached to his head created beads of sweat beneath the rim that were slowly beginning to run down his small cheeks. 

How could he be a Gen 6? Everything Zahyra had been taught and everything she’d heard all alluded to there being only five generations of mutant. Even the elders in her camp had never spoken about a rank higher than Gen 5. There had to be something wrong with the Identifier. There had to be some kind of mistake. 

Before she could start moving towards her brother a set of hands gripped Zahyra firmly from behind. One of the men who’d remained in the room after Cain had been escorted out held her fast. Cain. Zahyra panicked at the thought of now losing her brother as well. She wasn’t going to let it happen. 

With all her might she struggled against him, her voice starting to scream for Asher before another man rushed over and slammed his palm against her mouth. Together they pinned her down and forced her back against the wall. All the while tears began to form in her eyes as two more men entered the room and moved over to Asher. 

Heather had finally removed the helmet from his head but the young boy remained perfectly still in the chair. No one in the room seemed to completely understand what was going on as Zahyra watched Heather lean over and whisper instructions to the two new men. Uncertain looks flashed across their faces as they accepted whatever order was given and unfastened the straps around Asher’s wrists. Once again Zahyra tried to scream for her brother but was unable to create a sound. Asher himself remained silent, his eyes darting around the room until they locked onto Zahyra’s. They were filled with fear. 

In one final attempt Zahyra kicked her feet out from underneath her, loosening the grip the man behind her had. It wasn’t enough though and she was wrestled onto the ground. Her eyes drooped as she felt a pinch of something being forced into her neck. Then before everything went dark around her the last thing she saw was her little brother being pushed out of the door where Cain had been taken. The door that marked the beginning of the removal procedure. The door that eventually slid silently closed and sealed Zahyra alone to her fate. 

***

When her eyes opened Zahyra was back in the white room they had been held in earlier. Her head felt foggy, like she’d been hit with something but from what she could recall there had been no violence. As her eyes scanned the room she soon realised she was completely alone. The bench next to her that had been occupied by her brother and Cain only a few hours before now looked sparse and empty. The hollowness of the room seemingly expanded before her eyes as she realised the consequences the scanning process held. 

Slowly Zahyra began to try and organise her thoughts. The simpler matter she had to deal with was Cain. With his Gen 4 ranking the both of them had known he would not be allowed to remain in the safe haven. But where had he been taken? Zahyra didn’t know what the people running the facility did to more advanced mutants and she shuddered at the thought of the unknown. 

If Cain had simply been removed from the safe haven – as Heather had suggested – then that was at least something she could live with. With Cain outside in the world Zahyra knew one day she could find him again. But even knowing that caused her to stifle a sob in her chest. 

The cruel reality was she had grown so close to him over the two weeks they had spent together. The feelings she had developed for Cain were unlike anything she had ever felt before. Memories of their conversation a couple of nights before when Cain had told her how he truly felt wrapped around her heart and squeezed like a snake. Now that she knew Cain cared for her the same way she cared for him Zahyra realised she couldn’t bare to be apart from him for very long. Even despite the difficulties his mutation presented she knew there had to be some way around it. 

Perhaps she could use the safe haven to her advantage in some respect. The technology she had already witnessed in her short time there made her hope they had some sort of way to help cure Cain of his anger. To help him control it. If that obstacle could be overcome then there would be nothing in the way of them being together. Even if she had to move out of the safe haven: that was something Zahyra was completely willing to do. 

In fact, as she continued to take in the vast emptiness around her Zahyra realised the safe haven was the last place she wanted to be. Not only had Cain been taken from her, but also the confusion about her brother’s result created a deep pit of fear inside her. 

How had Asher been categorised a Gen 6? From Heather’s reaction to the scanning process Zahyra knew it was not a common thing. It had almost seemed like Heather was equally surprised as Zahyra had been to hear the result. Although she had lived a sheltered life – up until the last two weeks – Zahyra knew she would have heard rumours if a new generation had emerged. The camp she had lived in had been filled with gossip from wandering travellers, each bringing with them a new and almost unbelievable story about the outside world. However not a single one had ever mentioned a ‘New-Wave mutant’ as Heather had put it earlier. 

The thought of Asher being thrown out of the safe haven caused Zahyra more grief than she thought possible. Having only just been reunited with her brother the idea of now never seeing him again was almost impossible to bear. He was so sweet, so kind and gentle. She knew in her mind that him being a Gen 6 mutant couldn’t be the truth. Something must have gone wrong or the results faked in some way. 

He had been branded a Zero just a few days earlier – there were cases of children’s generation numbers changing in the days around their tenth birthday, but never to this extent. A Gen 1 becoming a Gen 2 was unlikely, but it happened. A Zero becoming a Gen 6 had to be a fabrication. 

As Zahyra thought of her brother she rubbed the number one that was burnt into her own right arm. Would this have to be changed now? How did they even go about doing that? This world was such a mystery to Zahyra and the countless questions running through her mind didn’t make anything any easier to deal with. 

She stifled another sob as she thought how she had deceived Cain with her generation number. Although she knew it was probably for the best that he hadn’t known she was a Zero, she hated the feeling that she had kept it secret from him. Now there was a chance they may never see each other again and he would never know who she really was. 

She had tried to be as honest with Cain as possible in all other walks of life. It was almost as if him being so closed off when they first met had encouraged Zahyra to open up more about her own life. A smile broke out on her face as she remembered the look in Cain’s eyes when she had told him stories about her life in her old camp. How he had looked so genuinely happy to see her reunited with Asher and then how she had seen him care for her brother as well. Even if it had been for a very short period, the three of them had felt like a family to her and that wasn’t something she was willing to give up on. 

All her life she’d never had a complete family. Her father leaving when Asher had just been born had been such a confusing time and became an even more confusing memory. Zahyra still didn’t know whether her mother had made it to the safe haven. The longer she was kept alone and in the dark about the goings on of the facility the less she trusted that her mother would be safe here. Although the sad truth in the back of her mind told her there was every chance of her mother not having made it. Without Cain it would have been an impossible task for Zahyra, and her mother had spared her any and all details about how she planned to make the journey alone. 

Thinking of her parents only instilled more determination in Zahyra to find Asher and Cain. At least she knew the two of them were alive and nearby somewhere. When she saw Heather she would ask – no, demand – to be reunited with them, even if it meant she had to leave the facility herself. There was no safe haven, no place in the entire world that was worth losing everyone she cared for. 

With this new plan in her mind Zahyra stared at the door in the white room, hoping that someone would come through it soon. The minutes turned to hours and eventually Zahyra realised she had no idea how long she had been kept there. No food or water was brought in and the lights remained a blinding white. She nodded in and out of sleep for a while, struggling to get any rest in the demanding environment. 

As time dragged her mind became less and less clear of what was really going on in the safe haven. She thought of countless explanations for what had happened to Cain and her brother, and what was eventually going to happen to her. One thought told her that she would just be left in the white room forever, forgotten about and alone. With the facility knowing her true ranking she feared what they would want to do with her. 

The thing she had been recommended for – T128 – what did that entail? All her life she had lived in fear of being hunted for being a Zero. All her life she had been taught that if she were found out she would be exploited for what she was. But the safe haven was supposed to be the exception to this rule. The clue was in the name, she laughed, as safe was the last thing she felt there. 

T128 didn’t give away any indication of what it would be. The numbers made Zahyra think that maybe it had been tried one hundred and twenty seven times already. A thought she didn’t wish to dwell on due to how unsuccessful it sounded. It also began to sound more unbelievable to Zahyra the more she thought of it. Could the safe haven really have over a hundred Zero’s within it? She’d never heard of more than a handful before, and finding a Zero was something travellers loved to gossip about. 

Suddenly Zahyra lashed out at the wall behind her with her fist. She had hated when Cain kept her in the dark about their plans or where they were going, but she would take him not telling her something any day over the turmoil she was feeling being trapped in the white room. 

The frustration and anger began to bubble up inside her and she stood up from the bench and turned to face the wall behind her. Balling her hands into fists she struck the same place over and over. Pain coursing through her arms and body as the effort she was exerting caused her still-damaged ribs to twinge. 

She skin on her knuckles started to crack and little flecks of her red blood stood out brightly against the blindingly white wall. She opened her mouth and screamed as the punched. Drowning the room in a barrage of anger and violence. Tears began to fall down her cheeks, all the emotion she had been holding in over the last two weeks suddenly flooding out of her beyond control. 

She screamed and hit the wall until she no longer had any strength within her. Defeated and devastated she sank back onto the bench, the blood from her knuckles dripping down the wall above her head. Then, though her tear-stained eyes she saw the door of the white room slide open in the corner and a pair of familiar boots make their way inside. 





Chapter 2

The boots remained stationary in front of her. Zahyra didn’t need to look up to know it would be Heather standing there. She sniffed as quietly as she could in an attempt to compose herself but the evidence of her outbreak was etched clearly on the wall behind her. 

After a moment the boots took a few steps towards her until they were only a couple of feet from where Zahyra sat. With another sniff Zahyra raised her head, her eyes finding Heather just as her mind had suspected. She watched Heather move her gaze from Zahyra to the blood stained wall behind her, then back down to Zahyra’s hands. She knew there was no point hiding the torn skin on her knuckles and instead balled her hands into fists once more to show Heather she wasn’t afraid. 

“Did that make you feel better?”

Heather eventually spoke up in the deafening silence that had collected between the two of them. Zahyra said nothing in response but raised her head up slightly so her eyes met Heather’s. She didn’t look angry, but she didn’t look remorseful either. Instead Heather seemed completely indifferent to the situation, like what Zahyra had done had simply prolonged her being able to achieve what she came into the room for. 

“Well, if you’re quite finished anyway, I’m here to settle you in. Give you a tour of the facility, show you your quarters and so on.” 

“Where is my brother? Where is Cain?”

Zahyra couldn’t stop the questions from falling out of her mouth. She was trying not to show any weakness to the woman in front of her, she already knew she couldn’t trust Heather and didn’t want to give her any more ammunition to use against her. 

“All your questions will be answered in due course,” Heather replied bluntly. “For now would you like to follow me? I’ll show you to your room where you can shower and change. Some food will also be brought in but in future you’ll have to eat in the mess with everyone else. I’ll show you where that is on your tour this afternoon.”

Zahyra rose to her feet without awarding Heather a response. She was curious to see more of the facility and the promise of a tour meant she would be able to do some exploring. Food and a shower were also very appealing prospects to her and for the time being she quickly realised she would have to be more compliant if she wanted to achieve her goals in the safe haven. Or to put it more simply; her goal of escaping the safe haven.

They exited through the same door as before and Zahyra was again met with a long corridor with glass walls. The rooms either side were as she remembered them: medicinal, orderly and clean. There were many people working inside again and she noticed now more than earlier the coloured armbands they wore. Most of them were black, but some people carried grey or red colours. She wondered what they meant and how they differed from generation rankings. Heather’s armband was purple as she remembered it and Zahyra mused as to whether this signified she was someone in charge. 

As the two of them reached the end of the corridor Zahyra saw the large door to her right she had passed through with Asher and Cain earlier that day. Her chest tightened at the thought of it and she let out a quiet sigh of relief when Heather led her off to the left, through a slightly smaller door. 

This one revealed a staircase behind it and Zahyra gazed upwards. It seemed to go on forever and she gaped for a moment at the spiral twists and turns all the way up. Heather had already started climbing, meaning Zahyra had to jog up the first few steps to catch up with her. 

The two of them climbed up several floors. There were doors leading off the staircase every thirty seconds or so and Zahyra noticed each of them had a different alphanumeric code printed on it. They didn’t seem to follow any specific order however, which confused Zahyra. 

Eventually Heather guided Zahyra through the sixth door they came to, marked EH02. Zahyra made a mental note of the number in case she had to find it again and then followed Heather into the corridor behind it. The walls on this level were different, made out of some material Zahyra couldn’t determine, but they weren’t glass like the ones downstairs. The door had opened at the very end of the corridor and Zahyra could see it extended out in front of her and then veered off both to the left and the right. They didn’t reach the turning however as Heather stopped at the third door on the left and withdrew a small plastic card from her pocket. 

Zahyra watched in awe as she placed it against a panel on the wall beside the door. A green light flashed and the door clicked open. Heather gestured for Zahyra to enter so she swallowed and took a step inside. 

“This is your room,” Heather said monotonously as she walked in behind Zahyra. “There’s a bathroom through there,” she pointed to one of the other doors in the room, “and as you can see some food has been left for you on the table. Clothes of your size should also be available in the locker. I will be back in one hour to take you on a tour, please ensure you are ready.” 

With that Heather spun on her heel, not waiting for a response and closed the door behind her with a click. Something clicked itself in Zahyra at that moment and she moved forward to try the door handle. As she suspected it had been locked from the outside. Her heart sank realising she had just been taken from one holding cell to another, her feeling of safety within the facility diminishing with every new room she encountered.

With nothing else to do but spend time in her new room Zahyra looked around and was met with more luxury than she had ever encountered. There was a large bed positioned in the middle of one wall, raised off the floor by a wooden frame. Beside it was a small table with a book resting on top of it: “Your Safe Haven” the title read. Zahyra placed it back on the table immediately, not wanting to discover what was written inside. 

The larger table in the room caught her eye next and Zahyra moved quickly over to it and sat in the accompanying chair. Laid out was a bowl of hot soup, steam wafting into the air above it and a roll of crusty bed. She dived into the meal immediately devouring more than half of it before she paused, an unwelcome thought entering her head that there might be something venomous mixed in with the soup. She shook her head at the thought quickly however; if the people here had wanted to do something to her they would likely have done it already, when they had removed Cain and Asher from the scanning room. Reassuring herself slightly she finished the food, welcoming the feeling of satisfaction in her stomach. 

After eating she inspected the locker, finding three sets of pants, canvas shoes and an assortment of tops and underwear. Zahyra was unsurprised they all looked to be her exact size, the abilities of the safe haven already far amassing her expectations. 

Eventually she moved into the bathroom, knowing she’d spent too much time inspecting the room and that Heather would be returning for her shortly. The devices in the bathroom confused her for a moment as she pushed buttons and twisted knobs in an attempt to figure out what worked what. At the reveal of hot, running water Zahyra enthusiastically stripped out of her dirty clothes and stepped under the cascade of water. It had been too long since she had cleaned herself and now she was doing so she realised how much dirt and grime had accumulated on her skin. 

She scrubbed at her knuckles carefully, the water stinging her cracked skin slightly. It took a long time for the water to run clear from her body, a combination of dirt and blood escaping down the drain. Standing there Zahyra began to feel calmer about her situation. The rain always had a way of relaxing her and the shower was having much the same effect. She washed her hair twice until she was happy with how she felt and reluctantly turned the water off, still amazed at how efficiently everything seemed to work. 

Drying herself as quickly as she could Zahyra changed into new clothes from the locker. She avoided the canvas shoes, the fabric feeling flimsy and unsupportive and opted for her combat boots instead. Plus they would be easier to run in if she had to escape, a thought she tried to keep at the back of her mind. She had just finished tying the laces when the door clicked open and Heather reappeared. 

The woman looked Zahyra up and down, assessing her appearance. Her nose wrinkled slightly when she saw Zahyra was still wearing her own shoes but she refrained from commenting on it. Instead she simply raised her eyebrows and turned, indicating it was time for Zahyra to follow her. She waited until the door clicked shut behind them before beginning to speak. 

“This is one of the housing quarters,” she said plainly. “We tend to house people in accordance to their work details. Due to lack of space and certain other factors however you have been placed in one of the more elite housing quarters. My own room for example is on this very same corridor.”

Zahyra’s curiosity peaked at this statement. She immediately suspected her being placed on this corridor had more to do with the other factors Heather had mentioned rather than the apparent lack of space. Still she said nothing and let Heather lead her towards the end of the corridor. Turning right she continued to speak. 

“To the left is simply more accommodation. This corridor leads us towards the main atrium of the facility.” 

“What were the rooms downstairs?” Zahyra suddenly cut in. “Will I get to see those again?”

“Please save your questions until the end,” Heather rebuffed, picking up her pace slightly as they continued down the corridor. 

There were several doors dotted along it and Zahyra wondered what was behind each one. She also resented Heather demanding she not ask questions until the end, her mind already overflowing with a thousand things she wanted answers to. 

Her thousand questions quickly doubled as Heather led Zahyra around a corner and they arrived in what had been described as the main atrium. Zahyra stopped in her tracks and gazed around the dome-like room they were standing in. The ceiling had been carved out of the rock and the original inside of the mountain was clearly visible. Until that moment Zahyra had almost forgotten the whole facility was hidden inside the mountains and she gasped at the scale the whole safe haven must be. 

This definitely seemed to be the hub of the facility, with different doors and corridors leading off in every direction. There was very little in the main atrium itself, it just seemed to be the place where everything could be reached from – a fact Zahyra reminded herself could come in very useful in the future. 

The atrium was also alive with activity. While Zahyra stood and admired it for no longer than a moment more than thirty people must have moved between the areas surrounding it. Many of them looked at Zahyra, her outfit making her stand out amongst a sea of grey uniforms. She spotted several people with grey armbands to match, more red armbands and then a small group of people wearing green coloured bands too. This last group of people were all carrying large duffle bags and whispering in hushed tones. 

“What do the–”

Zahyra started to enquire about what the coloured armbands meant but Heather simply raised a hand in response and shook her head. 

“The mess hall is this way.” 

Before Zahyra could argue her right to ask the question Heather had moved off towards a corridor. Zahyra tried to make a mental note of which one she’d just walked out of, but the downside of the atrium having no discernable features of its own meant that each entrance and exit looked exactly the same. 

Heather led her down a small corridor of no more than a few feet and then they entered into the mess hall. This room was three times the size of the main atrium and filled with round tables, each surrounded by six chairs. A long countertop stretched along one side of the room, ending with a door that was – to Zahyra’s dismay – closed. 

“This is the mess hall,” Heather began, opening her arms slightly to indicate to the room. “This is where meals are served each day at six, one and seven. We eat according to our bands – as you have not been assigned one yet, you will eat with me. Second shift. At those exact times. That will start tomorrow however; as you are still very new to the safe haven food will be brought to your room again tonight. I will collect you in the morning for breakfast. Once you have been assigned a band those times may change, but for the time being I find that,” Heather paused, “unlikely.”

Zahyra nodded. Wondering whether the bands Heather spoke of referred to their coloured armbands. It seemed like the logical explanation but Zahyra was quickly realising to not take anything as it came in the safe haven. 

Seeming satisfied with her explanation of the mess hall Heather swivelled round and began to walk back out the way they had come. Zahyra quickly followed, not wanting to get lost before she’d discovered where everything was. She followed Heather back into the main atrium and then down another corridor. In this area there was a gym, filled with several men lifting weights or throwing punches at a pair of bags hanging from the ceiling. Zahyra noticed that every man in that room wore a red armband, each of varying shades – like the men who had been in the scanning room earlier that day. 

Had that really only happened earlier that day, Zahyra thought. Her time in the white room had disorientated her, but she did find it unlikely that a very long period of time had passed in there due to no one bringing her food or water. It must have only been a matter of hours since she had last seen her brother, but already the emptiness in her heart was growing vast. 

The next area Heather showed her seemed to be a library of some sort. The walls were lined with more books than Zahyra had ever seen and several people were hunched over tables reading from them. They also appeared to be taking down notes, although from her position in the doorway she couldn’t make out what they were. 

“This is the study area,” Heather cut into Zahyra’s thoughts. “We carry a wealth of knowledge about the past in this facility, so many people come here to learn about it and improve themselves. You can also learn more about the safe haven here, although I believe one of our books has already been placed in your room.” 

Zahyra nodded silently again in response to Heather, who took her silence as an indication to move onto the next part of her tour. They continued for another hour or so, although with no sunlight Zahyra struggled to keep track of the time. Her stomach began to rumble, the bowl of soup she’d had earlier having done little to sustain her. She struggled to remember the last time she’d had a full meal. 

She was taken to the medical area next, the whiteness of the rooms making Zahyra’s knuckles sting from the memory of her time in the white room downstairs. Heather told her she would have to report to the medical area tomorrow for a full examination, something she was at least glad of considering her injuries over the past two weeks. As they left the medical area Zahyra noticed everyone there wore white armbands, meaning she could at least confidently assign one colour to a certain role. 

Eventually Heather guided Zahyra back through the atrium and towards her room. She tried to find anything discerning about the archway they walked through that led to her housing quarters but they still all seemed the same to Zahyra and she was certain she would get lost very quickly. As the door to her room clicked shut behind Heather, trapping the two of them inside Zahyra suddenly felt very exposed. She turned slowly to look at the older woman, who raised an eyebrow and opened her mouth. 

“Questions?”

Zahyra’s mind stumbled to organise what she wanted to ask Heather. She knew she needed to be careful about her questions, but also wanted to try and glean as much as possible from her answers. Although she had a feeling Heather was going to be a bit of a brick wall about the matter. 

“Where did this place come from?” Zahyra started, “Did you build it?”

Heather began to speak as if she was reciting from a book, her voice monotonic and unyielding. 

“The safe haven was built many hundreds of years ago, in The Before Time. It was designed to be exactly what it functions as today – a safe haven for those in danger from the outside world. The inhabitants now are either descended from the original inhabitants or are refugees, like yourself.” 

“And the armbands,” Zahyra continued, “do they signify what your role is here? Like white for medical people, purple for…”

“The bands yes, signify each individual’s role within the facility. You will learn what each colour comes to represent in due time. But you are correct: white bands signify the medics.” 

Zahyra grumbled slightly at Heather’s reluctance to tell her what the other colours meant. It surely couldn’t do her much harm when she was trapped in her room and she longed to know what Heather’s colour represented. 

“If you don’t have any further questions I shall go, and see you tomorrow morning for…”

“Wait!” Zahyra cut in. She didn’t realise how long she’d gone quiet for wondering about what the colours on the armbands meant, but she couldn’t let Heather leave without asking her most important questions. 

“Where is my brother? Where’s Cain? And what is T128?”

Zahyra burst all three questions out like her life depended on it and Heather pursed her lips in response. 

“Your brother and companion were deemed unsuitable for housing, as you heard earlier. We began the removal procedure with them both immediately after the scanning process.”

“But Asher–”

“As for T128, you will be briefed on that in the morning.”

“Asher can’t be unsuitable!” 

Zahyra cried out in desperation as Heather moved away from her and out of the door. 

“He’s just a kid!” 

The door clicked shut between the two women. 

“He’s just a kid!”





Chapter 3

Zahyra sank down against the locked door of her room. Although she had known it was very likely her brother had been removed from the safe haven like Cain, she hadn’t truly let herself believe it without hearing confirmation. Now that Heather had indeed confirmed her worst nightmares she felt trapped in a world worse than anything she could have imagined. 

The residents of the safe haven were treating her like a prisoner. No amount of clean clothes or hot showers could make up for the fact they had stripped her of her family. Of her loved ones. With tears streaming down her face Zahyra dragged herself over to the bed and burrowed underneath the blankets. It was by far the most comfortable place – physically – that she had ever encountered, but with everything going on around her she failed to appreciate it. 

Instead she wrapped her arms tightly around her body and cried herself to sleep. Not even the sound of someone bringing her supper in the evening managed to wake her and it wasn’t until a cold hand grabbed her shoulder the next morning that Zahyra was brought back into consciousness. Heather’s face gazing down at her. 

“You have ten minutes until breakfast. I’ll wait outside.”

Zahyra fumbled against her sheets. She was still fully clothed from the day before but her boots were strewn on the floor, evidentially she had kicked them off in the night. Dragging herself out of bed she made her way into the bathroom and stared at herself in the reflective glass attached to the wall. Her eyes were swollen and puffy from crying and her bottom lip was swollen from where she’d chewed it. 

Peeling off her clothes she cleaned herself quickly and redressed in a clean outfit from the locker. Then with a deep breath she opened the door, finding it unlocked for the first time since she’d arrived. Heather was leaning against the wall outside but she immediately righted herself when Zahyra appeared. She gave a curt nod and then started off at a brisk walk down the corridor towards the mess hall. Zahyra dragged her feet behind her as she followed, the pain of hearing the truth about her brother still tearing her apart inside. 

When they entered the mess hall Zahyra stopped in her tracks. The room was filled to capacity and she soon recognised that everyone inside wore either red or purple armbands. Heather led her over to the wall lined with counters and Zahyra then saw that the wall behind them all was slid open, and a few men and women were wandering around cooking and preparing food. Instead of red or purple armbands however theirs were grey, almost blending in with their uniforms. 

Heather handed Zahyra a plate as they moved down the line. The vast majority of the people surrounding her carried the red armbands, some darker than the others. She wondered what the variation in the shade of red signified, and what the grey and purple armbands meant too but knew better than to try and ask Heather. Those standing behind the counters with grey bands leant over to serve the people in line and soon enough Zahyra’s plate was piled high with various foods. Most of it she didn’t recognise, but identified at least a few items as some kind of meat. 

Once they reached the end of the line Heather picked up a mug of dark brown liquid and handed it to Zahyra before taking one of her own. She then steered Zahyra over to an almost empty table where they sat. The two other people on the table also wore purple armbands. One was a man similar in age to Heather; the other was a very old woman who was merely picking at her food. 

Zahyra kept her head low as she began to eat, taking small forkfuls of each different thing on her plate until she determined what she liked and did not. The brown liquid in the mug tasted awful but Zahyra forced herself to drink it, knowing she needed as much strength as possible for the day ahead of her – whatever was to come. 

No one spoke to her as she ate so she resigned to quietly listening in to the hushed conversation Heather was having with the man. She picked it up half way through, but it didn’t take long for Zahyra to realise they were talking about her. 

“Do you think we’ll have success this time?” 

“I hope so, it’s been a while since we’ve had such a strong participant.” Heather looked over slightly at Zahyra when she made this statement and Zahyra snapped her head back down to her plate in response. 

“The parties haven’t had a very high success rate lately, I think we’re letting them slip. So we really need this to work.”

“Maybe we need to re-think our deal with them Heather, you know I was wary about that to begin with.”

“It’s our only option Marcus,” Heather snapped back at the man. “You know we can’t send our teams out as often as we’d like to, this one really just fell into our laps. We haven’t had a walker of this calibre in about thirty-five years I don’t think. Definitely not in my time.”

The two of them stopped conversing for a moment and the table fell silent. Even their brief conversation had created many more questions in Zahyra’s head and she grew worried about the looming appearance of T128, whatever it was. Zahyra was just finishing her plate, scraping what she didn’t like to one side when the old woman slammed her mug down on the table, brown liquid spilling out to one side. 

“We need to get out!” She suddenly cried manically, turning towards Zahyra. “You’ve got to get out girl!” 

The old woman grabbed Zahyra’s arm, making her wince from the strength of her grip. 

“Don’t just sit here! Time to go!”

Heather suddenly rose to her feet and moved around the table to Zahyra’s side. She prised the woman’s hand from her arm and hauled her out of her seat. 

“Marcus get her out of her,” she hissed at the man who had also risen in the outburst. The mess hall had fallen silent around them and Zahyra sat stunned in her chair. Heather moved awkwardly back around the table and regained her seat. 

“Don’t listen to her,” she said clearing her throat slightly. “She’s way past it in her old age, thinks we’re still trapped in the cave-in from several years back. Three of the walls came down in an old wing and she suffered a head injury. Never been the same since. Shame really, she was one of our greatest leaders.” 

Zahyra said nothing and took a final sip of her drink. Heather’s story about the old woman was believable, but there was something in the way she spoke that told Zahyra it was just that: a story. From what Zahyra had seen so far the old woman was the only person in the safe haven who saw it for the prison it truly was, just like she did. Hopefully she could meet with her again and try to get some answers. 

Although she realised Heather had given away one answer in her story – the purple armbands did signify the leaders. And from looking around the room and what she had experienced in the scanning room the day before, she was almost certain the red armbands were assigned to the soldiers. A small smile broke out on Zahyra’s face as she comprehended she was beginning to piece some answers together herself, and she wasn’t going to stop with the armbands. 

When Heather finished eating she led Zahyra out of the mess hall, leaving their plates and mugs on the table. Zahyra saw a woman wearing a grey armband move over to the table to clear it as they were leaving, although she was still unsure exactly what people with grey bands did. 

“Are you going to explain T128 to me now?” Zahyra questioned as they walked back through the main atrium. 

Heather said nothing but turned to lead Zahyra through a new corridor and down a set of stairs. They only passed two other doors on their way down before Heather stopped, leading them through a door simply marked with a letter T. This must be the place Zahyra thought and steeled herself for whatever was awaiting her inside. 

The door opened to another corridor. On one side there was a glass wall showing similar rooms to the ones Zahyra had seen on the lower level the day before. The other side of the corridor was not made of glass but housed three other doors equal distance along. Zahyra followed Heather through the third door and then opened her mouth to speak as Heather quickly stepped around her and exited back through it, closing the door with a click behind her. 

Another locked room, Zahyra thought, what a way to make a girl feel safe. She looked around the room she had been trapped in, again. It didn’t hold much: two chairs, a small bed attached to one wall above the floor – although it was nothing like the bed Zahyra had slept in that night – and a desk with various items strewn across it, the most peculiar a dark black screen. She sat herself down in one of the chairs facing the door and waited. 

Heather soon reappeared followed by a woman wearing a black armband. The two of them closed the door behind them and stood, staring at Zahyra. She stared back, unwilling to break the eye contact first. 

“So this is the girl I presume?” The new woman asked Heather, who nodded in response. “Looks strong. Healthy. We can definitely work with that.”

The woman then moved across the room slightly, leaving Heather standing alone by the door. She leant against the bed so she was stood just in front of Zahyra and placed her hands on her hips. 

“Zahyra?” She didn’t wait for a reply. “I’m Professor Welbeck, deputy chief scientist of the safe haven. I am very pleased to meet you.”

At this point she paused expecting a response from Zahyra. Instead Zahyra simply raised her eyebrows, copying a look from Heather and stared at the professor. 

“I’ve been told you’ve agreed to take part in the T128 trial and well, I have to say I’m delighted. It’s been a while since we’ve had the chance to get a new participant.”

“What?” Zahyra suddenly interjected. No one had told her T128 was some kind of trial, nor had she technically agreed to it.

“Will someone please tell me what T128 is?”

She almost shouted her question, the frustration of not knowing anything once again bubbling up inside of her. Professor Welbeck looked taken aback and shot a look towards Heather who simply shrugged in response. 

“Now,” the professor began, “there’s no need to get upset. I can assure you that everything that happens in my laboratory is safe and for the good of the people. Perhaps you would feel more comfortable discussing this alone?”

Professor Welbeck looked at Heather again who shrugged once more and reached for the door handle. 

“I’ll be placing a guard outside,” she said curtly, “and I’ll be back soon to take her to her medical examination.” 

Once the door was closed Zahyra relaxed a little and she could see the professor did too. 

“I’ve never been a fan of that woman,” the professor smiled, making Zahyra relax even more. “Now: T128.”

Zahyra swallowed, preparing herself for what was to come. 

“T128 is an experimental trial we have developed here at the safe haven. It is something we need Zero’s,” the professor paused, an embarrassed look crossing her face. “I’m sorry – pure humans – for, in order for it to be successful. You see our aim here at the safe haven is to save the world from the carnage the higher developed mutants cause. We believe, well in fact we know that there is something in the DNA of pure humans that can be extracted and given to the more developed mutants in an attempt to lower their generation numbers and make them more, compliable shall we say? 

“Now you of course don’t have to take part in this trial, Zahyra. However it is very rare that we encounter a pure human these days, so we would be extremely grateful if you agreed to take part.”

“Aren’t you all Zero’s here?” Zahyra interjected, “I mean, none of you appear to have any mutations?”

The professor laughed, “I’m pleased to hear you say that. But you are wrong I’m afraid. Everyone working in this facility has a genetic mutation of some kind, but it is down to my work – and the rest of my team of course – that we have been able to develop a way to keep these mutations in a sort of dormant phase. It’s not perfect, but with the help of people like you we would be able to make it perfect. And then we could move on from controlling minor mutations like those belonging to the people within this facility, to controlling mutations found in Gen 4’s and Gen 5’s.” 

Zahyra froze for a moment. What Professor Welbeck was describing was exactly what Cain needed. A way to control his mutation so that he could be himself. So that he could be himself around her and they could truly be together. Zahyra’s heart leapt inside her chest for a moment before she grounded herself back to reality. Although the professor seemed honest, Zahyra was still wary to trust her and her explanation of the T128 trial. For all she really knew this could be an elaborate trap, but if there was some way of saving Cain… she had to do it.

“What would I have to do?” She asked cautiously. “And, what’s in it for me?”

“It’s quite simple really,” the professor smiled. “Once you’re cleared from medical I will run some small tests on you. Take your blood; see how you react in certain scenarios, implement some mental stimulants. It’s all very routine and very safe I assure you. 

“As for what’s in it for you – well you would be helping the world return to its original and safe state. You will be housed here, in safety. And – if that’s not enough for you – I am told you came here with two companions who were unable to be housed due to their mutations? Well if you help us to progress with these trials then I promise you, once they are perfected your two companions will be amongst the first to benefit from them.”

Zahyra mused over what Professor Welbeck had said for a moment. If she was right – and honest – then Cain and apparently even Asher could be saved from the results of the T128 trial. She had even said she would help administer the cure to them, although that was something Zahyra didn’t completely believe. Still, if she could help create the cure then she could escape with it and find Asher and Cain, administer it to them herself. 

A knock on the door pulled Zahyra from her reasoning and she looked up to see Heather once more. 

“I’ll give you some time to think about it,” Professor Welbeck smiled at her. “I hope I’ll see you again soon.” 

Zahyra gave the professor a half smile and rose from the chair. Heather looked past Zahyra to the professor, a stern glare emitting into the room. Despite how little trust Zahyra had felt for Professor Welbeck, there was still something about her which made her more reliable than Heather. That woman seemed to show no emotion, no concern for anyone around her and Zahyra wondered what genetic mutation she carried as she followed her back up the stairs to the main atrium. 

Now that Zahyra knew everyone in the safe haven carried a mutation of some sort, she looked at everyone slightly differently. She knew there could only be those of Gen 3 and below housed here, or else Cain would have been allowed to stay. But how many of them were being treated by Professor Welbeck to keep their mutations hidden and how many of them were simply harmless. 

She wondered whether people still had their brandings on their right arms, and realised unless they were born here they must do. Zahyra hated not knowing the truth about these people and vowed not to trust anyone until she had learned more about the facility. 

When the two of them reached the medical area of the safe haven Heather caught the eye of a young medic who came rushing over to them. 

“This is Medic Tapton,” Heather said in her signature monotone voice. “He will conduct your examination to assess whether you are healthy enough to begin the trial.” She then turned to the medic, “Beep me when you’re done.”

Zahyra watched Heather walk away and breathed a sigh of relief to be rid of her, even if it was for a medical examination. She looked at Medic Tapton, who can’t have been more than a year or two older than she was. He had a thick mop of blonde hair and sparkling green eyes. Most people would have regarded him as attractive, but as that thought crossed Zahyra’s mind all she could then think about was Cain. 

Medic Tapton flashed her a smile and indicated for her to follow him into one of the side rooms, separated from the main corridor with a curtain. 

“You can call me Grant,” he smiled again. “Now, how’re things with you?”

Zahyra stumbled at Grant’s question, realising it was the first time anyone had actually asked her how she was doing since she’d arrived at the safe haven. She didn’t even know how to answer it. Mentally she was devastated. She’d lost everyone she cared about and was in a place far from anything she regarded as safe. Physically she was doing better, but she still ached from everything she’d been through. The bruising on her ribs was still a vibrant colour, her knuckles hurt and her whole body felt like it could give up at any moment from exhaustion. 

Grant seemed to assess her from the look on her face and nodded, his mouth setting into a thin line. 

“Could you remove your top for me please?”

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open. Why did he need her to remove her top? Again Grant read her expression and began to explain. 

“I’ve been told you’ve experienced some injuries and I just want to check you over. I’ll look away while you change if you like?”

The young medic turned around and Zahyra dutifully removed her top, feeling exposed and afraid as she waited for him to turn back to face her. His eyes grew wide when he saw the bruising all over Zahyra’s ribs, chest and stomach. 

“How long ago did this happen?” 

Zahyra paused for a moment, “The first bit about two weeks ago, then again not long after I guess.”

Grant mumbled something beneath his breath and began checking her over. His fingers were cold against her skin and Zahyra flinched on several occasions as he touched her bruising. The skin was still sore and she hated being poked and prodded like an experiment. 

Once Grant had examined her bruising he allowed her to put her top back on. He then fastened some bandages around her knuckles to stop the skin from breaking open again and used some strange contraption to listen to her heartbeat. The whole examination went on for longer than Zahyra had hoped and by the time Heather appeared she was starving. 

“How’s she looking?” Heather asked Grant bluntly, completely ignoring Zahyra herself. 

“She’ll have certainly been in better condition,” Grant mused, “but there’s nothing serious at the moment. I’d recommend rest and rejuvenation before she starts doing anything too strenuous. At least for a couple of days.”

“Don’t worry,” Heather replied, “there’s nothing too tiring on the list for a while.” 

Grant nodded although his brow furrowed slightly at Heather’s response. Even so he signed a piece of paper and handed it over to her then stepped back, nodded to Zahyra and walked out of the room. Zahyra watched him go almost longingly. She didn’t particularly like the medic, but he had been the first person to show genuine care for her and that was something she realised she already missed. 

With no time to waste Heather began to walk out of the medical area meaning Zahyra was forced to follow. As expected she was led to the mess hall and followed the same procedure as that morning with collecting her food and sitting down. This time however Heather chose an entirely unoccupied table, so Zahyra was forced to eat in silence with no conversations to listen in on and unwilling to make conversation with Heather. 

The food was similar to what had been left in her room the day before. A bowl of stew and some bread, nothing quite as extravagant as the spread that had been laid out that morning.

“I’ll take you back to your room,” Heather remarked once Zahyra had finished eating. “As you don’t have a band or any responsibilities yet, you’ll have to stay there until I collect you for supper.”

Zahyra’s heart sagged at the thought of being locked in her room all afternoon. She was itching to explore more of the facility and discover what went on behind the countless closed doors. Nonetheless she obediently followed Heather back there, escaping from her seemed impossible while she was being watched like a hawk. 

“I suggest you take your time to consider the T128 trial.” Heather said as she stood on the other side of Zahyra’s door. “If you agree to proceed, you will begin tomorrow morning.” 

Zahyra nodded, agreeing that she needed to take time to think about what could possibly be her future. With no more final words Heather took a step back and closed the door, once again sealing Zahyra inside a locked room. 





Chapter 4

“I’ll do it.” Zahyra said firmly. Heather’s face barely broke out into a smile in response, she merely turned and started leading Zahyra downstairs, back to Professor Welbeck’s lab. 

After supper Zahyra had been up half the night thinking about the T128 trial. Even despite what Professor Welbeck told her the day before, she still knew very little about it. The results that could be created sounded incredible. If she could really find a way to cure Cain of his mutation then nothing would stop them from being together. 

It could also cure Asher too apparently. Although Zahyra was still suspicious of what mutation the safe haven believed her brother to have. Another reason for her agreeing to go ahead with T128 was that she hoped she could find some explanation for Asher being ranked a Gen 6 down in the lab. It was definitely the most advanced area of the facility she’d encountered so far, and that gave her hope. 

Heather guided Zahyra into the same room she’d met Professor Welbeck in the day before. She was early, the professor was on the third shift for breakfast and wouldn’t be down for another twenty minutes, but Zahyra was happy to wait. 

At breakfast that morning Heather had given her something they called a timekeep. It was an incredible contraption; using magical powers Zahyra hadn’t ever even dared to dream still existed. A thin strip of metal encircling her wrist that when touched or shaken would light up with the time of day. Like so many things in the safe haven Zahyra simply couldn’t grasp how it worked or how the people here had managed to develop such amazing technology when the rest of the world was in ruins around them. 

It was obviously a result of the safe haven being set up in The Before Time but Zahyra still knew so little about then that she marvelled at each new discovery. That was another thing she’d decided upon last night: that when she had some free time – and Heather hadn’t trapped her in her room – she was going to visit the study area to try and discover more about what the world was like before the bombs. 

“Zahyra!” Professor Welbeck grinned as she opened the door of the room Zahyra was waiting in. “I’m so pleased you’re here to go ahead with T128. The things we can do… well you’ll find out soon enough. Now, Medic Tapton has cleared you physically, but said to take it easy for the first few days. So the first thing I’m going to need to do is take some blood, that alright?” 

Zahyra nodded sheepishly. She had no idea how the professor was going to take her blood and really didn’t fancy being sliced open. 

“If you could just jump up here,” Professor Welbeck indicated to the small bed in the room, “and lie down. It’s just a small needle so it won’t hurt much.”

Zahyra did as she was told and tried to get comfortable on the bed. Half of it was propped up at a weird angle, causing her to feel like she was half sitting and half lying down. She watched carefully as the professor moved around the room opening cabinets and withdrawing specific equipment. None of it looked familiar to Zahyra and she had to remind herself again that this whole world was completely new to her. 

“Extend your right arm for me please, oh and remove your top first.” 

Zahyra continued to follow orders, uncomfortable once again by having to remove her clothes. The professor didn’t turn away like Grant had the day before, but she looked so unphased by Zahyra’s half naked body that it put her mind at ease slightly. Professor Welbeck then began attaching a tight piece of fabric around Zahyra’s bicep when she froze. 

“I’m curious… how did you manage to get yourself branded as a Gen 1?”

Zahyra swallowed. She had hoped this question wouldn’t come up. But with the whole reasoning for her being in the T128 trial to do with her status as a Zero she couldn’t be too surprised. 

“My err, my mother helped me,” she stammered, knowing full well what a terrible deed it was in the outside world to carry a fake branding. “She knew I’d be hunted if others knew I was a Zero so she did it to protect me.”

“Brave woman,” the professor smiled. 

“Is there any way to find out if my mother is here actually?” Zahyra suddenly remembered. “She was supposed to be making her own way here, but I haven’t heard from her and well, I’d really love to see her if I could.”

“I can certainly look into it,” Professor Welbeck nodded. “Why don’t you give me her details later? Now, keep your arm straight, and slightly elevated too please.”

Zahyra followed the professor’s instructions. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought to ask about her mother sooner, but with the disappearance of Asher and Cain and all the weird things she’d already experienced in the safe haven it had managed to be pushed to the back of her mind. That gave her a glimmer of hope for the day and she smiled slightly. Then a sharp point stabbed at her skin just below the inside bend of her elbow and Zahyra let out a small yelp. 

“That’s the worst of it don’t worry,” Professor Welbeck assured her. “Now just lean back and try to relax. Most people prefer not to look at it.”

Naturally Zahyra hadn’t really thought to look at what was happening until the professor said that, but now she was overcome with a natural sense of curiosity. She shifted in the bed slightly, doing her best not to move her arm and glanced down at the weird contraption attached to her. 

A long translucent tube was attached to her arm with a bag hanging from the other end. Professor Welbeck was holding onto the bag, but from what Zahyra could see nothing was happening. Then, all of a sudden, the tube began to fill with blood. Steaming out of Zahyra’s arm and into the bag on the other end. 

Zahyra let out a small gasp. How could something manage to make her blood move like that? Surely it went against all natural aspects of human physiology. She didn’t know very much on the matter, but her mother had taught her some basic facts and from everything she knew blood was definitely supposed to remain inside the body. 

“Now,” the professor started speaking again. “You might feel a little dizzy after this is done, so that’s why I need you to keep lying down. I expect you ate a big breakfast this morning?”

Zahyra nodded slowly. 

“Good, that should help with the nausea.”

Zahyra didn’t understand what that word meant but didn’t like the sound of it. Having seen enough of her blood moving into the bag she leant back, focusing her gaze on the lights in the ceiling instead. 

That was another thing she didn’t understand. How did the facility manage to install lights everywhere, of all different colours? And how did they work? The one in her room seemed to turn off and on with her movement. Zahyra had discovered that the afternoon before when the room plummeted into darkness as she had laid on her bed. She hadn’t appreciated being trapped in her room for the majority of the day and hoped that at least through this T128 trial she would be allowed a bit more freedom. 

Yesterday she’d been forced to read the book that had been left in her room to save her from boredom. Although she had only made it a few pages in before being disgusted by the sheer lies she believed to be reading. It made everything sound so perfect and wonderful. But how could a place that would throw two innocent men – one of them technically only a boy – out into the world be deemed as perfect. In her eyes it was all a lie. 

She’d thought a lot about Cain and Asher as well. She hoped they had been ‘removed’ at the same time, so they would at least have each other. Cain would be fine she knew that, but the thought of Asher being out there alone made her want to cry. She still worried desperately about what had happened to him at the mutant work camp but she worried even more about what would happen if the same mutants found him again. Now that he was branded a Zero – even despite what the safe haven had said about his ranking – he was effectively walking around with a target on his back. 

Zahyra had considered whether the safe haven would have changed his branding to a six. But if all they were indeed doing was throwing him out she didn’t see the point. She hadn’t seen the point in the mutant camp branding him either, but suspected they did that more as a punishment rather than to serve any practical purpose. 

There was a tug on her arm then and Zahyra looked down. Professor Welbeck had removed the bag. It was full of her blood and Zahyra gaped at how much they’d taken from her. The bright red liquid sloshed around – weird to think that was inside of her just a few moments ago. 

“Just hold this here,” the professor said to her, pressing a piece of cloth over the hole in her arm where the tube had been. She then turned around and started writing things down on some almost translucent paper, which she attached to Zahyra’s blood bag. 

“I’ll be back in a moment,” she smiled, heading out of the door with the bag in tow. 

Zahyra peeled the cloth away from her arm as soon as the door swung shut and inspected the damage. There was hardly even a mark where it had happened, just a tiny spot of blood from the tube being removed. She wiped it clean and leant back down on the bed, wondering what else she would have to do for this trial. 

Professor Welbeck returned ten minutes later, Zahyra had monitored the time through her new timekeep. Already it was the best thing that had come out of her short time at the safe haven. A younger man, also wearing a black armband, accompanied the professor this time. Zahyra was certain this colour represented the scientific team in some regard. 

“This is Damon,” Professor Welbeck said matter-of-factly. “He’ll be helping me with the next stage of your trials. You feeling well enough to come with us?”

Zahyra nodded and climbed down from the bed. Her arm felt a bit heavy as it hung by her side and she hoped the feeling would pass quickly. It made her arm feel more useless than she would like and she hated to be incapacitated in any way in case something happened. 

She followed the professor and Damon out of the room and a little further down the corridor. Then they turned left and walked through a gap in the glass wall on the other side of the corridor. Inside the room they had entered there were countless pieces of equipment that Zahyra didn’t understand. Nothing looked familiar to her apart from a few black screens she recognised from a building in the city her and Cain had travelled through on the way to the mutant camp. That seemed like a lifetime ago to her now and she shook her head to herself when she realised it couldn’t have been much more than over a week ago. So much had happened in such a short time. So much had changed. 

Professor Welbeck led her over to a strange machine in the corner of the room. It was made of two parts, one just above the ground and the other attached to one end, pointing up towards the ceiling. The vertical part was covered in buttons and a small dark screen. Damon reached over and pressed a few of the buttons, illuminating the screen. It consisted of strange charts and flashing numbers, none of which Zahyra understood. 

“Could you hook her up please?” Professor Welbeck asked Damon, who nodded in response and moved over to a cabinet attached to the wall. He started withdrawing a collection of wires, each attached to a round… thing. Zahyra couldn’t think of a name for it. She hated not knowing what everything was, but had come to accept that would likely be the response she had to most things until she got used to the safe haven. Not that she particularly wanted to get used to it. 

Damon walked towards her and then stood awkwardly holding the wires. He looked over to Professor Welbeck who shot him an irritated glance. 

“Zahyra, could you raise your top please. Damon just needs to attach the wires to your chest.”

What was it with these people and wanting to undress her, Zahyra thought petulantly, but obliged and lifted her top. Damon stuck the round things to her chest, the wires snaking out below her top as she pulled it down. He then fastened something to the other end of them and took a step back, nodding to Professor Welbeck that he was finished. 

She had been fiddling with the larger machine and took a moment longer with that before turning to face Zahyra. 

“This machine,” she indicated it to Zahyra, “stimulates walking. It’s very straightforward. I just want you to step on, it will start moving and then you walk on the spot with it. We’ll start slowly for now, but then pick up the pace if you’re feeling up to it, okay?”

Zahyra nodded, not completely understanding what was about to happen but following the professor’s instructions anyway. She stepped onto the machine and gave the professor another nod. Then in an instant the floor of the machine started to move backwards, dragging her with it. She jumped with a start and haphazardly put one foot in front of the other, starting to walk. 

“That’s it,” Professor Welbeck spoke, “just walk normally.” 

After a moment Zahyra got the hang of it and began to walk casually on the machine. There was a sort of conveyor belt beneath her, disappearing underneath the machine and then reappearing, going around in a cycle. The sensation felt strange at first, as if she was trying to get somewhere but never quite making it. After a while however it became more natural and Zahyra felt comfortable enough to ask questions. 

“What is this doing?”

“Ah yes,” the professor smiled, “the wires Damon attached to you are monitoring your heart rate and other internal matters. That graph you can see on the screen is the rate your heart is beating at, see?”

Zahyra stared at the screen. She still didn’t understand it but could see a flashing light which she realised flashed whenever her heart beated. It was incredible. How this technology was available she didn’t know. Before coming here the most advanced things she’d ever experienced were the Identifiers for the Turning Age Ceremony and rare motor vehicles. 

“If you’re feeling comfortable we’ll increase the speed?”

Zahyra nodded in response to Damon’s question and he leaned over and pressed a few buttons on the panel in front of her. In response the belt beneath her feet started to move faster and she changed her pace so she was running at a slight jog. The flashing light of her heart rate increased on the screen in response and she watched it carefully. 

“Very good!” Professor Welbeck cooed, receiving a smile from Zahyra in response. Damon increased the speed a little bit more and she started to run, the feeling of which making her feel alive inside. 

It had been a long time since she’d run for any reason other than fear. It felt freeing to be able to open up her muscles and pump her legs. It was weird that she wasn’t going anywhere, but Zahyra adjusted to that quickly and let her body relax into the familiar motions. She used to run all the time at her old camp and doing so now brought back memories of that place. She didn’t dwell on them for long however, as with those memories came the faces of Asher and her mother. As well as all the other people she had left behind. 

Instead Zahyra thought of nothing but running. She focused on her heart rate, trying to control it to a steady beat. She listened to her boots hitting the machine’s conveyor belt beneath her and her breathing as it came out hard and heavy. After a while Damon stopped the machine. Zahyra was unsure how long she’d been running for as she had forgotten to look at her timekeep, but as she slowed to a halt she bent forward and placed her hands on her knees breathing deeply. 

“Brilliant first session Zahyra, well done.”

Zahyra couldn’t help but smile at the praise from the professor. She was exhausted, but she had enjoyed being able to run just for the fun of it. Damon stepped over to her and carefully removed the wires from her chest then handed her a bottle of water, indicating towards a chair for her to sit. She accepted the drink graciously and sat down. 

“Heather should be coming down to collect you for lunch in a few minutes,” Professor Welbeck began. Zahyra made a face in response, displeased by the thought of having to spend more time with Heather. 

“She’ll bring you back here afterwards,” the professor continued, “then we’ll carry on with the tests this afternoon, okay?”

Zahyra nodded. She was curious about what the other tests would involve and much preferred to do that than spend time with Heather. 

Lunch was a simple bread and stew again. Zahyra had realised the two main meals of the day were breakfast and supper, with many less people being present in the mess hall for lunch. She figured it was because people were out performing whatever tasks went on in the rest of the safe haven. 

She was still curious about where people went during the day. Although she had seen other people downstairs during her T128 trial and several people were always milling around the main atrium she still never saw as many people as there were at the two main mealtimes. There was so much of the facility she hadn’t seen of course and she hoped she’d be able to discover what else went on around there very soon. 

When Heather dropped Zahyra off downstairs again after lunch Professor Welbeck was already waiting for her. Damon had disappeared but Zahyra didn’t mind that, he hadn’t been a particularly friendly man. The professor attached Zahyra back up to certain machines and set her about doing random tasks for the rest of the afternoon. 

She walked on a machine that stimulated a staircase, did breathing exercises, mental tasks and a whole other ream of activities Zahyra didn’t understand. When the day was almost over and Heather was due to come back to collect her Zahyra excused herself to use the toilet. As she was walking back into the glass room she overheard Heather talking to Professor Welbeck and hung back around the side of the door, hidden from view. 

“Does she suspect anything?” Heather’s voice carried through the now almost empty room. 

“Not as far as I can tell,” the professor replied. “And we’re getting really good results. She’s much better than any of the previous candidates.”

“Probably because she’s a walker, it’s made her stronger than those we’ve bred in the facility.”

“I agree. Once these preliminary tests are completed we should be able to move ahead with the more serious extractions.” 

Professor Welbeck had a sinister note in her voice when she spoke and Zahyra was quickly taken aback. The woman had always seemed so genuine when she’d spoken to her, but now there was something off about the tone of her voice. Zahyra shook her head and zoned back in to hear the last of their conversation.

“…be able to weaponize it by the end of the month.” 

“Brilliant. Keep it up prof.”

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open at the end of their conversation. Weaponize? What were they trying to weaponize? She suddenly felt sick and leaned back against the wall a little more, taking a moment to compose herself before walking around the corner to face the two women. 

Neither of them looked like they suspected Zahyra had heard them talking. Professor Welbeck gave her a polite smile and a nod of the head before turning to one of the large screens in the room. Heather merely gestured for Zahyra to follow her. She obliged, anxious to get back to her room so she could process what she had just heard. 

Why would the safe haven be trying to weaponize something? And what did her blood and test results have to do with it? All the calmness Zahyra had felt during her day of the T128 trial quickly evaporated from her thoughts and she was overcome once more with a dreadful fear of what was going on inside the safe haven. In that moment she decided she couldn’t escape soon enough. 





Chapter 5

As soon as Heather closed the door of Zahyra’s room after their evening meal she sprang into action. She’d managed to pilfer a fork from the mess hall and hide it in the waistband of her pants and with that she could implement stage one of her plan. Throughout supper she’d done her best to listen into the conversations going on around her to glean as much information about the safe haven as possible. She still knew very little, but hoped this evening would enlighten her as to what was really going on inside the mountain. 

Zahyra dragged the chair in her room away from the table and into the adjoining bathroom. Positioning it to the side of the toilet she put one foot on the chair and one on the back of the toilet. Then with her stolen fork she reached up and began working away at the tiny screws holding the cover of the ventilation shaft against the wall. 

It was tiresome work, the fork slipping from her grasp several times but eventually the cover came loose and the lowered it gently to the ground. Gazing into the ventilation shaft she considered what she was about to do. It was pitch black inside and she had no light save for the one that flashed up on her timekeep whenever she looked for the time. Unfortunately that was going to have to do. Climbing down from the chair she grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil from the table. She needed to have a way of mapping her movements through the vents and this was the best solution she had come up with. 

Climbing into the vent proved to be more difficult than she had thought as well. The hole was just about wide enough to fit her body through and she struggled to get inside. Eventually she kicked off the chair, causing it to clatter to the bathroom floor beneath her – but she was inside. She tucked the fork, pencil and paper back into her waistband and began crawling slowly along. She didn’t have much of a plan; she just knew she needed to find some answers. 

The first turning she came to in the vent went both left and right. From her knowledge the route to the left consisted of more bedrooms so she edged right, taking the pencil and paper out of her pants for a moment to make note of her direction. It was difficult manoeuvring her body to gain access to her waistband, the ventilation shaft feeling tight and constricting around her. 

Zahyra hadn’t had much experience with small spaces but she was quickly learning she didn’t like them. It also didn’t take long for her body to be drenched in sweat and she was glad she’d opted for a vest rather than a full-sleeved top. In the darkness of the vents there was certainly no one around to judge her branding. 

After a while the vent began to curve round, indicating to Zahyra that she had made it to the main atrium of the facility. She paused, thinking back to what she knew of the place on the ground to decide where to move next. From her position she believed the route down to where her T128 trials took place was the third turning on the right. Slowly she began to crawl towards it. 

Just as she was passing the second turning she heard voices coming from the room below and froze. She had no idea how much noise she was making or if anyone was aware of where she was. After a minute of stillness she collected her thoughts and began to move towards the voices. A flash of light from the end of the ventilation shaft came into view as she turned a sharp corner and she dropped as low as she could. Wriggling on her stomach she pressed herself as close to the vent opening as she dared and held her breath, listening. 

“Alpha team departs at 0500h.”

“What are we doing about interference?”

“Same protocol as last week. In hard. No survivors.”

“And the scouts?”

“Report should be in within the hour.”

“Roger that. Keep me posted.”

“Of course, General.”

Zahyra remained still as she listened to what sounded like the inner workings of a military operation. She winced when she heard the term ‘no survivors’ and dreaded to think what scenario they were discussing. She heard a door close then and the sound of one person sitting down and sighing to himself. Her curiosity burning her up inside, Zahyra steadily moved even closer to the end of the vent. 

Sitting in a chair alone she saw a man in the safe haven’s typical grey uniform. His armband was a dark red colour with silver dots on it. Zahyra racked her brain to think of where she’d seen a band with silver dots before and then remembered the old man in the glass rooms on her first day. He’d sat with his head buried in his hands as Zahyra was marched for her scanning with Asher and Cain. 

From the end of the conversation she’d overheard Zahyra deemed that this man was the General, therefore those silver dots could mean he was the leader of that band. Leader of the soldiers, she deciphered, meaning the man with silver dots on his black armband had been the head scientist. She wondered why she hadn’t encountered him yet during her T128 trial. 

She watched the man for a while as he palmed through some papers on his desk. Then, with a lot more to discover, Zahyra began to edge backwards away from the room. It was difficult work meandering through the vents backwards, especially as she struggled to be silent with the General not far from her position, but as she came to the sharp corner Zahyra knew she was in the right place. Once she had straightened up her body and was facing the right direction again she slid the paper out of her waistband and made a note of where she had been. Shaking her wrist for light and writing at the same time added something else to her list of difficulties but gritting her teeth she made it through. 

If her suspicions were correct then the next turning of the ventilation shaft should start to angle downwards to the lower levels. She almost let out a cry of relief when it did and shuffled into position to start her descent. Moving down was not easy face first. She had to use her arms to brace herself against the side of the shaft to stop from sliding; her biceps began to ache with the strain almost immediately, her day of physical fitness tasks not helping to relieve her muscles. 

Zahyra used large amount of guesswork to determine when to stop descending and turn left for the correct corridor, her first attempt leading her into another area of sleeping quarters. Once she’d retraced her route however she was eventually met with the end of a vent that peered down into the glass-walled room. 

Sweat was dripping off Zahyra by this point and she took a moment to stop and compose herself. She wished she’d brought some water with her, but with no bottle or anything to carry it in she’d been left wanting. The glass room – which Zahyra was now calling the experimentation lab – looked empty beneath her, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Slowly she moved along the length of the lab, checking through each vent for anyone below her. Reaching the end she took a deep breath, withdrew the fork from her waistband and began working on the screws. 

It was even harder from inside the vent. The screw faces looked out into the room so Zahyra had very little of the metal to try and turn. A combination of that, the darkness and her increasingly panicked state of mind meant it took almost half an hour for her to remove the cover. She latched her fingers around it just in time, saving the metal sheet from falling noisily to the floor. It was after nine now and she was certain no one would still be in the lab, but that didn’t stop her holding her breath as she lowered the vent cover and stuck her head out into the room. 

The emergency lights gave the area a strange orange glow, but thankfully the flickering lights were the only things moving inside. 

Zahyra dangled her upper half out into the room, straining as the side of the vent cut into her thighs. As soon as she was low enough she dropped the vent cover to the ground with a clatter and held her breath once more as she waited to see if anyone had heard. A long minute passed before she swallowed, un-braced her legs and let her body fall haphazardly forward towards the ground. 

Once she was crouched low in the experimentation lab Zahyra took in her surroundings. The machine she’d ran on earlier that day was still tucked away in the corner and she recognised some other things from the afternoon as well. 

Unfortunately most of the technology was still a mystery to her but she moved towards one of the screens anyway. She’d watched Professor Welbeck use it that day and had a rough idea of how it worked. Finding a small button on the side she clicked it and the screen sprung brightly to life. 

Nothing happened for a moment, just a white screen with numbers counting up from zero. Once they reached one hundred however a page appeared, asking for a ‘log in number’. Zahyra swore under her breath and looked around frantically for a solution. She began pulling open drawers and cupboards, searching for anything with information written down. 

Trainee M. Kumar came to her rescue, in the form of a discarded piece of paper that had slipped down the side of one of the cabinets, their ID number clearly printed across the top of the page. Zahyra crossed her fingers and entered the number, praying it would be the same as a log in number. The screen flickered once more and then the words ‘Clearance Level Three’ appeared on the screen before subsiding and revealing a complicated picture of what Zahyra assumed to be files and formulas. 

The clearance level didn’t give her much hope but she began scanning the tiny words underneath the files for anything that looked like it would contain details about what the safe haven was trying to weaponize. The first however many she opened contained a series of complicated numbers and words she didn’t understand. She was almost giving up hope when she spotted a file named ‘New-Wave’ right in the corner of the screen. 

Her heart stopped. New-Wave mutant was what Heather had referred to Asher as when he’d been ranked a Gen 6. How could there be information on it here when Heather had acted like it was something entirely new to her. With her heart in her throat, Zahyra opened the file. 

A document flew open onto the screen similar to many of the others she’d looked at. Equations and formulas filled the top half of it, containing numbers and figures that Zahyra couldn’t understand. She desperately scanned the page for any words or phases. Anything she could even slightly recognise. To her dismay over half of the text was blacked out and impossible to read. She closed the file and re-opened it, only to be met with the same issue. Cursing she realised it had to be related to the clearance level of whoever’s account she’d logged into. If only she had access to Professor Welbeck’s details, she would surely have the information she needed. 

Disappointment washed over Zahyra as she accepted her search for answers had only resulted in more questions. What did the safe haven have to do with Gen 6 mutants and why had Heather acted like she wasn’t aware of them? If there was any information about what her brother was in this lab Zahyra promised herself she would find it. 

A small glimmer of hope tore through her at the thought of Asher still being in the facility somewhere. She almost leapt back into the ventilation shafts to search for him, but knew in the end that would be foolish. 

Checking her timekeep however Zahyra admitted she should return back to her room. She wasn’t aware of ever being checked on in the night, but didn’t want to leave it to chance if she ever was. She’d already been gone for almost three hours and she had no way of knowing whether that was already too late. 

Climbing back into the vent proved difficult. Zahyra didn’t want to move any of the chairs in the lab underneath it, as that would surely give away that someone had been there. She threw the vent opening up first and winced as it smashed into one of the sides. Screwing that back on would be almost impossible she knew, especially as she would have to turn herself around in the tiny space to do so. 

Somehow though, through sheer determination mixed with fear of being discovered she managed to do it and was soon crawling back through the vent in the direction she had come from. Two wrong turns and a very close run in with someone walking below Zahyra tumbled through the end of her vent into her bathroom. She immediately ran into the main room to check she was alone before returning to affix the vent cover back on the wall. 

Assessing herself in the mirror she was covered in grime and sweat. Her hair was flattened down onto her scalp in a greasy fashion and her clothes were clinging to her body. With the adrenaline seeping out of her body she threw the dirty clothes into a corner and stepped into the shower. 

As the warm water ran over her body she pondered what she had discovered that night. On the one hand it was brilliant that she now had a way to creep around the facility at night, and if she could ascertain what more of the rooms held in the daytime she could check them out further at night. On the other hand all she’d really returned to her room with were more questions. 

What was the General sending his alpha team out for? And why had they been ordered to not leave any survivors? Where were they even going and why?

Her questions about Asher and the New-Wave of mutants puzzled her even more than this. And in thinking about what she’d discovered in the experimentation lab Zahyra kicked herself remembering what Heather and Professor Welbeck had said about the T128 trial earlier that day. She hadn’t found anything about what Heather and Professor Welbeck had spoken about that day or what they had meant by weaponizing it and that had been her main reason for going back down there in the first place. 

Now she knew more than ever that she had to get some answers tomorrow. She was due back in the lab after breakfast and that was at least where Zahyra believed the answers to be. First: find out more information about Asher and Gen 6 mutants. Second: find out more information about T128 and what they were trying to weaponize. 

The mountain of things she was yet to discover weighed down on Zahyra while she dried herself off and climbed into bed. The soft blankets cocooned around her as she wrestled with the problems in her head. Soon enough however, the comfort won out and Zahyra drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep. 





Chapter 6

Zahyra’s determination was sealed as she once again followed Heather down the stairs towards the experimentation lab. She dragged her feet slightly, tiredness still coursing through her body from her adventures the night before. She wasn’t going to let anything stop her today though, knowing that the safe haven stored information about what her brother was had planted a firm seed of hope inside her. Nothing was going to get in her way of finding out the truth. 

Like the morning before Heather and Zahyra arrived before Professor Welbeck and Zahyra was left alone in the waiting room until the professor came down from breakfast. If yesterday was anything to go by she had about ten minutes alone before the second day of her T128 trials began, and she had to make use of every spare second. 

The door to the room was completely opaque, but Zahyra assumed Heather would be waiting just on the other side. Moving fast, and praying for good luck Zahyra began quietly pulling out drawers and opening cabinets, searching for anything with Professor Welbeck’s identification number on it. 

She knew without the appropriate clearance level the information she found would be useless. Unfortunately however, the professor kept her affairs in a much neater order than the trainee’s information she’d found the night before. There was only one drawer that Zahyra could not open, and naturally she assumed this would be where the information was. 

Looking at her timekeep Zahyra knew her time was nearly up and reluctantly moved over to one of the chairs in the room to wait. As much as she needed this information she was well aware that if anyone even suspected her, the level of scrutiny she was already under would be increased. Moments later Professor Welbeck entered the room and Zahyra was resigned to continue her search at a later time. 

“How are you feeling today?” Professor Welbeck asked Zahyra with a smile.

“Not bad,” Zahyra replied frankly, “ just a little bit sore.”

“That’s to be expected after the exercises from yesterday,” the professor nodded. “More of the same today though I’m afraid.”

Zahyra said nothing and climbed to her feet to follow the professor. The tiny amount of trust she had carried for the woman yesterday had all completely faded after overhearing her conversation with Heather. Zahyra reminded herself how she couldn’t lose track of that goal either. 

Whatever the safe haven was planning to weaponize it couldn’t be good. The last thing the outside world needed was more destruction, especially when communities were finally beginning to form and feel safe. For the most part, at least.

“Professor?” Zahyra asked as she was led into a different section of the glass room. They were at the opposite end to the vent Zahyra had climbed through last night which she was thankful for, she didn’t want the professor hanging around near there if something had gone wrong with her reattaching the cover. 

Professor Welbeck turned slightly as she was walking and raised her eyebrows to Zahyra, indicating for her to speak in a fashion similar to Heather. 

“I was wondering if you made any progress finding my mother?” 

The professor stopped and turned to face Zahyra. She had given her a description of her mother yesterday afternoon, before she overheard the conversation about them weaponizing T128. Now that she knew that, combined with the information that could possibly relate to Asher, Zahyra desperately wanted someone she could confine in. Without Cain by her side as she had become so accustomed to Zahyra felt more alone than she had done before meeting him. From the professor’s reaction however, Zahyra already knew what was coming. 

“I’m sorry Zahyra,” she started, Zahyra’s eyes dropping to the floor in response. “I searched the database but couldn’t find any sign of her. No one of that name or description has arrived in the last few weeks. In fact aside from your… group, we’ve only had one other person, a young man, find us in the last four months. I’m sorry.”

Zahyra said nothing. Her eyes trained on the floor as she tried to stop tears from spilling down her cheeks. She had known it was very unlikely her mother would make it to the safe haven alone, but she hadn’t wanted to completely give up hope. There was of course a chance she was still out there somewhere, but something inside Zahyra told her in that moment that her mother was gone. 

The professor dragged a chair over to where Zahyra was standing, leaning slightly against one of the tables. 

“I’ll give you a moment,” she said quietly, before moving off to one of the screens in the room. 

Zahyra let her legs give way beneath her and fell down into the chair. She refused to allow herself to cry in front of Professor Welbeck, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t feel sad. The sense of loneliness hit hard in that moment. She was motherless. Fatherless. Brotherless. And she had lost Cain. Now more than ever Zahyra had to find a way out of the safe haven. 

She refused to take long to mourn the loss of her mother. She wasn’t going to do it in public at least. She was too proud and in a way she had already been prepared for the loss. Instead Zahyra rose quietly from the chair and moved to stand behind Professor Welbeck. She was scrolling through information on one of the screens. It looked like the results from Zahyra’s tests yesterday and she almost opened her mouth to ask when she noticed the professor’s ID card slotted into the side of the screen. 

Zahyra hadn’t noticed anywhere to insert a card when she was using the screen last night, but then she hadn’t had a card so hadn’t needed to look for anywhere to put one. If she could just get her hands on the professor’s card then that would surely be the key for finding more information. 

She took a loud step forward, transfixed by the desire to access that card when Professor Welbeck turned around, startled to see Zahyra standing so close to her. She fumbled and Zahyra quickly spoke to avert the tension. 

“Are those my results?” Zahyra stammered. “From yesterday?”

The professor shot Zahyra a suspicious glare then returned her focus to the screen, closing one of the files. 

“Yes. I’m just trying to decide what to start you on today because of them,” she paused. “I think physical.”

Zahyra groaned internally. She had been hoping for a more relaxed day today to give her chance for more investigating. It didn’t seem like that would be the case. 

“Yes I think it would be helpful,” the professor continued, “to see how your body reacts to certain stimuli. Heat, water, pressure…”

Professor Welbeck moved away from Zahyra for a second and unlocked a cabinet underneath one of the tables. She withdrew a small box, opening it to shake out two tiny, round capsules, no bigger than Zahyra’s thumbnail. She placed the box back in the cabinet, locked it and walked towards Zahyra again, holding the capsules out in the palm of her hand. 

“Take these.”

Zahyra stared from the capsules to Professor Welbeck and back to the capsules. 

“What are they?”

“Nothing dangerous. They’ll just help me monitor your internal organs more closely and other things going on in your body. They emit a tiny electrical signal that I can connect to through this screen. It’s all standard practise here.”

Zahyra’s brow furrowed as she contemplated the capsules. She wasn’t really in any position to refuse to take them but she still had her suspicions. Number one: if they were standard practise why were they kept locked in a cabinet. Number two: she had no idea what they would actually do to her body, or if anything Professor Welbeck had said about them was true. Zahyra shifted her weight to her back foot and took up a defensive stance, refusing to meet the professor’s eyes. 

“Honestly Zahyra, they will help us get the results we need for the cure sooner. That’s what you want isn’t it? To help save your brother?”

A twinge of hatred ran through Zahyra’s body as the professor mentioned her brother. How dare she use him against her to get what she wanted. It wasn’t true anyway; Zahyra already knew their talk of a cure had to be fabricated in order to get her to comply. But at the end of the day, she had very little choice in the matter. 

Reluctantly she took the capsules from the professor and threw them down the back of her throat. Damon appeared in that moment, a mug of water in his hands, which he handed to Zahyra. She shot him a glare but drank the water anyway, forcing the round capsules into her stomach. 

“Wonderful,” Professor Welbeck smiled and moved back towards a screen, typing something into the keypad attached to it. After a moment the picture of a human body appeared on the screen, each internal organ visible. Even the blood running through the veins could be identified. Zahyra gasped and moved closer. 

“Is that me?”

Professor Welbeck nodded and began pointing to different parts of Zahyra’s body on the screen, explaining what was going on in each area. Zahyra listened intently; fascinated by the technology and the fact that she could see the inside of her own body. After a while the professor coughed, clearly growing tired of explaining to Zahyra what she regarded as simple things and began setting up the first trial of the day. 

Zahyra began to worry as it was explained to her. Apparently all she had to do was stand in an enclosed room and Professor Welbeck would monitor how her body reacted to the changing environment around her. The first test would be an increase of temperature. 

Zahyra was given a red paddle to hold and was instructed to raise it when the heat in the room got too much for her, as Professor Welbeck wouldn’t be able to hear any complaints. It all sounded very uncomfortable and when she was led into the area where the test would take place her uncomfort level only grew. 

The room was not what Zahyra qualified as a room at all. It was more of a small tent within a room, the walls made out of a clear, rubbery substance. Plastic, Professor Welbeck told her. The area inside was no bigger than the table in Zahyra’s room and the roof hung just a few inches above her head. Instantly Zahyra felt trapped and claustrophobic, her mind going back to the ventilation shaft from the night before. At least she could see, she reminded herself and tried to remain calm for the trial ahead. Professor Welbeck nodded to her from outside the plastic tent and a whirring noise began to sound. Then, slowly but surely, the temperature began to increase. 

At first Zahyra felt fine. The air around her started to feel a little sticky and wet, but it was nothing compared to the heat she had endured in the desert wastelands before the facility. Then sweat started to form on her brow and on the back of her neck, her hair feeling heavier on her head as it absorbed the moisture in the air. 

Three minutes passed and Zahyra watched Professor Welbeck and Damon on the other side of the small tent. Damon was watching her and she tried to avoid eye contact with him. The professor was monitoring the screen, moving the image around different parts of Zahyra’s body. 

Another minute passed and sweat now covered every inch of Zahyra’s body. As she breathed the air felt hot against her throat and she coughed slightly, struggling to catch her breath. All the saliva in her mouth had gone making it difficult to swallow. She looked at her timekeep again and saw her fingers had started to swell with the heat, making them look unattractive and puffy. 

Next her whole body began to feel heavy and she groaned under the effort of standing upright. Her knees gave way slightly and she started to sag, continuously struggling to breathe. Sweat was dripping into her eyes now and her clothes hung off her like she’d been caught in a downpour. Zahyra’s fingers itched on the red paddle she held in her hand, her mind screaming at her to use it as her vision began to blur. 

Zahyra snapped her eyes shut in response, determined to withstand the heat for a minute longer. She wasn’t sure what she was trying to prove, but after her moment of weakness in front of the professor when she found out about her mother earlier something inside of her wanted to appear strong. 

A wave of dizziness suddenly overcame her and Zahyra slammed her right foot down behind her, trying to regain her balance. She opened her eyes slowly and the air around her seemed to shimmer in front of her. Her dry lips smacked together in an attempt to create moisture from somewhere. Nothing happened. Then as another wave of dizziness found her Zahyra’s eyes drooped closed and she reluctantly raised the paddle. 

Seconds later the door to the tent opened and a gust of cold air swept in, almost knocking Zahyra off balance. Damon stepped into the tent towards her and put an arm around her waist. Zahyra recoiled instinctively but all her energy was gone. She felt him lift her arm and place it around his shoulder and then everything went black. 

When Zahyra regained consciousness she was sat in a chair in the glass room. Damon was crouched beside her, a bottle of water in his hands. She reached out and accepted it, relishing the cool liquid as it poured down her throat and relieved her of the dryness that had overcome her entire body. Her eyes still felt heavy and she struggled to focus her vision, the room looking blurry around her. Damon took the water bottle back from her and left her side, his figure moving off into her peripheral vision. A moment later Professor Welbeck occupied his vacant space. 

“Very good.”

“What,” Zahyra spoke breathily, “was that for?”

“I was monitoring how your body copes under extreme pressure. In this case the pressure was heat, obviously. If we can work out which areas of your body are most responsive to certain stimuli then we can reverse the effects to help generate a cure.”

Zahyra nodded groggily, her mind still unable to process the explanation she had been given. She didn’t understand how monitoring her response to heat would help produce a cure for mutations, but her mind wasn’t clear enough to ask any more questions about it. Looking down to her hands Zahyra was pleased to see her fingers returning to their original size. Gradually her thoughts became less fuzzy and jumbled together and she was able to focus on the room around her. 

“Twelve minutes,” Professor Welbeck said beside her and Zahyra realised she had not finished speaking. “You did much better than I had expected.”

Zahyra smacked her lips together in response, the dryness of them still persisting to some extent. Water was offered to her again and then Professor Welbeck moved back towards the screen, leaving Zahyra to compose herself. 

By the time Heather collected her for lunch Zahyra had been in the heat tent three times. Her body was spent of energy and she was struggling to keep her eyes open. Professor Welbeck had suggested she stop after the second trial but Zahyra had been determined to continue, simply trying to prove to herself and the professor that she was not weak. 

The stairs up to the main atrium seemed to extend forever. Zahyra kept her eyes focused on Heather’s boots in front of her and somehow managed to make it to the top. As she sat down with her bowl of bread and stew all she wanted to do was crawl into bed. Instead she zoned out the voices around her for once and gnawed on the soft bread in front of her. She avoided the stew, the liquid being too hot for her body to endure at that moment. 

She was half way through the meal when an alarm suddenly sounded throughout the facility, causing the men and women around her to leap to their feet and into action. Heather glanced from Zahyra to the exit of the mess hall and back again, indecisiveness visible in her eyes. Zahyra looked up at her wearily, barely managing to lift her head. 

“Stay here,” Heather shouted at her over the alarm and then ran out, following the stream of people into the main atrium. 

Zahyra stared around the now almost empty mess hall in disbelief, the alarm cutting through her head and clearing out some of the fogginess inside. In an instant the opportunity dawned on her and she pushed her plate of food away across the table. Everyone had gone. That meant the lab downstairs would likely be empty as well. This was her chance. 

As urgently as her body could manage after the morning Zahyra ran out of the mess hall, her pace slowing just before she reached the main atrium. Most of the people from the mess hall had headed in this direction, but the circular room was now almost empty as well. A group of four men with red armbands – soldiers – were huddled together by one corridor. It was opposite the one Zahyra wanted to take so she steeled herself and strolled purposefully out into the atrium. 

One of the men turned his head to look at her as she crossed the atrium but he said nothing and Zahyra swiftly turned the corner to the staircase. As soon as she was clear of the atrium she took the stairs two at a time, only steadying herself on the banister a few times to stop from losing her balance. As she reached the entrance to the lab she again slowed, unsure of what she would find inside. Taking a deep breath she pushed open the door. 

The lab was deserted, much like the rest of the facility and Zahyra paused for a second, wondering what the alarm could possibly mean. It was still ringing loudly through each room but thankfully it was helping to focus Zahyra’s mind. Creating a sharp contrast between the fogginess the heat had caused. 

Her eyes scanned the glass-walled room quickly and then fell on the screen Professor Welbeck had been using earlier. The image of her body was still illuminated on it, which meant the professor had failed to log out before she vacated the lab. Zahyra cheered internally and jogged over to the screen, pulling a chair along with her. 

She closed the picture of her body and scanned the screen again for the file she’d found last night. ‘New-Wave’. There it was, in the same corner as before. Her heart racing Zahyra clicked on the file and waited as the equations and formulas filled the top half of the screen once more. She moved the file down slowly, her eyes growing wide as the areas that had been blacked out the night before appeared in her vision. Immediately Zahyra began reading. 

Her mouth fell open as she absorbed the information on the file. Reams of data – thankfully with explanations – covered the screen. The information seemed to date back several years, with new findings added at sporadic intervals. The safe haven definitely knew more about Gen 6 mutants than Heather had let on; their knowledge on the matter was actually obscene. Then one line of text towards the bottom of the file caught Zahyra’s eye. 

New subject. Age 10. Stage 1.

It was followed by more equations and formulas but Zahyra stared at the six words of text. It had to refer to her brother. Asher had to be inside the facility somewhere. She had to find him. 

A hand then suddenly fell firmly on her shoulder, spinning Zahyra’s chair around and away from the screen. Heather’s face filled her field of vision, Professor Welbeck standing just behind her. 

The look in Heather’s eyes would normally have terrified Zahyra: a death stare she was sure was reserved for only the most treacherous of enemies. Zahyra returned the look, refusing to back down. Then with as much venom as she could muster Zahyra rose to her feet so her face was just inches away from Heather.

“Where is my brother?”





Chapter 7

Heather’s gaze held Zahyra’s, her death stare unwavering. Zahyra realised only then that the alarm had stopped. She had no idea how long ago, the information in the lab being too captivating for her. As Heather remained motionless in front of her Zahyra wondered what was going to happen next. She was already kept in the facility like a prisoner and this blatant disregard for the rules would not do her many favours. 

Heather turned in that moment, spinning around to look at Professor Welbeck who remained behind her. The two exchanged a nod of the head and then Heather began walking out of the experimentation lab. 

“Please follow Heather,” the professor said quietly, “we’ll continue T128 another day.” 

Zahyra swallowed, unnerved by Heather’s continued silence. She had at least expected her to yell at her, tell her off in some way. The silence was undoubtedly worse. Zahyra shot a look to the professor as she walked past, one that she hoped portrayed innocence and then jogged out of the lab to catch up with Heather. The woman was already climbing the stairs to the main atrium and Zahyra solemnly fell into step behind her. 

They moved through the atrium in silence. Zahyra expected them to turn down the corridor leading to her room but Heather walked by without a passing glance. Instead they moved along a corridor Zahyra didn’t recognise. The doors either side were all closed, with nothing to distinguish between them. Heather stopped outside one towards the end of the corridor and opened it, leading Zahyra inside. 

The room looked strangely familiar to Zahyra as Heather indicated for her to take a seat on one side of the large wooden desk. Heather occupied the chair behind it, and Zahyra realised the room was almost the same as the office she had seen the General in the night before. By logical assumption, this had to be Heather’s office. 

The walls seemed to be made from wood, which Zahyra found odd inside a mountain. The carvings on them reminded her of the inner rings you found in trees when they were chopped down, the colour a rich oak. The other furniture in the office was basic. A tall bookshelf occupied one wall, looking to be filled with old texts and manuals. Then, aside from the desk and two chairs there was just an old locker in the room. It was the same as the one in Zahyra’s own bedroom, but something about it told Zahyra it wasn’t where Heather kept a spare change of clothes. 

The older woman was still yet to say anything, causing Zahyra to fidget slightly in her seat. She felt like a small child again, about to be scolded for disobeying the rules. Eventually Heather looked up and began addressing Zahyra. 

“What were you doing downstairs, Zahyra? I explicitly told you to remain in the mess hall. That alarm sounds for the safety of everyone in this facility. It is not a cue for you to go running around like you wish.”

Zahyra avoided eye contact with Heather; unsure of what explanation she could give. She didn’t want to reveal her suspicions about the safe haven, but having already mentioned that she knew about her brother she realised she had given too much away. 

“I saw a file yesterday on Professor Welbeck’s screen that mentioned the New-Wave of mutants, just like how you referred to my brother.” She had decided to play dumb, hoping that Heather wouldn’t give her as much credit as she deserved. “I just wanted to see if I could find out more about it. About him.”

“In the middle of an alarm?” Heather raised her eyebrows at Zahyra suspiciously; she clearly wasn’t buying her story yet. 

“I’d asked Professor Welbeck about it earlier this morning,” she lied, hoping Heather wouldn’t turn to the professor to corroborate her story. “She wouldn’t tell me anything, so when the alarm sounded I just saw an opportunity and…”

“And what did you find?”

“Nothing,” Zahyra lied again. “Well, I found a file, but I didn’t understand any of it. But, is he here? Please, will you just tell me what’s happened to him? It’s killing me thinking of him outside on his own.”

She hoped the hint of desperation in her voice would fool Heather. Mislead her into thinking she was just clutching at straws instead of having any solid proof. But she did have proof. She knew Asher was inside the facility. She could feel it. She just couldn’t let on the extent of what she’d discovered. 

“Your brother was deemed unsuitable for housing. He was removed from the facility.”

Liar. Zahyra thought, but wisely kept her mouth shut as Heather continued. 

“Your little adventure today has done nothing but hinder what we are trying to achieve here. You will miss this afternoon of the T128 trials, slowing down the process remarkably. The file you found was simply a foundation of information on what we know about this New-Wave of mutants. T128 could help to cure them, but you seem to be changing your mind about wanting to go ahead with it. Have you changed your mind about wanting to cure your brother? And your other companion too?”

Zahyra felt her eyes droop to the ground. She knew Heather was using her brother and Cain to bait her, just like Professor Welbeck had done earlier. She had to act like she was still ignorant about the real goings on of the safe haven. Like she didn’t know the truth about them weaponizing T128 in some way, and the truth about wherever they were hiding Asher. She raised her head slowly, forcing a mask of apology onto her face. 

“I’m sorry.” 

Heather looked at her warily across the table, waiting for Zahyra to continue. 

“Of course I want to help find a cure. I think… I guess I was just feeling desperate. Professor Welbeck told me this morning that my mother didn’t manage to make it to the safe haven.” Zahyra hoped this snippet of truth would help solidify her story. “I just wanted to be with my family in some way, to at least know that Asher was safe.” 

Heather’s face softened slightly when Zahyra mentioned her mother and she managed to stifle a smile inside of her. Somehow this was working. 

“Ah yes,” Heather began, “I was informed about your mother, and I am sorry about that. Luckily for your brother when we are forced to remove someone from the safe haven we provide them with basic survival tools so they can cope in the outside world. Nothing they could utilise as a weapon, but basic rations of food and water. Direction to a nearby shelter. I can assure you your brother will be fine.”

More lies, Zahyra thought, but rejuvenated the mask on her face to appear thankful. 

“Oh,” she muttered quietly, “I didn’t realise. Thank you.”

“The matter that I regard to be of a more serious nature however,” Heather took a deep breath in, reminding Zahyra that this lecture wasn’t quite finished. “Is how you disregarded a direct order I had given you. You had no idea what that alarm sounded for. You didn’t know whether the facility was collapsing or whether a rogue group of advanced mutants had managed to break in. In fact, if either of those scenarios had presented itself I would probably be having this conversation with your corpse right now.”

Zahyra flinched at the idea, having to remind herself that Heather was simply using fear tactics to try and get her to be more obedient. What she didn’t realise however, was that she was also presenting Zahyra with an opportunity. 

“I’m sorry,” she apologised fictitiously again. “It’s just that I know so little about this place, everything is just so new to me. Perhaps if I was given a bit more freedom? If I could look around a little more?”

Heather laughed in front of her. 

“I’m afraid, Zahyra, that after your little stunt today you will not be given more freedom. You will not be rewarded for disobeying the rules. That is not the kind of structure we abide by here.” 

Zahyra’s eyes drifted away from Heather’s once more. She had expected as much, but it had been worth a chance. 

“If you want to learn more about the facility however,” Zahyra perked up once more, “then I can provide you with some reading material. This is a wonderful place we live in and I don’t blame you for wanting to absorb all the knowledge you can.”

It wasn’t the goal Zahyra had been working towards by any means, but at least having a way of learning more about the safe haven was a step in the right direction. If only she could choose the materials herself. Anything Heather provided her with Zahyra suspected would be laden with propaganda and trickery.

“That would be great,” she replied anyway, knowing to take a win when she could get one, no matter how small. “Thank you.”

Heather appeared to be finished with Zahyra from that moment and she turned to look at the screen on the table in front of her. 

“Let me just file this report,” she mumbled. “Then I will escort you to the study area. You cannot stay there, but you can collect some material from the library section.”

Zahyra nodded silently. Hopefully that meant she could find something in the library herself to broaden her knowledge about what was really going on in the safe haven. Ten minutes later they were on their way. 

When they arrived at the study area it was exactly how Zahyra remembered it from her tour. There had to be over a thousand books piled up against the walls, covering a whole range of different topics. The tables in the middle of the room were mostly filled with people around her age or a few years older. Their armbands were a smattering of different colours, from grey to green, black and white. There was no one present with a red or purple armband Zahyra noted, those being the only other colours she had come across so far. 

Heather led Zahyra to a section that contained books about the safe haven and instructed her to select two or three. She then moved away and began speaking to someone wearing a black armband, undoubtedly the oldest person in the room at only a few years Heather’s junior. 

Zahyra eyed the magnitude of books in front of her, never having seen so many in such good condition before in her life. She ran her fingers across the spine of several of them, appreciating how they were woven together. Most of the titles didn’t make sense to her and she took a step back to crane her neck at those piled higher up. 

“So you’re the new newbie?” A voice suddenly spoke behind her. Zahyra whirled round to see a young man in a grey uniform, grey armband to match standing behind her, his hands on his hips. 

“Name’s Zac,” he smiled at her, “glad you’ve arrived. I was getting tired of being the new kid on the block.”

Zahyra stared at the young man. He had dark hair, cut closely against his head and a thin black moustache creeping along his top lip. If she had to guess she would say he was only three or four years older than her. He seemed friendly, but Zahyra had learned quickly not to trust anyone in the facility so she kept her guard up as she took in the man. 

“What?” She asked carefully, not fully understanding what the man – Zac – was saying to her. 

“You’re the newest arrival?” He said, more as a statement than a question. “That was me four months ago, wandered in from the outside world. It’s weird getting used to this place isn’t it?”

Zahyra realised quickly this was the person Professor Welbeck had referred to that morning when she’d asked about her mother. The last person to arrive at the safe haven before she had. Glancing over to where Heather was still in conversation, Zahyra jumped at the opportunity. 

“It’s weird,” she agreed with a nod of her head. “What do you make of this place?”

“Weird, but great, don’t you think?” Zac seemed genuinely happy to be in the safe haven and Zahyra’s optimism immediately fell. “All the technology is crazy, I’m in here almost every day trying to learn more about it. Until I get my band of course.” 

Zahyra gave Zac a puzzled look at his last sentence and he leapt at the opportunity to explain, relishing finding someone who knew less about the safe haven than he did. 

“Band,” he pointed to the grey armband he was wearing. “I’m hoping for red, but anything’s better than grey really. Grey is just non-essential, given to everyone who either hasn’t been banded yet or just doesn’t fit anywhere else. Red’s the colour to be in my opinion, they get to go out on the front line, see all the action. What do you want to be?”

“I err,” Zahyra didn’t have an answer for his question, still gradually absorbing what he said. So grey armbands signified the non-essential people in the facility, that was a useful thing to learn at least. Zahyra noticed Zac staring at her expectantly and drew herself away from her thoughts so she could engage with him. 

“I’m not sure, black maybe? They’re the scientists right?” 

Zac shrugged in response. “Yeah that’d be an alright choice I guess. You here for science books then? I can help you if you want?”

“Actually,” Zahyra started, wondering if she could truly trust Zac. “I just want to find out a bit more about this place for now, how it’s really run, what goes on here. You know anything like that?”

“Sure!” Zac grinned and moved around her, making his way towards a separate pile of books. Zahyra watched him as he pulled things out, considered them and then either added them to a pile on the floor or put them back on the shelves. 

“Here,” he said a moment later, handing Zahyra a collection of six differently sized books. “I put a few science-y ones in there as well, just in case.” 

“Thank you,” Zahyra smiled, “appreciate it.” Then she noticed Heather finishing her conversation with the man in the black armband across the study area and started to turn and walk away from Zac. 

“Wait,” he called after her, “where are you housed? Be good to see you again.”

Zahyra paused, “I’m not actually sure,” she replied honestly and Zac laughed. 

“I know what you mean, this place is definitely confusing. What time do you eat then?”

“Oh, six, one and seven I think.” 

Zac’s face fell. Clearly he didn’t have meals at the same time as her. 

“Maybe I’ll see you back here sometime then instead?” He continued hopefully, “Like I said, I’m here most days!”

“Yeah maybe,” Zahyra finished with a smile, “see you.”

As she walked away from Zac clutching her books she turned her head slightly to see him watching her walk away. He had seemed sweet, and it was nice to find someone who had an interest in her without knowing that she was a Zero. But when she saw Zac wave goodbye to her once more Zahyra’s heart ached for Cain. The mystery of what had happened to him was still tearing her apart inside. She knew her heart was reserved for him and him alone, no matter how friendly the men in the facility turned out to be. 

Heather looked at her choice of books carefully once Zahyra had reached her side and gave an approving nod. Five minutes later Zahyra was locked in her room again with them, nothing to do but read until her timekeep signalled that Heather would be arriving for supper. She pulled one out at random and lay down on her bed, positioning the pillows to support her back before she began to read. 

The safe haven was established in the year 2012, eight years before the nuclear warfare that destroyed most of the planet. It was designed to be a refuge for the most important members of society in case anything ever happened that would require them to escape. After the bombings of 2020 it was given its first practical use and those residing within it strived to do anything they could to save humanity. 

Over the years the function of the safe haven has adapted and evolved along with the changing world outside it. Its doors have long been open to those clever enough to find them, and each new arrival signifies a new hope for humanity. The work that goes on within the safe haven aims to help rid humanity of the genetic mutations that resulted from the nuclear warfare. As each new generation forms, new questions and answers are found within the safe haven, with our devout team of scientists hoping to lead the way into a new era. 

In a world where countless lives have been lost the safe haven is a beacon of hope to those dedicated enough to flourish and thrive in. Without it, the world would continue to dissolve and any hope for a new start would be lost in the ruins of the ancient civilisations. 

One page in Zahyra put down the book and sighed. From its design it looked to have been written fairly recently, a piece of propaganda she had expected to find in the library’s archives. As much as she was intrigued by how the safe haven had been established and what it had originally stood for, she knew there were more pressing matters she had to deal with. 

Assessing the other books Zac had chosen for her, her eyes fell on a smaller pamphlet, no more than ten pages in length. She pulled it out from between two of the larger books and gazed at the title. Printed in large, bold letters were the words ‘The Cure’ staring her in the face. Immediately she started to read. 

The pamphlet described how the genetic mutations had evolved from the nuclear warfare. Explaining how each generation had exhibited stronger mutations due to selective breeding in the early days after the bombings. She skimmed the first few pages, reading brief introductions to each new generation from Zero’s up to Gen 5. 

The title on the next page of the pamphlet gripped her attention immediately: ‘Generation 6: The New-Wave’. Zahyra’s heart somersaulted in her chest. 

She read on to discover how it was believed Gen 6 mutants would evolve much like the generations before them, but that the scientists within the safe haven believed their mutations to be on an entirely mental level. They wrote how this New-Wave of mutants would be the most dangerous the world had ever seen, with the abilities to control people and things entirely with their minds. The whole page was entirely theorised but Zahyra gasped at the things it was suggesting this New-Wave of mutants would be able to do. 

She thought of Asher and wondered whether he had ever exhibited any of the things that were described in the pamphlet. To her he had been just a normal child, but how many of these things had actually been going on in her brother’s head that she was completely unaware of. 

Catching herself, Zahyra suddenly stopped. She forced herself to remember that what was written in the pamphlet was not necessarily true, and she couldn’t trust anything the safe haven did or said. She knew her brother, and he was as far from a dangerous mutant as anyone could be. Turning the page she assessed the information about the apparent cure. 

It described how a pure human – a Zero – would be needed to produce the cure. Only using information found within their original DNA matrix could something be synthesised to produce an antidote. Most of the phrases Zahyra didn’t completely understand, but she recognised it to be talking about what was going on in her T128 trial. She shuddered and continued to skim the rest of the pamphlet. There was very little other information that she could make sense of and reluctantly she began to re-fold the paper. 

Whether this information was true or not it had only confirmed one thing to her: she had to find her brother. Asher had to be alive somewhere within the facility and there was no way Zahyra was going to sit back and let them experiment on him the way they were doing to her. 

Scrunching the paper into a ball she flung it wildly against the wall of her room. Her brother was not a mutant. And she was going to get him out of there. 





Chapter 8

Asher sat in his room. He stroked the soft fabric of the bed sheets with his hand and stared blankly at the wall in front of him, considering what was going to happen. The wall was carved straight out of the mountain face, reminding him of the mysterious facility he was being held in. 

He longed for his sister, for his mother, even Cain. Anyone who could tell him what was going on; to explain to him that this wasn’t going to be a repeat of the camp he’d be taken to. He shivered at the thought. He missed the sunrise. The cool breeze of the wind on his face. He missed his home. 

The safe haven scared him. He wasn’t being treated badly, not compared to the camp where the mutants had kept him. But he still didn’t feel safe. The branding he had been given in the camp still itched on his right arm. The raw imprint of a zero, submitting him to his fate as someone without a genetic mutation. Or so he had thought. 

When he arrived at the safe haven with Zahyra and Cain he was sure that would be the start of his new life. Living happily in a place that would be his new home. New friends. New adventures.

The scanning process had been the first thing to make him feel unsettled there. He had no idea that Cain wouldn’t be allowed to remain in the facility. Even though he had found out about his Gen 4 status – through a horrible example – Asher still thought Cain would be allowed to stay in the safe haven. 

In the few days he had known him, Asher had seen how important the man had become to his sister. The way she looked at him; he didn’t completely understand it but he could tell there were feelings between them. Feelings in some ways like the ones he had for his sister, but in some ways also different. Something he didn’t think he’d experienced yet. 

The look on Zahyra’s face was painful when the lady with the Identifier had said Cain was unsuitable for housing. Asher believed that the safe haven was a place where everyone could come together, despite their mutations. The stories that his mother had told him were always happy, always highlighted the importance of the community here. Nothing he had experienced so far related to anything he had ever been told.

After Zahyra’s scanning Asher had been ready to step up and take his place. Join his sister as a Zero. It still surprised him that that’s what she really was. All his life he’d envied her ability to see more colours than he could. He’d loved the stories she would tell him about how everything looked different, more magical. 

He wasn’t angry that Zahyra had kept her true ranking a secret from him; even at his age he understood the perils that accompanied being a Zero. No, he was just surprised. Hurt in some ways that she hadn’t trusted him enough to tell him the truth. At least not until right before she had known it would come out. 

Still, once he had known he had been ready to join her. The scanning process had been weird. The sound deafened him and it went on for so long. The helmet had shuddered quickly against his head as he wore it, like vibrations. It hadn’t been a comfortable experience but he’d said nothing. He’d gone ahead with it because he had known what the outcome would be. He was a Zero. As plain and true as the empty circle on his arm told him. But for some reason that hadn’t been the case. 

As far as Asher was aware there were only five generations of mutants. Gen 6 didn’t exist, but for some reason that was what they were calling him. Everyone immediately treated him differently because of it, but he didn’t feel any different. He felt normal. He felt nothing. He felt like a Zero. 

Pulling the bed sheets closer around his body Asher thought back to what had happened only a few hours ago. He had remained strong when the lady had announced he was a Gen 6. It had to be a mistake he’d told himself, so he just went along with it. Now he knew that had been the mistake. He didn’t get to say goodbye to his sister. He didn’t get to see where she went or what was going to happen to her. 

The lady and a man had led him out of the room and down a dimly lit corridor. There had been yellow lights on the roof of the corridor, the same as the ones in the room he was in now. He didn’t understand them either. There was no fire inside them and they burned a different colour to any lights he’d seen before. Already in the safe haven there were a hundred things he didn’t understand. Ranging from the small matters like the weird lights, to the bigger questions like what he was. 

At the end of the corridor there had been a small room. It didn’t have anything in it except a light in the ceiling, a chair and a table, both made out of wood. The lady and man had left him in there with a bottle of water. It had been scary. Not in the sense that the room was scary, but because he didn’t know what was going to happen to him – he still didn’t – and that frightened Asher the most. 

At the mutant camp he had been frightened the whole time, but in a different way. He didn’t really remember the journey there. All the boys had been pushed into the SUVs and driven away from the bus. For the whole journey Asher had thought about his sister. Seeing her body lying crumpled on the ground after being thrown from the bus had haunted his dreams every night until he saw her again. She had looked so still, so lifeless. Even now he sometimes couldn’t believe that she was alive. 

When they arrived at the mutant camp Asher remembered what Zahyra had told him. He had to be strong, had to act tough. Like he could be a highly developed mutant that just hadn’t turned ten yet. It must have worked to some extent. Everyone lined up when they arrived and had either been put in group one or group two. He was in group two, with other boys who were younger than ten or wore the branding of a Gen 1 or Gen 2 on their right arms. 

In a way that had seemed like the safer place to be to Asher. The boys in group one were all much bigger than him. All were more advanced mutants and didn’t seem afraid like he was – even the ones who had been on the journey to the camp with him that got put into group one hadn’t seemed afraid. Something Asher couldn’t comprehend.

His first night in the camp had been dangerous – as a result of these boys. They all had to sleep in the same room, in one long building that ran the length of the camp on one side. After the fire had died down and everyone was supposed to be going to sleep a group of the bigger boys started walking up and down the length of the building. 

They pulled smaller boys out of their beds and shouted at them. Asher had been amongst these smaller boys. A rough pair of hands had grabbed him just as he’d lain down and rolled away from the room, facing the wall. They’d thrown him onto the floor and then the boot of his assailant had come crashing down on his shoulder. They had kicked at him until he was on his feet again. Aiming only for parts of his body that would be covered by his clothes, somehow knowing how to not leave any visible marks on him. But that didn’t mean it hadn’t hurt. 

Through the night these older boys had bullied and taunted Asher and the others. Their methods had been cruel and calculated, making them perform gruelling tasks or brutal punishments. One boy had his head held underwater in a bucket until his body started to go limp. Then they’d pulled his head out and made him stand on one leg for the rest of the night. Never letting him succumb to sleep or his head would be forced back into the bucket. 

Others were made to do physical exercises throughout the night, from push-ups to jumping jacks, sweat dripping off them and dampening the wooden floor. Some they had just hit. Punching and kicking the younger and smaller boys until they curled into a ball on the ground crying. 

Asher had hated that first night. He saw it as an omen for what was to come through his time at the mutant camp. It turned out that the nights were actually worse than the days. All the adult mutants made the less developed boys do was work on the crops they grew in the camp. Maintain the buildings, clean the toilet areas. It wasn’t pleasant work but Asher knew he could have survived doing that. If only it hadn’t been for what happened after the fire died down and the boys were left to themselves. 

He didn’t understand how cruel boys could be, just because their generation number expected it from them. Even some of the Gen 2 boys tried to join in with the bullying sometimes – the older ones at least – but then, anything was better than being on the other side of it, Asher shuddered as he remembered. 

When the day came that they sounded the alarm for a Turning Age Ceremony, Asher knew he would be called upon. Even though he wasn’t yet ten there was something that caused his spine to tingle as the alarm sounded and he just knew it was going to be his day. 

The boy who had gone before him was much stronger than Asher. Even though he didn’t have a ranking yet and had been picked on by the older boys on the first night everyone knew he would receive a decent number. When the boys had pulled him out of bed on that first night he had been the only one to fight back. They didn’t pick on him after that, but they hadn’t let him join in either, not yet anyway. 

Sure enough he received his scanning and the mutant holding the Identifier announced he was a Gen 3. Most of the boys surrounding Asher cheered at the result. Asher himself swallowed, knowing he would be called upon next. 

As he walked up to the Identifier every part of Asher’s body willed him to be a Gen 1. He had already discovered there were no Zero’s in the camp and had heard rumours about what happened to them. As he stood in front of the Gen 4 mutant holding the Identifier he repeated the words Gen 1 to himself over and over, somehow hoping that if he believed it would happen the Identifier would make it so. When his Zero status was recorded though, Asher knew it had been coming. 

All his life he had felt like a Zero. Not that he didn’t think he was talented at things, or that he lacked any skills but there had always been a little voice inside of him saying he was a Zero. That day when he’d learnt the truth he had already accepted it. He had lost all his family already and there was no future for him in the mutant camp. At that moment Asher was ready to die – a feeling no ten year old should ever have to admit to themselves. 

Then, when Zahyra appeared in the forest and killed the mutant who had been assigned to kill him suddenly everything changed for Asher. Just to see Zahyra standing in front of him felt surreal. In an instant it felt like he was home. From that moment he had made a promise to himself. That no matter what happened he was going to stay with Zahyra, and together they would be safe. They would be all the family either of them needed. 

Cain had been a welcome addition to that family and Asher had quickly warmed to him, even after the incident outside the scout hut. If there was one thing the mutant camp had taught him it was that people chose to live up to their generation number. In everything Cain did Asher saw him fighting against his ranking. Cain didn’t want to be a Gen 4 and that was enough for Asher. In his eyes he was as much a Zero as he was. 

Asher felt his chest tighten as he sat on his bed in the safe haven. He missed the way Cain joked around with him and made everything seem like it was going to be okay. The two days he had journeyed to the safe haven with Cain and Zahyra Asher had finally felt like he was where he was supposed to be. He had finally felt like he understood who he was and that he was going to be all right. Now, as he stared at the walls of his room carved out of the mountain face, Asher no longer knew who or what he was. 

When Asher had been left in the tiny room after he was declared a Gen 6 he was overwhelmed with confusion and fear. It was like his life had been stripped away from him once again; first with the bus crash and then again with the separation from Zahyra and Cain. He had been comfortable in his Zero status, somehow even more so after learning Zahyra was a Zero too. Now all of a sudden he was a Gen 6. The most powerful and dangerous generation of mutant to date. In that moment those were the last things he felt. 

A different man came to get Asher from the room some time later. He had grey hair and a straggly grey beard to match. The uniform he wore was also grey. In fact the only thing about his appearance that wasn’t was the black armband with silver dots he wore on his right arm, exactly where his generation number should be. Asher wondered about this and why the people in the safe haven didn’t display their rankings. In the outside world it was the most important thing, with sleeves torn off clothing just so they could be visible. 

The man had a kind face and something about the way he looked made Asher trust him. The skin around his eyes wrinkled in the corners when he smiled, mapping out his face with lines of ageing. There was something comforting about it and Asher didn’t refuse as the man took his hand and led him to the room he was now in. 

They’d climbed just one flight of stairs to get there and the man had not let go of Asher’s hand the entire time. He found it a little strange but said nothing, happy for even the slightest bit of human contact. When they’d reached Asher’s room he’d used a strange card to gain entry. Holding it against a panel on the wall, which then produced a green light and the door clicked open. 

Asher marvelled at how the mechanics had worked. Already the technology he’d witnessed in the safe haven was far beyond anything he had imagined or even heard about. Zahyra had read books and occasionally told him stories about how everything was in The Before Time; she’d always been more fascinated by it than he was. But even his imagination had never come close to what he had already experienced in such a short time. 

The door clicked shut behind Asher and the man and he gestured for Asher to take a seat. He had opted for the chair, while the man perched on the end of the bed. For a long time nothing was said between them, the man watching Asher as he fidgeted nervously in the chair. 

Eventually he had introduced himself. His name was Emerson and he was the head scientist within the safe haven. He said his job was to keep everyone within the facility safe and to do that he had to perform experiments. He told Asher that he was a very special boy and that he should be proud of his Gen 6 ranking. 

There was something about the way Emerson spoke that made Asher want to believe him. He explained a lot of what went on in the safe haven and the sort of work he did. Most of it Asher didn’t understand but he listened carefully, feeling soothed by the man’s voice. 

As Emerson was nearing the end of his speech he started talking more seriously about Asher and his Gen 6 mutation. He explained that he could formulate a way to change Asher’s mutation back, to make him a Zero again and Asher beamed at the possibility. 

Emerson told him that before he could do that however he would have to run some tests on Asher, to fully understand his genetic mutation. Again he explained these to Asher but the scientific words were lost on him and he let out a long yawn. 

Emerson smiled, seeing that Asher was exhausted from the events of the day and began to take his leave. He told Asher that some food would be brought to his room shortly and that he would see him again tomorrow. Just as Emerson was finally leaving the room Asher spoke up, breaking his silence that had spanned almost the entire day. 

“Will they make me better? Your experiments?” He asked Emerson quietly, who turned back to face him in the doorway. “Then, if I’m a Zero again, will I be able to see my sister?” 

Emerson’s face softened as Asher mentioned his sister and he took a step back into the room. 

“They will yes,” he nodded, “and you may, yes.”

“Then I’ll do it,” Asher said resolutely, causing Emerson’s face to break out into a smile. 

“Wonderful,” he grinned. “I’ll see you in the morning, Asher.”

With that Emerson was gone and he left Asher alone, considering everything that he had told him. Someone arrived shortly after with food like Emerson had said and Asher hungrily devoured the plate. He wasn’t sure what a lot of the food was but it tasted wonderful, Asher unable to remember the last time he’d had a proper meal. 

He then climbed into his bed for the first time since his arrival and spent a moment admiring the comfort of the place. He fell asleep quickly but tossed and turned through the night. 

His dreams were filled of nightmares of the mutant camp and the torture he had endured there. Zahyra’s face floated around him in his dreams also, constantly moving just out of his reach. When he awoke Asher was covered in a cold sweat, the sheets half strewn over the floor from him kicking about in his sleep. 

The plate of food he had scoffed the night before had been replaced with new and different foods. He calculated that he must have slept through the night and this was the morning meal, which again he demolished in seconds. Then the reality of what was going to happen began to sink into his skin. Even despite the conversation with Emerson the evening before Asher still knew very little about the safe haven and everything that went on within it. He longed for his sister, so he could wrap his arms around her and be reassured that everything was going to be okay. 

He stroked the soft fabric of the bed sheets with his hand and stared blankly at the wall in front of him, considering what was going to happen. 





Chapter 9

“Asher my boy! How are you this morning?”

Emerson’s face appeared suddenly in Asher’s room as he let himself in with a swift rap on the door. Asher had been expecting the man but his unapologetic appearance still startled him slightly. He edged off the bed so he was standing by Emerson’s side and looked up at him, his face a mixture of worry and excitement. 

Getting to experience more of the safe haven was appealing to him, but he was erring on the side of caution with what he would discover. Emerson had given very little – very confusing – detail about what sort of tests Asher would have to undergo in order to rid him of his new Gen 6 status. He didn’t like how it made him feel, thinking of himself as an advanced mutant, so he had agreed to it. Now the morning had arrived though his stomach was a pit of nerves. 

“No need to worry,” Emerson smiled down at him, sensing his uncomfort, “today is going to be very simple. Just some routine tests. Ready?”

Asher nodded slowly at the question and bent down to tie up his shoes. They were still caked in dirt from trekking through the forest, his clothes also bearing a similar combination of mud and sweat. Emerson wrinkled his nose slightly as he took in Asher’s appearance and shook his head. 

“We can’t have you running around the facility like that now, can we? Did no one show you how to use the shower?”

Asher looked at Emerson quizzically, not understanding what the man was talking about. Emerson shook his head again and walked into the room that joined Asher’s bedroom. He’d used it last night to relieve himself but hadn’t understood how to use anything in there, leaving the other apparatus untouched. 

Emerson explained to Asher how to use the shower, and pointed out some clean clothes that had been left in the locker in the bedroom. He then scooped up Asher’s empty plate from the ground and walked out of the room, telling Asher he’d be back shortly to collect him once he was ready. 

Asher gaped at the running water once Emerson had closed the door behind him. He reached out to it with his hand and his eyes grew wide as he felt the heat coming off the water, soon the whole room began to fill up with steam. Asher slid off his half-laced shoes and removed the rest of his clothing. It really did smell, he thought, only noticing once it was piled up in the corner of the room. 

He slowly stepped into the shower, recoiling slightly as the powerful jet of water struck his chest. After a moment though he relaxed, closing his eyes and letting the build up from the last two weeks wash off him, both physically and slightly on a mental level as well. 

He used the liquid Emerson had pointed out to clean himself, playing childishly with the bubbles it created. It was amazing how something so simple as washing yourself could be so different depending on where you were, he thought, reminiscing of the cold baths his mother had made him take back at their camp. 

When his mind wandered to his mother and old camp Asher shivered, despite the heat of the water. Even with all this new technology and comfort as he stood under the running water he knew he would trade it all to be back home in their camp. 

He missed his mother’s face. It had now been so long since he’d seen her, hurriedly pushing himself and Zahyra onto the bus that had meant to bring them here. Asher realised he never asked how his mother was going to get to them, the atmosphere of that evening not leaving much time for planning or lengthy goodbyes. 

Eventually Asher dragged himself out of the shower and dried himself off. Moving over towards the locker in the bedroom he found some grey pants, similar to those that Emerson had been wearing and pulled them on. Soft canvas shoes accompanied them, with a black long sleeved top. Normally Asher wore vests, but having his branding out on show in the safe haven made him feel uncomfortable somehow. Zahyra had always covered hers up and even though it had technically been a false branding, he now understood why in some sense. 

Dressed and ready Asher was now feeling more confident about the day ahead of him. It was incredible how much of a difference washing himself had made to his moral and he stared at the door to his room for a moment, willing Emerson to appear. 

After a few minutes Asher grew impatient and turned the door handle himself, tugging on it to open. To his surprise he found it locked and retreated a few steps from the entrance way as a result. Why would the people here want to keep him locked in his room? As if someone had heard his thought the door rattled and Emerson pulled it open from the other side. He smiled at Asher, noting that he was dressed in clean clothes and held the door open for him to walk through. 

“Why was it locked?” Asher asked him as he stepped out into the hallway. Emerson paused for a moment, considering Asher. 

“Was it? Oh dear. That’s not supposed to happen, maybe it’s faulty. I’ll get someone to have a look at it. Shall we go?”

Asher frowned at the man, hearing a different tone of voice than the one he was used to. If the safe haven had locked the door for a reason, Asher wanted to know and he got the feeling Emerson’s story wasn’t the real truth. Still, there remained something about Emerson that Asher liked and he wanted to give the man the benefit of the doubt. He followed him back the way they had come yesterday and down one flight of stairs. The corridor they reached at the bottom Asher thought was the one he’d been in yesterday as well, but everywhere looked so similar he couldn’t be sure. 

As they turned a corner Asher was met with another corridor, but this one definitely looked different. One side was made up of a glass wall, with the rooms on that side all interjoined with glass partitions between them. The other side of the corridor was normal and then there was a large metal door at the other end. 

It was the glass room that drew Asher’s attention as he marvelled at all the strange devices inside it. Nothing in there was like anything he’d ever seen before, each time he turned his head he found something more amazing than the last. 

Of course, he didn’t understand what anything was for or what anything did, but just the design of the objects fascinated him. The sleek design and pristine colours, nothing tarnished or damaged in any way. In fact it looked like most of the things had never even been used they were in such good condition. 

“This is my lab, Asher,” Emerson said opening his arms wide to indicate to the entire room. There were a few other people in there but no one looked up, all focused on whatever task they were dealing with. “What do you think?”

Asher continued to gape at the technology within the room. He looked up to Emerson who gave him a wink and began moving between the isles and table tops. He walked over to where there was a pipe sticking out of the wall and carried two mugs over towards it. Asher watched as he flipped a lever on the wall and water began to flow out of the pipe. It was just like the shower he had used upstairs only the direction of water more contained. Emerson filled up the two mugs and handed one to Asher, who brought the liquid up to his mouth. It was ice cold, a direct comparison to the water in his room. He drank thirstily; imagining how different life would have been if water was available like this everywhere. 

Emerson watched Asher with a trained eye, chuckling lightly to himself as Asher drained the mug and burped inwardly. There was a twinkle in his eye as he looked at Asher, something that Asher noticed but thought best not to ask the man about. 

Emerson then led Asher over to a smaller table in the room with a screen standing upright on it. 

“So these tests that you’re going to do today Asher,” Emerson indicated for Asher to sit down in front of the screen. “They’re all very clever and will help me to assess your genetic mutation. They’re more like games really, rather than tests. How does that sound to you?”

Asher nodded silently, staring at the screen in front of him. It was black, but with numbers counting up towards one hundred. They moved at a relative speed, going from twelve to thirty one in the time Emerson spoke. He kept his eyes trained on them, spellbound by how they magically changed in front of his eyes. 

“You’ll play them on that screen in front of you,” Emerson continued, “once it’s booted up.” 

Asher’s eyes moved away from the screen for a moment, the numbers now in the sixties. 

“What kind of games?”

“Mental stuff.” Emerson shrugged, “It’ll be things like pairing up images, finding the missing link, that sort of thing. If you want to stop at any point, you just have to let me know, okay?”

Asher nodded and flicked his eyes back to the screen. Number ninety-five had just flashed by and he was excited to see what happened when they reached one hundred. A whirring sound began behind the screen and then Emerson stepped towards him, reaching for a card from his back pocket. Asher watched as he slotted it into something behind the screen and then files and other small icons appeared, decorating the screen like flowers in a meadow. 

Emerson reached in front of Asher to tap some icons on the screen before another black screen appeared, this time with the word ‘GO’ flashing in the middle of it. 

Asher struggled to comprehend what was going on in front of him. How had Emerson managed to make the things on the screen change? In fact, how did the strange device even work? He already had too many questions for his short time in the safe haven and something told him he would be coming up with more for as long as he lived there. 

“Just press go whenever you’re ready,” Emerson said moving away from Asher and the screen. He walked over to a screen of his own a few feet away and sat down, his back to the boy. 

Asher looked at his own screen and took a deep breath. He counted down from ten in his head, then as he reached zero pulled his finger out and pressed on the word on the screen. 

‘Choose the odd one out’

Several coloured shapes flashed up on the screen in front of Asher, all of different colours. He stared at them for a moment before realising one of them was significantly smaller than the others. Reaching forward he pressed on it with his index finger. 

‘Correct’

More shapes appeared and Asher followed the same technique, finding the one that looked slightly different than the others and pressing on it. It went on for about a minute, each new collection of shapes presenting a new difference for him to find. After the tenth sequence more words appeared on the screen. 

‘10/10 correct. Next Game: Complete the sequence’

A new game appeared and Asher considered it for a moment. This one was slightly harder with a line of words or pictures across the top of the screen and then a choice of three on the bottom. He realised on the second go he had to find the thing on the bottom that corresponded with what was on top. 

A smile broke out on his lips as he began flying through the next game, testing his brain to come up with the answers. After the fifth game the screen went black again and the words ‘End of Phase 1’ appeared. Asher leaned back in his chair, a grin plastered on his face as he looked around the room to find Emerson. The man was still staring at his own screen, oblivious to Asher behind him. 

“I’m finished,” Asher said as he walked across the room towards Emerson, but received no response. He moved closer to the man and looked at what he was doing on the screen. He appeared to be mumbling under his breath and then words appeared on the screen in front of him. Asher watched hypnotised for a moment before touching him on the arm. 

“I’m finished,” he repeated and Emerson finally pulled away from the screen to look at him. There was that strange twinkle in his eye again before he leaned down and tousled Asher’s hair. 

Zahyra used to do that; Asher thought and instinctively took a step away from him. Emerson looked hurt for a moment then straightened up in his seat. 

“Well done, let’s see how you did shall we?”

He moved some files around on his own screen then waited for one of them to load. 

“Very good,” he smiled at Asher, “89 per cent!”

Asher grinned. He wasn’t sure what that meant but Emerson looked impressed with him. He had thought he’d done well and assumed that what Emerson said confirmed that, causing his grin to widen even more. 

“What do you say to a spot of lunch, then we’ll continue afterwards if you’re still happy to?”

“Sounds good,” Asher replied and took another step backwards as Emerson climbed out of his seat. Emerson tapped something behind his ear and mumbled some words under his breath, then led Asher towards another table in the room, this one devoid of screens and other technology. Shortly after another man in a grey uniform like Emerson’s walked into the room pushing something in front of him. He came to a halt beside them and produced two steaming bowls of soup and some fresh bread. Asher’s mouth immediately began to water. 

“So tell me about yourself Asher,” Emerson asked between mouthfuls. “How did you end up here?”

Asher swallowed the bread in his mouth and stared down at his soup. 

“Our camp was attacked,” he mumbled. “We were put on a bus to come here, but that got attacked too. I was taken away but then Zahyra saved me and we came here.” 

“I see,” Emerson mused and took another mouthful of his meal. “So you lived with your sister and…”

“Mother,” Asher whispered quietly. An awkward silence drew out between them for a moment. “I don’t know where she is.”

“I’m very sorry,” Emerson replied and as Asher looked at him he thought he saw a tear in his eye. “You can see your sister soon though, we just have to finish these tests first.”

Asher nodded. His mind was now filled with sorrow over his mother. Even at his age he knew it was very unlikely she would have made it to the safe haven alone. In a way he had already accepted he would never see her again when he was at the mutant camp, just like he had accepted he would never see Zahyra either. At least now he had a promise that she was in the safe haven with him somewhere. And one day he would be allowed to see her again. 

Emerson continued to question Asher throughout their meal. Asking him questions about his childhood, where he’d grown up, what he’d done for fun and what his friends had been like. Asher found it curious that the man wanted to know so much about his life before coming to the safe haven. He answered his questions to the best of his abilities but soon wanted the conversation to end, being forced to remember his old life just made him long for something he could no longer have. 

Once they were both finished Emerson guided Asher back to his screen and set him up with more games and challenges to complete. Asher carried them out dutifully but couldn’t help wondering why Emerson had been asking him so many questions. 

At the mention of his mother he had seemed genuinely sad, something that Asher found very strange. But then he had also seemed genuinely interested in Asher’s life and maybe that was just his attempt to get to know him better, to make Asher see him as a friend rather than someone to be afraid of. 

When the day finished Emerson escorted Asher back to his room. Another meal would be brought to him later he was told and Emerson also left him a book to read: Our Safe Haven. 

Asher flicked through the book uninterestedly for a moment but then put it to one side. His first proper day in the safe haven had been interesting. Some of his questions about the place had been answered, but many more had formed. The more he thought about it, the more he found Emerson peculiar as well. There was just something about the way that he looked at Asher. It made him feel uncomfortable, but then also relaxed at the same time, it didn’t make sense. 

As he dozed off that evening his mind was filled with questions about Emerson and the safe haven, alongside thoughts about his family. The two had become intertwined in some way and it made Asher feel like there was one big looming question out there. Something he knew he had to ask but that he still didn’t quite understand. He wished Zahyra was there, she always knew what to do. Just get through the tests for a few more days he told himself, just get through and then you can see her again. 





Chapter 10

When Emerson arrived in Asher’s room the next morning, that strange twinkle in his eye seemed to have magnified. Asher had showered and was sat on the end of his bed waiting, his breakfast plate polished off as usual. Instead of simply beckoning Asher to follow him down to the lab Emerson moved into the room and closed the door behind him. Already Asher found this odd. The man moved over to the chair and sat down, pushing the empty plate away from him on the table. 

Silence drew out between them as Asher was now used to. He sat cautiously on the bed, unsure why there had been a change to the morning routine already. 

“Everything okay?” He asked Emerson quietly, glancing from the man to the now closed door. He hadn’t thought to check again whether it was locked when he was inside, but assumed even if it now was Emerson would have a way out. 

The man looked at Asher softly, his face relaxing as he took in the young boy. There was definitely something weird about him, Asher confirmed to himself as he struggled to maintain eye contact with Emerson, his gaze shifting awkwardly around the room. 

“There’s something I need to tell you Asher,” Emerson breathed heavily. “It’s something I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time. Not just since you’ve been in the safe haven, but for many years before that as well.” 

Asher raised one eyebrow at Emerson’s statement. He had only met him a couple of days ago, how could there be anything that needed saying between them dating back before then. He studied Emerson’s body language carefully. That was something Asher had always been good at: reading people. 

He wondered whether that was part of his Gen 6 mutation, whether it was actually a mutation that made him able to understand how other people were feeling on an emotional and mental level. He’d always just thought it was good intuition. That it was just one of the things he was good at. Now he doubted which aspects of his personality were actually him and which had been created by his genetic mutation. 

Emerson was shuffling around in his seat now. There was definitely an air of awkward tension in the room, Asher just couldn’t understand why. 

“What is it?” He asked Emerson eventually, disliking the ever-present silence that was dragging out between them. The pause lasted another minute before the man finally spoke up. 

“I’m your father, Asher.”

Asher stared at Emerson, who had forced his face into an apologetic smile. He had never known his father. Zahyra told him he’d left just shortly after he was born. They hadn’t spoken about it much growing up. It made his mother sad to think about and Zahyra had still only been young when it happened. 

To be honest Asher had never really given his father much thought. He knew he’d been abandoned and that was all he really needed to know. Any man who could do that wasn’t a man he wanted to have around. 

As he stared at Emerson all these feelings came flooding back to Asher. If he indeed was who he said he was then everything that had gone on between the two of them since Asher arrived at the safe haven had been a lie. Why hadn’t Emerson told him this earlier? And did Zahyra know? If she was in the facility too she had a right to know, she would probably remember him. Maybe even recognise him. To Asher he was still a stranger. 

“I don’t have a father.” Asher spoke quietly but sternly, turning his head away from where Emerson sat. He didn’t see the man’s face fall, just heard his rebuttal. 

“Asher please, let me explain. I never wanted to leave you.”

There was sincerity in Emerson’s voice when he spoke but Asher couldn’t stand to hear it. He knew most boys his age would be rejoicing if their father suddenly appeared, but the events of the last two weeks hadn’t left him like most boys. 

There was something that had changed about Asher during his time in the mutant camp. And then that thing had changed again when he was told he was a Gen 6. He still didn’t know what he was, or fully understand what he was going to become but he stood fast by his history. He knew his family and his father wasn’t included in that. 

Perhaps if he hadn’t been witness to the pain it caused his mother even when he or Zahyra mentioned their father in passing things would be different. But even years after it happened she could still be brought to tears by the mention of his name. Well, by the mention of the word father anyway, Asher had never known his father’s real name… until now. 

Zahyra had told him the occasional story about their father, like how he would act or talk or laugh. In the stories he seemed so normal, but he had never really seemed real. It was more a person that Zahyra used to know, not someone that Asher could ever imagine being with. There had been times, of course, when he had wished to meet him. Wished to talk to him and learn from him. Growing up with just a mother and sister had sheltered him occasionally and that was probably why Asher had never been as strong as the other boys. 

But by no means had he been unhappy because of the lack of a male role model. Even now, as his father apparently sat across the room from him Asher knew he wouldn’t change a thing about his childhood. He had been happy and safe. Now he felt neither of those things. And if this is where his father had left them to go then it was all his fault. He had chosen the safe haven over his own son and that was clear to Asher. Nothing could change that. 

“You’re a liar,” he said bluntly. “You left. I didn’t have a father.” Asher paused, “I don’t have a father.”

“Will you just –”

“Go away!” Asher shouted over Emerson, cutting him off mid-sentence. “Just leave me alone!”

Emerson closed his mouth then opened it again. He looked like he was going to argue but after studying Asher he stopped. He moved quietly towards the door and pulled it open, standing awkwardly in the doorway for a moment. 

“I never meant to hurt you,” he whispered quietly, then vanished leaving Asher alone on the bed, tears slowly beginning to fall from his eyes. 

He didn’t cry for long, his mind only succumbing to the basic instinct for a few minutes. As Asher dried his eyes he realised he wasn’t sad because he had never known his father, he was sad because of what had been taken away from his family. He was sad he hadn’t been allowed the early memories that Zahyra had, the memories of a complete family. 

Not that his family hadn’t been enough for him, but he knew from old stories that had been read to him what a typical family was supposed to be like. Even in the camp he had lived in there had been a few, some groups that were strong enough to survive the hardships this new world threw at them. 

In the outside world children had to grow up so much faster than before. With dangerous mutants just beyond your doorstep there wasn’t much time to be young, or to live without fear. Maybe if he had been born in a simpler time things would be different. Maybe then he would long for a stereotypical family, a mother and a father. But in the world he lived in the one he got was just fine with him. 

In that moment more than ever Asher missed his sister. The fact that he knew she was inside the safe haven somewhere with him made it even worse. She could be in the room next door for all he knew and yet he wasn’t allowed to see her. If Emerson was truly his father Asher didn’t understand why he would want to keep him separate from Zahyra. 

He waited in the silence of his room for what seemed like hours. Waiting for something to happen. He tried the door once: locked, as he had suspected. He even tried reading the book that had been left in his room but didn’t make it past the first page. Very quickly Asher began to reconsider the way he’d spoken to Emerson. 

He was the only person he’d interacted with so far in the safe haven and if he didn’t return Asher didn’t know what would happen. Would he continue his tests? Would he be allowed to leave his room? The questions kept piling up on top of each other until Asher felt tears welling up inside of him once more. 

Footsteps outside his door stopped him, forcing him to take a deep breath, to appear strong to whoever was on the other side. His heart fell when the door opened and a woman he didn’t recognise stepped in, simply carrying a new tray of food. She didn’t speak to him, she didn’t even look at him. Just swapped out his empty plate for a full one and went on her way, the door clicking shut behind her. 

Then something on the plate caught Asher’s eye. There was what looked to be a handwritten letter that had been brought in with the meal. Slowly Asher rose from his bed and settled down in the chair instead, pushing the plate of food away from him as he picked up the letter. 

After scanning down to the bottom he saw Emerson had signed it, both with his name and the word father. Furrowing his brow Asher almost put it down, still angry with the man for so many things. Eventually his curiosity won out though and he began to read. 

Asher, 

You have no idea how many nights I’ve stayed awake thinking of you. What you look like, what you talk like, walk like, everything. Having to leave you was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do and I know that nothing I can say will ever make up for that. I could explain the reason why but that would be futile, to you the only fact is that I left you and I cannot begin to understand how that must feel. You have to know that I didn’t leave because I didn’t love you, or your sister or your mother. The love I carry for all three of you is what keeps me alive each day, keeps me fighting. I don’t expect you to understand what goes on within the safe haven either, or my allegiance to it. All I can tell you is that it is a safe place and we are doing everything we can to make the outside world a safe place too. When I left I was doing it for the safe haven, for the world. I was doing it so I could create a better place for my children to grow up in – and I know it may sound false, Asher, but I truly believed I could do a better job in protecting you, your sister and your mother if I left. I realise now that was foolish and if I could change the past my boy I would. But I can’t. All I can ask is that you give this place a chance, even if you don’t want to give me one. With your genetic mutation Asher, and Zahyra as a Zero the two of you could be key players in helping to save the world. I know you didn’t ask for this but it has happened and for better or worse it will continue to happen. If you let me, I will make sure it is for the better. I will do right by you from now on my son, for both you and Zahyra. You are now and always have been two of the most important people in my life. 

All my love, your father, Emerson. 

Asher stared at the words on the page in front of him. He didn’t know how to feel. He didn’t know how to react. Nothing that Emerson had said in his letter made up for what had happened in the past. It read more like it was Emerson trying to justify his actions, trying to make himself feel better. 

Asher wondered what Emerson’s connection to the safe haven really was. He knew he was the head scientist there and from his letter it sounded like he was trying to rid the world of people with genetic mutations in some way, but how? Asher also puzzled over how Zahyra needed to be involved in the solution too. Emerson had referred to them both as key players, another thing that Asher didn’t really understand. 

Anger rose inside of him like a fire as he re-read some of Emerson’s words. He didn’t believe them; he couldn’t believe them. If he truly cared about Asher and Zahyra then he wouldn’t be putting them through this. The horrible feeling of not knowing what was going on was drowning Asher. Every day he searched for answers and was only rewarded with more questions. 

Four days ago he’d been completely alone. Now he had Zahyra back, which he was exceedingly thankful for, but he also had a father. So much was changing and there was no constant to keep him grounded. Asher screwed up the paper in anger and threw it against the rocky wall in front of him. Nothing in the safe haven made sense. Nothing in the safe haven felt safe. 





Chapter 11

Zahyra paced her room angrily. No one had come to see her since Heather had left her in her room with the books she’d taken from the study area and that had been yesterday afternoon. She’d had her supper and breakfast both brought to her room and by the time on her timekeep her lunch was shortly about to follow. 

Heather hadn’t seemed angry with her when they’d parted ways. Sure, she knew what she’d done yesterday had been wrong, sneaking around the lab and using Professor Welbeck’s personal screen, but she hadn’t expected to be completely abandoned because of it. Whatever was going on within the safe haven she wasn’t comfortable with and being kept isolated just heightened her suspicions about the place. 

Footsteps outside her door told Zahyra her next meal was about to be delivered and this time she wasn’t going to let anyone go without getting some answers. 

“What’s going on?” She demanded at the grey clad woman who entered carrying her meal. The woman stopped, frozen in her tracks. She wore a grey armband, which told Zahyra she was ‘non-essential personnel’ – as Zac had put it yesterday. Even if she didn’t know anything though, that wasn’t going to stop Zahyra trying. 

“Where’s Heather?” She continued as the woman began walking towards the table in the room, exchanging Zahyra’s empty plate for a full one. Zahyra blocked her path as she tried to make it back to the door. 

“Talk to me!” 

The woman looked at Zahyra, her gaze not quite meeting hers. “I don’t know anything,” she mumbled, “I just bring the food where I’m told. Sorry.” 

Zahyra let out a long sigh and let the woman move past her. 

“Tell Heather I want to speak to her,” she finished angrily as the woman began closing the door. “Tell her I want answers!”

The exchange left Zahyra feeling more frustrated than she had done beforehand. She believed the woman didn’t know anything like she’d said, but she hoped she could at least get her message sent to Heather. The safe haven was bad enough already, Zahyra didn’t know how long she could cope if she was left alone for much longer. 

Another hour passed. Zahyra ate her meal, most of it anyway. Not doing anything had resulted in a slight loss of appetite and she merely pushed most of the soup around the bowl with her bread. She lay back down on her bed, picking up another of the books she had acquired the day before and began to read when there was a knock on her bedroom door. 

No one had ever knocked before. She put down the book and swung her legs over the side of the bed. 

“Come in?” She replied in an almost questioning tone and poised herself for whoever was about to enter. 

A man she hadn’t seen before let himself into the room, crossed in front of her and sat down in the chair. His face was angled towards the ground so she couldn’t see it, but she saw he had a head of grey hair. He also wore a grey uniform with a black armband like Professor Welbeck’s, which told her he was a scientist. Upon closer inspection she saw it had small silver dots on it and she then remembered seeing this man with his head in his hands in the glass-walled room on the way to her scanning. 

“Hello?” She asked him inquisitively, “Who are you?”

The man’s throat bobbed as he swallowed, then slowly raised his head to look at Zahyra. She stared back at him, wide eyed. He was older and his face was more wrinkled than she remembered it. He also had a grey beard that was growing in patches across his cheeks and chin. As her eyes met his her mouth dropped open. He was older yes, but it was definitely him. Her father. 

“I take it you remember me?” He said with a slight smile, his posture becoming more upright as he spoke. 

Zahyra felt glued to the edge of the bed where she sat. She hadn’t seen her father for ten years, not since he left shortly after Asher was born. But now he was there. Sitting right in front of her, only a few feet away. If she wanted to she could probably reach out and touch him, feel his skin, discover how he now smelt. But she couldn’t move. None of it felt real. 

She had imagined this day a thousand times growing up. Being reunited with her father, introducing him to Asher. She still had no idea why he had left but something about their reunion told her she was about to find out. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. Nothing could have prepared her for this; he was undoubtedly the last person she had expected to see walking through her bedroom door. Yet there he was. Alive. Healthy. And sitting in her chair. 

“How…” She started, then stopped, unable to formulate a sentence. “Where… When… How?”

“Zahyra, I cannot tell you how happy I am to see you,” he said as he rose from the chair and moved towards her. He stood in front of her and then bent down, wrapping his arms around her awkwardly. She didn’t return the hug. She couldn’t. She just remained frozen in place, baffled by the scene that was unfolding in front of her. When her arms didn’t move for him Emerson edged backwards towards the chair and sat back down. He looked uncomfortable, but no way near as much as Zahyra did. 

“I suppose I’ve got some explaining to do,” he spoke. Zahyra could only nod her head in response, her mouth still hanging open slightly. Emerson cleared his throat, leaned back in the chair and slowly began to tell Zahyra his story. 

“I have worked for the safe haven for as long as I can remember,” he began. “When I was a child, just a few years after I received my branding I was separated from my family. I don’t really remember how, I just remember finding myself lost and alone. After a few days someone from the safe haven found me and brought me to live here. This is where I grew up, matured, learned about the world and everything going on around us. 

“I’d always had an eye for science. Loved learning how things worked and what made people tick. The genetic mutations fascinated me and along with my team we began working to figure out what caused them, what affected them and whether we could create any of our own. 

“You’ll have realised already that we don’t categorise people based on their generation number here. We think people are more than just the number burnt into their arm and that is what truly made our science thrive. We had begun working on a new genetic mutation, knowing that if we could figure out how to make one, we could figure out how to cure one. It was a little less than twenty years ago now that I set out on a scouting mission, in order to help further this research into a new mutation.”

Zahyra watched her father tell his tale, enthralled by each word leaving his mouth. She tried to picture her father before she had known him, but couldn’t. It was hard enough seeing him as he was now and trying to assign that face to the one she had grown up with, anything else was just too much to process. 

“Somehow, whilst on my scouting mission,” her father continued. “I was separated from my group. Again I know,” he smiled, “clearly I’m not very good in the outside world am I? Anyway, I was separated from my group and I couldn’t find my way back here. I knew the safe haven had people posted in the outside world at various camps so I began travelling around, searching for one of those people. 

“That is when I met your mother. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen and I knew from the moment I saw her that I had to be with her.” He paused, “It devastated me when I discovered she didn’t manage to make it here too. 

“Shortly after meeting her we had you. Another beautiful thing I knew I couldn’t live without. Yet still I was determined to make contact with someone from the safe haven, even just to tell them that I was okay. That I was alive. That’s why we moved around so much when you were younger; I was searching for someone, who I did eventually find in the camp we settled down in. You might remember him, he used to be able to blow water bubbles out of his mouth?”

Zahyra’s eyes grew wider at that moment. Of course she remembered the old bubble man from her camp. So many of her childhood memories had involved him, chasing around the bubbles that he blew, trying to avoid getting wet when they popped. 

A smile crept across her lips at the memory, though only for a moment as she processed what her father was saying. The old bubble man must have worked for the safe haven too and that made her see him in an instantly different light. 

“So we settled down in that camp and for me, I’d thought that would be it. I’d made contact with the safe haven and I had my beautiful family by my side. Occasionally I would travel back here, directed by that old bubble man, and check in on how the work was progressing. 

“You have to understand how much I loved my work – how much I still love it now, but I loved you and your mother so much as well. Then I found out your mother was pregnant again and I couldn’t have been happier. Do you remember when we’d sit by the fire at night, thinking up names for your younger brother or sister? Those memories have stayed with me my whole life and I cherish them everyday. But still, I loved my work and there was a part of me that just couldn’t stay away. 

“You’ve lived here now. You’ve seen the incredible feats of technology that are at our fingertips. How could someone who had experienced this almost his entire life be happy with living in one of those camps? Don’t get me wrong, I was happy of course, with you, with my family. But the technology… it had always been my first love. 

“One day, whilst your mother was pregnant I travelled back here for a few days. Whilst I was here I discovered my team had had a breakthrough. They’d discovered a way to create the next generation of mutants. The New-Wave they were calling it. There was only one catch, in that it could only be administered in the form of an injection. An injection given to newborn baby boys.” 

Zahyra’s whole body stiffened as she realised what her father was saying. 

“You –” she started, anger beginning to burn inside of her. 

“I’m not proud of what I did,” her father cut her off. “But when I saw the opportunity I just couldn’t stop myself. When Asher was born I gave him the injection, knowing full well what it would do. Afterwards I couldn’t believe what I had done. I had forced a Gen 6 mutation onto my own son, no consent from him or his mother or anyone. I regretted it immediately afterwards and ultimately, that is why I left. I just couldn’t live with myself. I couldn’t stand by and watch him grow up knowing that when he turned ten the mutation would begin to take hold of him. I had only been in the lab for a day before they’d given it to me, to be honest, I didn’t know the full scope of what would happen. 

“So I ran. I ran away and I came back here. Like I said I’m not proud of it, but when I returned here I continued the research. I understand the mutation now and I can help Asher control it. With him, and you as a pure human we can work together to control the genetic mutations. We can cure them. Turn people back into people rather than leaving them as mutants. Now that you’re both here we can make a change. I know my actions were foolish at the time but they had good intentions. Without Asher, and without you this world is going to collapse and burn. We are the only people that can save it.”

Zahyra glared at her father as he finished his story, the pure hatred she felt for him seeping out of her pores. He was the whole reason that Asher had become a Gen 6 mutant. He had forced his own son to become something the whole world would be afraid of. Who knew what would happen to Asher as a result. She hadn’t seen him; she didn’t know what effects were already taking place due to the mutation. 

Her father’s story told her one thing though: Asher was definitely still inside the facility. If his mutation had been created by the safe haven there was no way they would just let him walk out of it. Heather had lied to her. But no way near to the point that her father had. Looking at him now all the happy childhood memories she’d once seen when she thought of him had vanished. Replaced with a raw anger at what he had done to Asher. 

“How could you?” She spat under her breath. “How could you do that to him?”

“Zahyra if you try to see it from my perspective…”

“You don’t get a perspective!” Zahyra yelled angrily, “You didn’t get to watch him grow up. You didn’t know him. You still don’t know him. To you he’s just a mutation. Your New-Wave of mutant to experiment on. Just like you’ve been doing to me! Where is he? I want to see him. Now!”

Her chest heaved as she spoke. The words flying out of her mouth like bullets, each one intent on tearing a hole in her father. He watched her with a calm face, absorbing what she said and considering each and every word. 

“I know you’re angry,” he started once she had calmed down slightly, “and you have every right to be. But even if you hate me you have to believe me when I say that the safe haven is doing everything it can to fix this. To fix the world. You’ve been working on a cure with Professor Welbeck, and I’ve been working with Asher to–”

“You’ve seen him?” Zahyra suddenly interrupted. “Did you tell him? Did you tell him you were his father?”

Emerson sagged notably in front of her. “Earlier today I did, yes,” he paused to inhale, “he err, he didn’t take it well.”

Zahyra smiled smugly as her father continued to speak. 

“As you can expect he doesn’t really count me as his father, having grown up entirely without me. He’s doing well though, he’s strong, he’s healthy. I promise you can see him soon. We just need to complete the trials first before –”

“Did you tell him I was here?” Zahyra interrupted again, unwilling to let her father fill her head with nonsense about the medical trials when she finally had confirmation her brother was being held in the safe haven with her. He could be in the room next door for all she knew and it killed her she hadn’t been allowed to comfort him yet. 

Discovering your father was alive and was the one who had given you a mutation… Zahyra couldn’t begin to imagine what he was going through. “Oh God,” she continued, “did you tell him you did it? Did you tell him it’s your fault he’s a mutant now?”

“No,” Emerson muttered, “to both questions. Well, he knows you’re here somewhere, in the facility. He knew that you’d be housed given your Zero status, but he doesn’t know where exactly you are. And no… I didn’t tell him it was me who made him what he is. You’re welcome to when you see him; I can’t stop you. I just thought… I thought it might be easier for him if he didn’t blame me for that as well. As well as me leaving him I mean.”

“Easier for you you mean,” Zahyra spat, “easier for you to deal with if he doesn’t hate you for that as well. You’re no father to him; no father would ever do that to his son. No father would ever…”

Zahyra trailed off, her throat becoming constricted with sobs. She turned her face away from Emerson, fighting back the tears, refusing to let him see her cry. Her father watched her for a moment in silence, processing what to do next. 

“I’m truly sorry for what has happened Zahyra,” he spoke softly, only just loud enough for her to hear. “I can only hope that now the three of us are back together, we can try to be a family again. We can try to rebuild.”

Zahyra sniffed twice, forcing the last of her tears to dissipate and then turned back to look at her father. Even calling him that in her head didn’t seem right anymore. Not after what he had done… 

“I had a family,” she spoke clearly and confidently. “I had a family and now, thanks to you, I’ve lost them.” 

Emerson opened his mouth to speak but Zahyra’s glare silenced him, indicating she wasn’t yet finished. 

“Mother is already gone as a result of what you’ve done. You banished Cain back into the outside world just because of his generation number, yet you say they don’t matter to people here. Clearly they do, or else he would be sitting here with me now. He wasn’t a mutant; he was just unlucky. And now he’s alone because of you. 

“Then there’s Asher… don’t even get me started on Asher. I’ll never forgive you for what you’ve done to him.” She paused, letting the words sink in. “Those people were my family, are my family. Not you. Maybe you used to be a long time ago but so much has changed. In this world you get to choose your family and I have chosen mine. You don’t get to choose for me.”

Emerson took in a sharp intake of breath as he watched his daughter speak. He opened his mouth once again to say something else but then thought better of it, lowering his gaze and shaking his head. 

“I’m very sorry you feel that way,” he eventually whispered as he started walking towards the door. “But to me you’ll always be my family. You and your brother, and I’ll try every day to make you see that.”

With his final words Emerson pulled the door of Zahyra’s room closed behind him and walked away down the corridor. Zahyra stared at the back of the door unmoving, her heart racing. 

What had happened in the last hour didn’t make sense to her. Her father had been gone. Dead, lost, abandoned. Whatever had happened to him it hadn’t been living in the safe haven. Living a life of luxury whilst his family struggled to get by in the outside world. A family that he had injected a mutation into, all in the name of science. 

Her blood boiled as she thought of it again. Of her father reaching over Asher’s body when he was just a baby and injecting him with a mutation. Then fleeing into the night like a coward, leaving her and her mother to deal with what he had done. 

Her heart ached for her little brother. Knowing that he was somewhere nearby, equally if not more afraid and nervous about the safe haven than she was. The one saving grace Zahyra had taken from the conversation with her father was that he had at least not told Asher he was the reason he was now a Gen 6 mutant. But she couldn’t imagine how he must be feeling just from meeting his father for the first time. 

It was ridiculous how much the safe haven was responsible for and how much it was continuing to destroy Zahyra’s life, her brother’s life and even Cain’s. She hadn’t thought about Cain for a while, but now that she did her heart ached for him too. She wished they had never travelled to the safe haven. She wished they had just gone back to Cain’s cabin and settled down there. She would have had the people she cared about most and that was now all she realised she needed. Her father had spoken about the wonders of technology that the safe haven offered but she knew none of it was worth it if she was forced to endure it alone. Without Cain, without Asher, there was no safe haven. There was no safety. Only secrets and deception and pain. 





Chapter 12

The next morning Zahyra woke to Heather standing in her room. Back to normality she thought, no more knocking as people came into her room. Surprisingly she was happy to see Heather. She never thought that would be the case but after the meeting with her father yesterday she was just glad it hadn’t been him who’d come to wake her. 

Breakfast was waiting in her room and Zahyra wondered whether she would ever be allowed back in the mess hall again after fleeing from it during the alarm. Heather informed her that once she had eaten, showered and dressed she would be shown more of the facility and then possibly return to T128 in the afternoon. 

It was at her father’s wishes apparently, that she learnt more about what went on in the safe haven in order for her to be able to fully appreciate everything they did there. Zahyra furrowed her brow at the idea of her father being able to command what she did with her day, however the promise of being shown more of the safe haven appealed her and she accepted Heather’s proposal without argument. 

Heather then decided to wait in the room whilst Zahyra ate and showered, taking her clothes into the bathroom with her to change. Zahyra wondered whether this was Heather’s own doing or if it was on instruction from her father instead. She didn’t ask. In fact she didn’t speak to Heather the whole time she was getting ready. Just solemnly nodded her head on occasion and tried to avoid her awkward stare as Heather watched her eat. 

As they walked through the main atrium Zahyra noticed the mess hall was filled with people wearing black and white armbands. Knowing her father had to be in that room made her toes curl and she quickly averted her gaze to where Heather was leading her. 

They took another corridor Zahyra had not yet discovered and Heather inputted a code into a keypad on the wall, allowing the door at the end to swing open. It opened into a huge warehouse and it only took a second for Zahyra to realise they were in the soldiers department. 

The walls were lined with glass units, each one containing weapons of different descriptions. Zahyra recognised a few of them, various types of guns, small daggers and round objects she assumed were grenades. Most of the items she didn’t recognise however and her thoughts slowed so she could process the volume of weaponry the safe haven must have. 

“This is the arms room,” Heather said in her typical monotone voice. “As you can tell we are equipped to deal with any and all interferences, in whatever form they come. Our weapons date back to The Before Time, along with several new additions I doubt you’ll have heard of. They are things we have developed within the safe haven to help us deal with more advanced mutants on the outside. Certain weapons will render certain mutations inactive, hence giving our team the upper hand in combat.”

Zahyra gaped at the sheer quantity of weapons in the room. No cabinet was left unfilled, with every inch of the four large walls covered by one item or another. 

“Once T128 is completed you will be allowed to choose a band. Given that your skillsets match what is required of that band you will be accepted into it. You’ve seen what goes on in black, grey is fairly self-explanatory. Now you will experience the red band.”

Zahyra was slightly annoyed Heather hadn’t thought to explain what the bands meant to Zahyra. She was lucky she’d met Zac who’d told her everything. She was also unsure why Heather thought it was a good idea to let her experience the life of someone in the red band. She found it odd that she would be taught about the safe haven’s offensive abilities but then maybe they were trying to use it as a deterrent should she be tempted to break the rules again. 

“Have you ever shot a gun before?”

Heather’s question caught Zahyra off guard and her mind instantly took her back to the scout hut in the forest. She had shot a gun, yes. And killed a man. Three, actually. The last in close combat. An involuntary shiver ran down Zahyra’s spine as she recalled that day. 

The faces of the mutants she had killed still haunted her and she wished she could take back her actions of that day. Stabbing the first mutant to save Asher and then shooting the second wasn’t so bad when she remembered it, but the fight with the last mutant had been both the most exhilarating and scarring moment of her life. 

She nodded her head to Heather. Who promptly responded by withdrawing a handgun from somewhere within her uniform. Zahyra’s eyes widened. Had Heather always carried that gun? She had no idea it was hidden in her uniform, its outline completely masked by the folds of the material. Heather smirked slightly at Zahyra’s response and proceeded to take apart her weapon, laying each part of it down on a table to the side of her. 

What followed was a very tedious lesson on the workings of a gun. The different parts it consisted of, how each bit worked, how to clean it properly, how to aim, how to fire. Zahyra followed Heather’s instructions closely, completing tasks as they were laid out for her but her heart wasn’t in it. 

She knew on some level this was an important lesson and it could benefit her at some point in the future if she knew how to properly handle a gun. At that moment though using a gun just didn’t feel right to her. She didn’t like the weight of it in her hand or how the metal made her fingers smell. It felt wrong, like she was a child playing with an object she shouldn’t be allowed to touch. 

Heather explained that although the safe haven had developed new weapons, they were only used on special occasions. Each team was equipped with them when they left the facility but guns were the preferred apparatus, being easier to replace and maintain. Once satisfied with Zahyra’s handling of the gun Heather led her through a small door in the side of the warehouse and into a shooting range. She handed Zahyra yellow tinted glasses and ear protectors before instructing her to aim at the target at the other end of the room and shoot. 

Zahyra stared at the image in front of her. It was a cut out of a man with small round targets drawn onto various parts of its body. The glasses gave it a sickly look, the ear protectors heightening her other senses as sound was removed. 

The faces of everyone she’d seen murdered danced in front of her eyes as Zahyra held the gun in front of her. The young girls around the bus, each one with their throats slashed viciously. The mutant Cain had shot when he rescued her, his blood seeping into the desert sand around his lifeless body. Everyone Cain had killed in the city, most of them without even using a weapon. Then the three mutants she had killed herself in the forest. The one sent to kill Asher, the one she had shot and the one she had fought in hand-to-hand combat, dancing around the trees as he turned invisible. 

Zahyra had endured all of those deaths to save her brother and now she wasn’t even allowed to see him. Everything she’d done, all the horrible things. The nightmares would be worth it if she had him by her side. But she did not. 

Heather shouted something at her as her hands began to shake holding the gun. Her words were muffled but Zahyra got the gist of what she was saying. She re-sighted the gun. Tried to think of something, anything that would remove the stench of death from her nostrils and pulled the trigger. 

Even with the ear protectors on the sound was deafening, just as Zahyra had remembered it. With the sound of the gun firing the images spun back into her mind. The bodies of countless dead mutants staring at her, blaming her for their deaths. Zahyra ripped the ear protectors off and shoved the gun into Heather’s hands as she walked over to the wall. Pressing her forehead against it she allowed the cool rock to calm her down, reminding her that it wasn’t real, she wasn’t outside anymore. The reality of the safe haven didn’t make her feel much better, but at least there was no one trying to kill her in there. 

“You missed.” Heather’s voice finally reached Zahyra as the blood stopped rushing around her head. Zahyra didn’t turn to look at her but felt her fingers curl up into fists. In that instant Zahyra was overwhelmed by a desire to hit something. Anything. 

She stalked back towards Heather and pulled the gun from her hands. Turning towards the target she fired three bullets, each one hitting the image of a man in the centre of the head. Her ears stung from the noise without the protectors on but she didn’t react. Clicking the safety onto the gun she placed it carefully on the ground and walked back out of the door into the main warehouse, leaving Heather staring at the target lost for words. A gaping hole now occupied where the head should have been. 

Zahyra didn’t know what had come over her. She felt like she had done back in the forest when she was fighting that mutant. In the moment it had just come so naturally to her, like it was something she’d been doing her entire life. Now, afterwards, she felt strange. She felt uncomfortable. And she resented Heather for making her do it. 

The woman appeared a minute later, carrying the gun and Zahyra’s ear protectors. She removed the glasses from her face then and handed them silently back to Heather. Neither of them said a word about Zahyra’s outburst. Either Heather was too shocked by the way Zahyra had handled the gun or she disapproved of the manner in which she’d done it. Either way Zahyra didn’t care, she was finished trying to win any kind of approval from the woman. 

For the next couple of hours until lunch Heather bored Zahyra with details of what went on in the everyday life of someone in red band. Zahyra suspected this had been Heather’s band before she was promoted, the way she spoke of it sounding wistful and longing. 

She didn’t understand how anyone could yearn for a life that put them in constant danger, although from how Heather described it the red band was just a glorified security detail for the safe haven. Heather reeled off some statistics about how often there were security incidents and it didn’t sound like a life that was filled with much drama. 

As the time drifted closer to one Zahyra wondered whether she would be led back to the mess hall for lunch. It had been two days since she’d ran away during the alarm and moreso than anything else she just wanted to be surrounded by other people. Even if she didn’t talk to them – which she didn’t really plan on doing – the chatter of other people had always made her feel more relaxed. Zahyra had never been very good at being on her own, finding herself often lost in her own thoughts. Which these days brought her more pain than pleasure. 

As Heather checked her own timekeep she nodded to Zahyra. 

“You’ll stay by my side?” Heather asked Zahyra although she only expected one response. Zahyra nodded, only just stopping herself from giving Heather a mock salute, she didn’t think it would be received well. 

Satisfied Heather made sure all the cabinets in the warehouse were still fastened shut. She had withdrawn a few other weapons to show Zahyra, although none of them she’d been allowed to try like the gun. Not that she had really wanted to. 

Heather then led her briskly to the mess hall, Zahyra already struggling to hide her smile as she was allowed to re-enter the room. It wasn’t anything special but just being able to eat in the presence of other people was something to look forward to. She liked watching people and a part of her also hoped she could listen in on a few conversations, find out more about the safe haven that wasn’t just scripted propaganda from Heather. 

Heather led Zahyra to a table with two other women, both wearing red armbands. They addressed Heather politely as their superior and inclined their heads to Zahyra in acknowledgement before returning to their own conversation. 

Both Zahyra and Heather ate in silence, neither of them wanting to converse with the other. Zahyra instead chose to listen to the conversation between the two red banded women as they discussed some recent excursion they’d been sent on. It sounded like they had carried out a raid on a group of advanced mutants who were settling down near the safe haven’s borders. Zahyra didn’t know how large the facility actually was, or how much ground it covered outside of the mountain so she couldn’t determine how much of a threat the women had regarded the mutant gathering. 

From the sounds of things though they had entered into some kind of agreement with certain members, referring to them as ‘party delta’. Zahyra was puzzled by this, unsure why anyone within the safe haven would want to set up a deal with any advanced mutants. From everything that went on within the facility – solidified by them removing Cain – she thought there was a zero tolerance policy for anyone ranked above Gen 3. 

Sadly much of what the women said after bringing up party delta was spoken about in a sort of code. They mentioned mission statements and checkpoints, along with arrival and departure times. Perhaps the red band had more to offer than just facility security and Zahyra found herself wishing Heather had shown her more of it rather than just the scope of weapons they carried. 

After Zahyra had finished eating she waited patiently for Heather to finish her own meal. The two women said their polite goodbyes and made their exit, at which point Heather leaned forward in her seat, turning towards Zahyra. 

“I’ll give you two options now,” she said while finishing off her last mouthful of bread. “You can return to T128, but I’m sure Professor Welbeck will expect some form of apology from you before she restarts the trials.” She spoke with a disapproving stare, clearly still upset by Zahyra breaking into one of their screens the other day. Zahyra acknowledged the first option, waiting quietly to see what else she had up for grabs. 

“Or,” Heather continued. “I can show you what the white band does.”

Zahyra thought for a moment. She knew the white band was the medical personnel and while she didn’t have much interest in what they did she didn’t feel she was quite ready to swallow her pride and return to Professor Welbeck. She was also unenthused by the idea of another T128 trial. Her experience in the small heated room before had been less than pleasant and she dreaded to think what Professor Welbeck would do now that she’d broken onto her screen. 

“I’d like to learn more about this place,” Zahyra spoke in a sickly sweet voice, trying to appear grateful to Heather for giving her the options. “Seeing what the white band does would be good.”

“Very well,” Heather gave her a curt nod and then rose to her feet, leaving her plate of food on the table as usual. Zahyra followed her and soon enough there was someone wearing a grey armband clearing up their mess behind them. Zahyra didn’t think it was really fair leaving certain people to do all the small, unthankful jobs. She knew it was necessary to keep the facility functioning properly, but it wasn’t too much effort to clear your own plate away at the end of a meal. 

When they reached the medical area of the safe haven Heather deposited Zahyra once again with Grant Tapton, the young medic who’d performed her examination after she arrived at the facility. Zahyra felt a little awkward around him, having had to remove her top in front of him already. But if the medic shared any of her feelings of awkwardness he didn’t exhibit them, seeming very happy to show Zahyra around his place of work. 

Grant busied himself finishing the paperwork of whatever task he’d been working on before her arrival and Zahyra leant casually against a wall while she waited. Thankfully Heather had removed herself to go and deal something, so she didn’t feel under pressure from her ever-watchful eye. 

As Zahyra looked around the medical area she realised she understood even less what everything was in there than she had done in the experimentation lab downstairs. Everything was white and clean, just like downstairs. But there were machines bigger than she was, with so many technical looking elements on them. The first Grant showed her looked like a large hollow tube. The device was actually a long, rectangular box with a hollow tube running through the middle of it. 

“This heals broken bones,” Grant said matter-of-factly, leaving Zahyra stunned by his words. 

“What?”

“Someone gets in,” he pointed to the hollow tube in the middle of the device, which on closer inspection Zahyra realised someone could easily fit inside of. “Then the machine identifies which bones in their body are damaged and repairs them.”

“But, how does it work?” Zahyra questioned, earning a smug smile from Grant in response. 

“Honestly, if I told you you wouldn’t believe me. Or understand me. But that’s what it does. Pretty useful, eh?”

Zahyra was a little disappointed Grant wouldn’t explain the technical elements of the machine to her, but she realised he was probably right about her lack of understanding. Most of the other machines in the medical area followed in the same suit. Grant told her what it did, Zahyra questioned how and Grant said she wouldn’t understand. 

Very quickly Zahyra realised this was just another of Heather’s ways of showing off to Zahyra. Making her aware of all the magnificent things the safe haven was home to and trying to dare her to imagine being able to survive without them. 

While Zahyra accepted whole-heartedly that the technology within the facility would make life a thousand times easier on the outside, she still knew it was possible. She had survived, along with countless generations before her. In fact with each new device Grant showed Zahyra, her feelings towards the safe haven just turned sourer and sourer. If they were only willing to share their technology with the outside world, who knew how many lives could be saved as a result. 

Zahyra had seen people die from small cuts getting infected back in her camp, something that – if it happened at the safe haven – would just require a quick five-minute check up and they would be perfectly healthy again. 

Grant also showed her how the safe haven had harnessed the medicinal qualities of many plants that grew naturally in the surrounding forests. Zahyra was reminded of how much of a difference that plant – she couldn’t remember the name – had made to Cain’s foot injury after wild dogs attacked them. She smiled at this memory as she realised that even outside the facility people were still knowledgeable enough to survive. 

As the afternoon drew on Zahyra became more and more bored with Grant’s explanations. On a couple of occasions he left her to deal with someone who’d come to the area for medical reasons, but he was never away from her side for long. 

Her mind wandered, thinking about what Cain was doing on the outside now. Whether his foot had returned to full health and he’d made it back to his cabin. She didn’t like to think of him there all alone. Before she’d met him, and even in the first few days of knowing him he had been such a recluse. She hoped her time with him would at least encourage him to go out and seek the comfort of others. If she couldn’t be by his side she hoped he could find someone else who could. 

Asher also tormented her thoughts. Was their father with him today or had he given him some time to process. It was strange thinking that two of her blood relatives were in the same facility as her, yet one she wasn’t allowed to see and the other she passionately didn’t want to. She truly hoped she wouldn’t come into contact with her father again but even she knew that was unlikely, especially with him working in the labs downstairs. 

How many times had he been next door whilst she was down there? How many times had he been down there with Asher? Zahyra had only really seen the lab her T128 trial was conducted in, but she didn’t doubt there were many more on that level. Perhaps she could get to Asher the next time she was down there, take a wrong turn on her way to the bathroom or something foolish like that. She knew Professor Welbeck would be watching her more closely, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t have the odd minute alone. 

As Grant continued to drone on Zahyra resolved that finding Asher in the labs would be the easiest method. She had considered using the ventilation ducts again but the thought made her shudder. The tight space and lack of light making her feel trapped, not to mention that she was never completely sure where she was going. 

She suddenly wished she’d returned to T128 that afternoon and had a chance to find her brother earlier but now that would have to wait until tomorrow. So long as he was still within the facility she wasn’t too worried, she had all the time in the world to find him. They certainly weren’t going to let her leave any time soon, of that she was certain. 





Chapter 13

The next morning after breakfast, as Heather was leading Zahyra back downstairs to the labs she was clear about her plan. She would apologise to Professor Welbeck, continue with the T128 trials and then, when she found herself alone, search the labs for her brother. She knew it wasn’t much of a plan but it was the best she could do and nothing was going to stop her from trying to find Asher. 

Professor Welbeck looked less than happy to see Zahyra when she arrived in the lab. Zahyra imagined she had probably been told off as well for leaving her screen logged on and that was just another negative she was going to blame Zahyra for. 

She did her best to apologise sincerely to the professor, using her brother as an excuse for wanting to find out more information. It wasn’t a lie, and now that everyone knew she was aware Asher was somewhere within the facility they couldn’t really hold it against her. 

Professor Welbeck accepted Zahyra’s apology, verbally at least. Her body language and tone of voice didn’t indicate she was very happy with the situation but Zahyra knew there wasn’t much she could do about it. Once Heather left the room her demeanour decreased even more. She moved robotically around the lab, checking several of the screens as she went. Eventually, when Damon entered, she turned towards Zahyra, finally giving her her full attention. 

“Temperature again this morning,” she said simply, “this time decreasing.”

It took Zahyra a second to understand what Professor Welbeck meant but then she realised. She was going to be trapped in the tiny room again and the temperature was going to change. But this time they were going to try and freeze her to death. Zahyra had never liked the cold, always wearing extra layers of clothing when other people were happy in a t-shirt. She was almost always cold so to be forcibly exposed to extremely cold temperatures was her idea of hell. 

Professor Welbeck continued to set up the experiment in silence after giving Zahyra that little snippet of information. Damon helped where needed but for the most part he kept out of her way. The atmosphere within the room was frosty at best and Zahyra sensed this was not a good day to disobey any of the professor’s orders. It was a shame that was exactly what she planned on doing later. 

The small rubbery-walled room was already colder than the rest of the lab when Zahyra stepped into it. She was only wearing a long sleeved top as usual, the rest of the safe haven being temperate enough for her to survive without a sweater. 

She wondered when she’d be given a grey uniform like everyone else. Not that she particularly wanted to look the same, but she was growing tired of people staring at her as she wandered around in a different outfit to everyone else. If anything it would just let her fly under the radar a little more, something she desperately yearned to do. 

As the whirring sound started like it had done with increasing temperature, Zahyra this time felt a cold breeze sweep in around her ankles. She wriggled her toes inside her boots, glad that she’d continued to wear them rather than the canvas shoes that had been provided. Already she could tell she wasn’t going to enjoy this trial. 

Within a minute she could see her breath in the air when she exhaled. As a child that had been the only part of cold weather she enjoyed. She used to pretend she was a dragon: a mythical creature she’d read about in books from The Before Time, and had been breathing fire everywhere. When Asher was old enough to understand that tale she’d told it to him, breathing out in extended gusts to demonstrate her dragonly powers to him. 

Another minute passed and Zahyra was shivering. Her muscles had begun to feel heavy and stiff and she constantly tried to tense and un-tense them, keeping the blood flowing around her body. She folded her arms so they were across her chest and placed her fingers underneath her armpits for warmth. Then she hopped slightly from one foot to the other, shifting her weight around and trying to focus on the movement. 

For about five minutes the temperature didn’t seem to decrease any further. Her need to shiver decreased and she relaxed her movements slightly, feeling more at ease in the small room. Then all of a sudden, as she tried to inhale her breathing hitched. She sucked at the air for oxygen but couldn’t seem to find any, gagging on the cold atmosphere of the room. 

She stared wide-eyed at Damon, who was watching her from the main lab and tried to speak, tell him that something was wrong. He mumbled something to Professor Welbeck, but the woman just waved her hand in the air to the side of her, not even bothering to turn away from her screen.

Zahyra sank to her knees and the coldness of the room returned to her. She tucked her chin into her chest; wrapping her arms around her face and trying to take short, shallow breaths. She found oxygen eventually; her breathing relaxing slightly so she could absorb it. But then the cold grabbed her again and she was struggling. 

She couldn’t remember where she was, or why it was so cold. She knew she had been in the desert, but it was supposed to be warm there: how had the temperature dropped so much. Maybe it was nightfall, but the area around her was definitely light so that couldn’t be correct. There was a man staring at her quizzically, and another man – no, a woman – who was rising to her feet. Zahyra hugged herself tighter, trying to restore some normality to the situation, some sense of reality. 

Then a door opened and she was buffeted with hot air. It attacked her chest, making her wheeze and gasp for air. She felt dizzy and light headed, but she knew she couldn’t let these people harm her, not before she figured out where she was. 

The man knelt down and put his arm around her. Zahyra batted it away with one of her own but the movement caused another wave of dizziness to hit. She struggled to stand and the man helped her with that too – Damon – the name flashed before Zahyra’s eyes. Was that the man’s name? She thought she knew him, but she couldn’t be sure. 

The place they were in didn’t look right. It was too pristine, too organised and calculated for this world. No, this couldn’t be right. Zahyra fought against Damon once more before her strength gave out and she collapsed unconscious into his arms. 

When Zahyra came to she was lying on the bed in one of the office like rooms adjacent to the glass-walled lab. She took a moment to remember what had happened, still disorientated and confused. Everything had been so cold and there had been a strange man… Damon. She had been in another of Professor Welbeck’s T128 trials. Her mind still felt fuzzy as she tried to remember all the details from her time in the safe haven. 

She had arrived. Asher and Cain had been taken away. Asher. Zahyra’s mind was suddenly clear again as she thought of her little brother. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and paused, waiting for dizziness to strike. It didn’t. Filled with relief she stood up and looked around the room. It was definitely where she’d had her earlier meetings with Professor Welbeck, but aside from herself it was empty. 

Being careful not to make any noise Zahyra crept over to the door and tried the handle. To her sheer joy it turned and opened, creating a small crack into the corridor on the other side. Maybe the professor had believed she would be unconscious for a lot longer. 

After checking her timekeep on her wrist Zahyra calculated that little over an hour had passed since she arrived there that morning. She wasn’t sure how long she had been in the cold trial for, but it couldn’t have been long. She had no idea how much time she would have before Professor Welbeck came to check on her, but she knew she had to make every second count. 

Opening the door wider she waited. When no one appeared she stuck her head around it, assessing what was going on outside. She could see Professor Welbeck in the lab opposite, staring at something on one of the screens. She was side on to Zahyra, so if she turned to the left she would spot her. Zahyra held her breath and prayed that wouldn’t happen, stepping out into the hallway. Damon was nowhere to be seen and she said a little prayer for him too, hoping he would remain hidden. 

When Zahyra had entered the lab each morning it had always been through the door now to the right of her. There was another door, of exactly the same design at the other end of the corridor: that was her destination. She crouched low and began to move towards it, using the various tables and mechanical objects in the lab as cover. 

She reached the door in seconds and paused, unsure whether Professor Welbeck had seen her. She hadn’t looked up to check, more focused on making her way down the corridor as quickly as possible. She hit the button on the wall like she had seen Heather do countless times and waited, as the mechanical door in front of her slid slowly – and thankfully quietly – open. 

The lab on the other side looked exactly like the one she was used to. One side a large glass room, the other side three smaller rooms, she imagined each one just like the one she had escaped from. Luckily for her it was also deserted. 

Zahyra immediately stood up to her full height and strode purposefully into the lab. She reached a screen with a stack of papers piled next to it and tapped the button on the side. The log in page appeared and she cursed under her breath, clearly since her break in two days ago the scientists had been warned against leaving their screens open. She started leafing through the papers instead, looking for anything that alluded to Asher, Gen 6 or the New-Wave of mutants. There was nothing. 

Zahyra began to get desperate, knowing she didn’t have much time before she would have to return to stop Professor Welbeck finding her missing. She pulled out drawers and opened cabinets, searching frantically for anything that would give her a clue where her brother was. Still nothing.

She moved to the next section of the lab, edging further away from where she had come in and continued her search. She cursed that she didn’t understand the technology more, or that the lab didn’t have a clearer filing system. Sadly everything seemed to be stored on the screens and that was the one thing she couldn’t access. 

After ten minutes had passed Zahyra was beginning to get desperate. She tried typing random combinations of numbers into the log in page on the screen, praying that one of them would be correct. Unsurprisingly her attempts turned up nothing. 

She was just about to return to Professor Welbeck’s lab, when the door at the other end of the room began to slide open. In panic Zahyra dropped to the floor, creeping backwards and away from whoever had entered. Whoever it was was humming under their breath and the noise was moving towards Zahyra. 

She held her breath, doing everything she could to keep herself hidden. Then she identified the visitor and watched as her father sat down in front of the screen she’d just being trying to break onto. He had his back to her and went about inputting his log in completely unaware of her presence. 

Zahyra remained on the ground for a moment, watching him. With his information she could definitely find out more about Asher. The fact that he was even in this lab indicated that this was where he was working with her brother. He had mentioned performing some trials on him; hopefully nothing like the ones she had to endure Zahyra shivered, as memories of the cold room came flooding back to her. 

She watched her father for a little over a minute, debating internally what she should do. It was very unlikely he would be willing to disclose any information freely and even though she resented the man she wasn’t stupid enough to try and overpower him with force. Her only option was to either wait and see if he left his screen on or return to her own lab, hopefully before anyone noticed she was missing. 

Just at that moment fate dealt her another cruel hand and the door she had entered through slid open, revealing Professor Welbeck walking into the lab. Zahyra stopped breathing, unsure whether her absence had already been discovered. 

“Good morning Delilah!” Her father crowed when he saw the woman. Delilah definitely didn’t suit her for a name Zahyra thought and began to slide further backwards in the lab towards the door. 

“Morning Emerson,” Professor Welbeck replied. Zahyra paused at the mention of her father’s name, memories flooding back to her of her mother calling him that when she was younger. She couldn’t remember it the other day when he came to speak to her but now it seemed to fit so perfectly and she became distracted by her memories for a brief second. 

“How’s your work going in here?” The professor continued as Emerson swivelled around in his chair to look at her. If he glanced her way Zahyra would surely be discovered and she scampered back further behind another table. 

“Brilliant! My boy is talented I’ll tell you that!” Zahyra flinched as she heard her father referring to Asher as his boy. He didn’t have the right to do that, not after what he’d done to him. “How’s Zahyra getting on?”

“Could be worse,” the professor mused. “She had a bit of a bad reaction to the negative temperature trial earlier, passed out. I’m going to go and check on her in a second.”

Zahyra didn’t have time to listen to anything more. Thankfully she hadn’t been discovered yet but if she didn’t get back to that bed immediately she was going to be. Her only problem was how to get out of the door without either of them noticing. It had closed already and although it didn’t make any sound as it opened she was sure one of them would notice it happening. She crawled along the floor until she was as close as possible without revealing her position then stared at the door in front of her, racking her brain for a solution. 

“Here, let me show you this,” Zahyra heard her father say to Professor Welbeck and stiffened. This was her chance. Praying with all her might that whatever Emerson was showing the professor was facing away from the door Zahyra rose and pressed the button on the wall. The mechanism beginning to work seemed to take longer than before and Zahyra stood perfectly still, knowing that if either of the people in the room turned an inch she would be discovered. Finally, as soon as the crack in the door was wide enough she slipped through, safely finding herself back in Professor Welbeck’s lab. 

Damon was still absent so she moved swiftly to the room she had been in before and climbed back onto the bed. Her heart was pounding in her chest from the adrenaline rush and she took deep breaths to try and calm herself down. That had been closer than she had liked and to make matters worse she hadn’t been able to find anything out about Asher. 

She furrowed her brow. Perhaps she could try again that afternoon, now that she knew her father was in there she at least knew it was the right place. It felt weird knowing he was just next door and she wondered what him and Professor Welbeck had been discussing. Just at that moment the woman’s face appeared around the door of Zahyra’s room. 

“Ah, you’re awake,” she remarked casually. “We had better continue then.”





Chapter 14

Zahyra breathed a huge sigh of relief at Professor Welbeck’s unawareness to her little escapade and followed her out of the room. Damon was still nowhere to be seen as the professor led Zahyra to a different area of the lab. It housed a bed similar to the one she’d just evacuated pushed up against the wall and a whole host of technical equipment Zahyra didn’t understand. 

The professor said nothing about the temperature trial from earlier; despite Zahyra knowing something had gone wrong from what she’d overheard her saying to her father. Instead she left Zahyra waiting awkwardly, while she pulled up some files on a screen and fiddled with them. 

“This next procedure,” Professor Welbeck started speaking, and Zahyra detected a hint of maliciousness in her tone. “Is a little more intrusive than what you’ve had to endure so far. We need to harvest some of your bone marrow, for very similar reasons that we took your blood for a few days back.”

Zahyra stared at the woman. She didn’t understand what she had said but already disliked the sound of her harvesting any of her body. Bone marrow as well sounded odd, surely bones were designed to stay inside the body, not be removed. But then, she had thought the same thing about her blood being taken a few days back, so maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. 

“It’s quite simple really,” the professor continued. “But it will take a couple of hours. Also it might hurt. Bigger needle, harder area to access, that kind of thing.”

The way she spoke made the procedure sound very mundane, but Zahyra knew better than to underestimate anything within the safe haven. Still she climbed onto the bed at Professor Welbeck’s instruction and lay down, watching as the woman began gathering implements from various cabinets. The needle she withdrew was huge and caused Zahyra to flinch slightly at the sight of it. She could have almost sworn Professor Welbeck smirked at her reaction, but she turned away too quickly for Zahyra to properly notice. 

At that point Damon re-entered the lab from wherever he had been and Professor Welbeck informed Zahyra he would be doing some quick routine checks before she began the bone marrow procedure. 

Damon removed a strange device that hung around his neck and Zahyra remembered she had seen Grant wearing one the day before in the medical area as well. Two of the ends he inserted into his ears, the third had a round disc on it and he moved towards Zahyra, pulling down the neck of her top slightly and pressing it against her chest. The metal was cold on her bare skin but nothing else happened. Damon just listened for a moment and then removed it with a nod of his head. 

“What was that?” Zahyra asked questioningly. The device seemed slightly out of place in the experimentation lab. Everything else looked very professional and fancy, what Damon had just used was just a few pieces of tubing by the look of it. 

“It lets me listen to your heart,” Damon replied simply, “want to try?”

“Uh, sure,” Zahyra replied nervously, accepting the device from Damon. 

“Put those ends in your ears,” he pointed, “and hold the other bit over your heart.” 

Zahyra followed his instructions and listened closely. Then she heard it: her heart beat. It was incredible. She’d obviously felt it before, pounding in her chest but through that device it was so clear. Her heart was also racing, probably in anticipation of what was about to come. 

“Cool,” she said after a moment, removing it from her ears, “thanks.”

Damon smiled and accepted it from Zahyra, placing it on a table and picking up something else. 

“This does the same thing,” he said before Zahyra could ask the question, “but tells me how many beats per minute your heart is doing. As well as checking your blood pressure and a few other things. Raise your arm please. Actually, you might as well take off your shirt.” 

Zahyra followed Damon’s instructions and sheepishly removed her top, raising the arm nearest to him. He slid the material circle over her arm and rested it on her bicep. Then he pushed a button on a remote he held in his hand and the material began to tighten around Zahyra’s arm. Her eyes widened in response. 

“That’s normal,” Damon said calmly from where he watched the remote. 

Zahyra tried to relax. The material began to get tighter and tighter, until she could feel her pulse racing in her arm. It didn’t hurt, but it wasn’t an enjoyable experience and she was relived when Damon’s remote beeped and the material loosened, letting her arm relax beneath it.

Damon moved over to Professor Welbeck’s screen and inputted some numbers from the remote before moving to Zahyra and sliding the material off her arm. 

“All done,” he said to the professor who looked up from some papers she’d been reading. 

“Wonderful. Zahyra, lie on your stomach please.”

Again Zahyra followed the instructions given to her and rolled over. Grateful at least that lying on her front meant her chest was no longer on show. She felt some cold gel being rubbed onto her lower back near her hips and shivered as it was applied. 

“You might still feel a small pinch,” Professor Welbeck said moving away from Zahyra’s body for a moment. Out of the corner of her eye Zahyra saw her picking up the large needle again and brandishing it menacingly towards Zahyra. This is it; she thought and squeezed her eyes shut waiting for something to happen. 

The sensation that then overcame Zahyra was not painful, just uncomfortable, much like the material Damon had fastened around her arm earlier. It felt like someone was pushing something inside of her body and Zahyra shuddered when she remembered that was exactly what was happening. Knowing that made the whole procedure even more uncomfortable and Zahyra struggled to remain still as she felt Professor Welbeck pressing on her back in various places. 

She tried to focus on something else, anything else, but the feeling of pressure on her back kept bringing her back to what was happening. Professor Welbeck and Damon didn’t talk much, just the occasional word between them that Zahyra assumed related to the procedure.

About five minutes had passed when Zahyra felt a sharp pain in her hip and twitched violently as a result. 

“What was that?” She asked nervously, trying to twist her head round to look at the professor. 

“It’s nothing,” she heard Damon say but then another sharp pain stabbed her in her abdomen. 

“Is it supposed to hurt?”

“You may feel some minor discomfort,” Professor Welbeck spoke with a sigh. 

Minor discomfort was not how Zahyra would describe how she was feeling. She didn’t know why but something didn’t feel right and she couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever Professor Welbeck was doing wasn’t what was supposed to happen. 

“How much longer is –” Zahyra cut off her own question with a loud scream. It felt like she was being stabbed and she couldn’t lie there any longer. 

“Get it out!” Damon suddenly shouted at Professor Welbeck, moving his gaze from the screen he’d been watching to the professor. Zahyra felt what she could only describe as a scraping sensation inside of her as Professor Welbeck pulled the needle out of her back. She gritted her teeth together to stop her from crying out again. 

“Dammit I was almost there!” Professor Welbeck cursed at Damon and threw the needle onto a metal tray on the table. 

“Just look,” Damon replied to her urgently and out of the corner of her eye Zahyra saw the professor move over to the screen Damon had been watching. Zahyra started to roll over to get a closer look at the two of them when immeasurable pain began to course through her body, starting and ending with where the incision point was on her back. 

“Stay still,” Damon said seriously to her and for once Zahyra listened. There was another tone to his voice that made everything suddenly seem more real. In an instant Zahyra was afraid. 

“What’s going on?”

“We need to get her to a medic.” Damon continued to speak. “Now!”

In her peripheral vision Zahyra could just see Professor Welbeck. Damon was out of view but his words continued to instil fear in her. Zahyra could have sworn she saw the professor roll her eyes before nodding her head to where Zahyra assumed Damon was standing. Then she heard footsteps and Damon’s voice coming from somewhere across the room. 

“Professor Welbeck’s lab. We need a medic, now. Internal bleeding, possible rupture.” 

His words carried clearly to Zahyra even from wherever he had moved to. Internal bleeding? Possible rupture? Neither of those phrases sounded good to Zahyra and she began to feel panic take over her body, wrapping its tendrils around her thoughts. 

“What’s going on?” She asked again more urgently, begging someone to reply to her. 

“There’s been a complication,” Professor Welbeck replied to her in a tone of voice that made her sound more irritated than concerned. “A medic is on their way.”

“What’s going to happen?”

“You’ll be fine,” she heard Damon’s voice again, closer than it had been a second before. “Just lie still.” 

Zahyra did her best to remain still, her breathing hitched and anxious. She was grateful for Damon’s presence at that moment and silently thanked him for returning to the lab from wherever he had gone earlier. 

Professor Welbeck didn’t seem to care about what happened to her and Zahyra wondered why she suddenly received such a cruel demeanour from the woman. It couldn’t be solely because of Zahyra breaking onto her screen; that was no reason for giving up hope for someone else’s life. 

Abruptly two new voices came into the room and Zahyra recognised one of them as Grant’s, the young medic she had been with the day before. She didn’t recognise the other one but stopped herself trying to move in order to see who was there. Damon’s words ringing out in her head. 

“We need to move her upstairs,” someone said, she thought it was Grant. 

“You can’t,” Professor Welbeck replied, “she’s not cleared to ascend that way.”

“Well we can’t bloody carry her up the stairs can we?” Grant replied, “We’re going to have to take her up. Unless you want her to die down here?”

Zahyra took in a sharp intake of breath at the medic’s words, missing what was said afterwards. But then the bed she was on started to move and her small view of the lab changed as she was wheeled towards one of the doors. 

“What’s going on?” She asked for a third time, the changing environment and Grant’s words of her death lingering in her mind. 

“Zahyra,” Grant spoke, “it’s Grant here. We’re going to take you upstairs to the medical area. You’ll be fine, just lie still.”

“But you said –”

Zahyra’s words were lost in the sound of footsteps as her bed began to move at a faster pace. Some doors opened and she was pushed through, recognising her father’s lab as they tore through it. She didn’t see any sign of him, or anyone, but wondered whether he could be standing just out of her view. They paused then and Zahyra assumed they were waiting for another door to open, then they immediately picked up pace. 

The pain in her back had subsided from a stabbing pain to a dull ache now, but Zahyra was still very aware of its presence. She didn’t dare move in case she made it worse somehow but struggled to keep her arms and legs still as her bed was pushed through the labs at breakneck speed. They passed through another lab, identical once again to Professor Welbeck’s and her fathers and Zahyra wondered how many of them they were going to have to travel through when they came to an abrupt halt. 

“This may feel weird,” she heard Grant say behind her and was about to object when the ground seemed to drop out from underneath her and suddenly she was soaring upwards through the air. Her stomach whirled; feeling like it dropped down to her kneecaps then rose up to her neck before settling in place again. Her eyes grew wide as she stared at the wall to the side of her. It was whizzing past and she was definitely moving upwards. 

The sensation of flying lasted no more than thirty seconds before Grant and whoever he was with began pushing her bed again, tearing through the upper level of the safe haven. They travelled quickly though the main atrium, people scattering in all directions to make way and then skidded to a halt in the medical area of the facility. 

“Move her onto one of our beds,” Grant shouted at someone, “carefully!” And then two pairs of arms grabbed her, hoisting her from the bed where she lay and onto a new one. It was of the same design but from Zahyra’s eye line she could see small wires poking out of the edge of it. She didn’t dare open her mouth to ask what was about to happen, just took several deep breaths and tried to somehow prepare herself. 

“We need to operate,” Zahyra heard someone in the room say. 

“How long ago did it happen?”

“No more than ten minutes.”

“Good, we should be in plenty of time then.”

“What was that woman doing?”

“I don’t know, you know what she’s like.”

“It’s insane.”

“It’s science.”

“Someone pass me a scalpel.”

“Are we going to put her under?”

“Of course – can someone get the gas?”

“I just need to scrub up.”

“Make it fast. Where’s that scalpel?”

Zahyra listened nervously to the voices around her. They were going to operate on her, of that much she was sure, but to what extent? What had gone wrong and what were they trying to put right? Zahyra squeezed her eyes shut and thought of her brother. She wondered whether he had been in one of the labs she was wheeled through, whether he had seen her in this state. 

Had her father been in there too? If he had been Zahyra was sure he would have tried to follow them, and from what she could tell he wasn’t one of the voices in the room with her – something she was at least grateful for.

“Zahyra?” Grant’s voice brought her back to reality and she tried to move her head slightly to see where he stood. 

“It’s okay, don’t move,” he spoke softly. “I’m going to put something over your head to go over your mouth and nose. Just breathe normally: it’ll put you to sleep so we can operate. Just breathe,” he repeated as he lowered some kind of mask onto Zahyra’s face, “everything is going to be fine.”

Zahyra felt the roughness of the mask against her skin and she struggled to control her breathing. In and out, she told herself, just in and out. The words in her head began to feel groggy as she tried to process them. In and out. In and out. Everything is going to be fine. Just breathe. In and out. In and out. In and out. 





Chapter 15

The next thing Zahyra became aware of was a steady beeping noise. She slowly peeled open her eyes to reveal she was still in the medical area, now lying on her back looking up at the pristine white ceiling above her. She tried to move her head to look around but was struck with a wave of dizziness, causing her to clamp her eyes shut again. After counting to ten she opened them slowly, being careful not to perform any sudden movements.

There was a pillow underneath her back on the left hand side and Zahyra carefully reached around her body to feel a thick bandage fastened there as well. She didn’t understand how what Professor Welbeck had described as such a routine procedure had gone so terribly wrong. But she was still alive and that was really all that mattered. 

Zahyra wriggled her toes and bent her legs to make sure that nothing else had happened to her. Remarkably her body felt fine, but noticing a clear tube poking out of her right hand she realised she was probably being given something to make her feel that way. Then her eyes began to feel heavy again, drooping closed without her control as she gave way to unconsciousness once more. 

“Vitals all look good.”

Zahyra kept her eyes closed when she heard the voice. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed since she’d last been awake, her head feeling groggy and confused. She tried to regulate her breathing as she focused on the voice, realising that it was the young medic, Grant and feeling slightly comforted that he was by her side. 

“I think she’ll be out for another hour though.”

She zoned back in on Grant’s voice. He had to be talking about her. She almost opened her eyes then to let him know she was lucid but something made her resist, giving in once again to the unconsciousness that tugged at her. 

Shouting roused Zahyra for the third time, this time causing her eyes to snap open and bring her immediately back into the present. Her head felt much clearer finally and as she looked around for the source of the noise there was hardly any dizziness to accompany her movements. 

She noticed then that a curtain had been drawn around her bed, shielding her view of whatever was happening on the other side. It also meant, she realised, that no one knew she was awake and she smiled. Even though the medics in the safe haven had undoubtedly saved her life, it had also been the safe haven that had put her in danger. Even if it was just for a moment, she was glad no one was there to watch her. 

Instead she listened carefully to what was going on outside her curtained wall. It sounded dramatic whatever it was and when Zahyra heard the words two gunshot victims she realised how dramatic it really was. Surely no one would have been shot inside the safe haven, which meant this had to be the result of people going outside the facility. 

From what she’d learned so far that narrowed the victims down to the red band: soldiers, or the green band: scavengers. From the details of a gunshot wound being inflicted – two actually – Zahyra narrowed down her suspicions even further and assumed there were two red banded people receiving treatment. 

Shouts continued throughout the medical area and Zahyra listened intently, trying to garner any information about what had happened. Unfortunately everything that was said pertained to medical information, perhaps unsurprisingly, so instead Zahyra listened to Grant and a handful of other medics trying to stem the bleeding and various other medical terms. 

One of the victims sounded much worse off than the other. Zahyra learned that the bullet was still inside them and had maybe ricocheted around in their chest or something similar. Zahyra thought back to things she had learned from books or been taught in her very basic self defence classes and she thought that meant the bullet had broken apart inside of the victim. If her guesses were correct it was indeed a very serious problem and Zahyra worried for the fate of whoever had been hit. 

As the more serious victim was wheeled away for surgery – the second victim sounding like a fairly straightforward fix – Zahyra puzzled over what could have happened to them. She assumed they were with the red band due to them being shot, but realised that as the wounds were likely the work of advanced mutants outside the safe haven’s boarders they could have struck anyone down. She remembered her father telling her he went out on scouting missions for his scientific experiments, so Zahyra really had no idea who could have been caught outside the facility. 

They would have had a guard though, whoever it was, and the explanation for the shoot out was still a mystery to Zahyra. Later that evening however, she got her answer. 

In all the drama of the day a medic had only checked on Zahyra once, and it hadn’t been Grant. She’d feigned sleep when she heard them approaching, allowing them to believe she was still unconscious from the operation. She wasn’t sure why she decided to do that, but wanted to resist seeing Heather, or Professor Welbeck, or her father for as long as possible. Being unconscious was definitely an easy way to achieve that. 

The more seriously wounded gunshot victim hadn’t returned to the medical area as far as Zahyra was aware. Although she had drifted into sleep a few more times as the day dragged on. She figured it was late into the evening when her explanation of what had happened came, her timekeep having been removed during her operation. Victim number two – the more straightforward fix – was in the bed opposite Zahyra, so she was in a great position to hear the whole exchange. 

“Lieutenant.”

“General.”

It was the formalities that brought Zahyra into focus, realising that someone of rank had entered the medical area. From how they addressed one another Zahyra realised her first suspicion of the victims being from the red band was correct and she propped herself up slightly on her pillows to listen in. 

“What happened out there?”

There was a rustling of bed sheets, indicating the gunshot victim was about to give their explanation and Zahyra held her breath. 

“It started off like any other trade General. The report came in yesterday that they’d captured a Zero, a young girl apparently. So we set off at 0600h today.”

Zahyra furrowed her brow. Why was the safe haven getting reports from people outside capturing Zero’s? The only group she knew on the outside world that hunted Zero’s were the more advanced mutants, but they did it so they could kill them. Wipe them off the face of the planet so the genetic mutations continued to evolve and thrive. 

Why would anyone be capturing Zero’s to hand them over to the safe haven? Zahyra shook her head and continued to listen, wary about missing any important details. 

“The black band was really pushing for it last night. They say they’ve got one in T128 at the moment, but that a second would exponentially speed up their process. As a result we…” the gunshot victim, who Zahyra could now discern was a woman paused, “we didn’t carry out all the proper protocol. They wanted us out as soon as possible so we didn’t have time to complete a thorough recce. I take full responsibility for that General, I am at fault.”

The General mumbled something under his breath that Zahyra couldn’t make out but her mind was in shock. They were definitely out searching for Zero’s, looking for someone to join her on T128. The big question was who were they trading with? Was there another safe haven set up somewhere else that Zahyra didn’t know about? 

For a second a horrible thought flashed through her mind that this wasn’t the safe haven at all and she had been led to a false destination. She panicked for a moment, before being grounded as the injured woman across from her continued to speak. 

“Five of us, only three of them initially. We exited the vehicle following protocol but straight away I could tell something wasn’t right. All three of them got out, but they left the rear doors closed so we couldn’t see if the child was with them. As we spoke another group of them jumped us from behind. They outnumbered us more than two to one and managed to get to our weapons package before we could cover it. It was chaos after that, bullets flying everywhere. They had some strong mutations too. Throwing fire and flying around above our heads. We couldn’t get to the case so only had our guns. It was an ambush. Roffe, Morley and McGuire were all down in seconds. We had to fall back. And then well, you know the rest…” 

The woman trailed off and silence descended over the medical area, save for the constant beeping of machinery. 

“How many were there?” Zahyra heard the General ask quietly.

“I’d guess at twelve, no more than fifteen. But they just appeared out of nowhere. It was definitely planned. We drove straight into a mutant ambush.”

Zahyra gasped and then quickly clamped a hand over her mouth, hoping neither of the soldiers had heard her. Whether she had meant to or not the injured woman had given Zahyra the answer she’d been waiting for. The safe haven was trading for Zero’s. With advanced mutants. 

She let her head fall back on the pillow as it sunk in. It went against everything she thought she knew about the more developed mutants in the outside world. She had always been told they hunted Zero’s to kill them and surely, that was what they were going to do with Asher as well. Maybe it wasn’t all mutant groups, just a select few that had been selected by the safe haven. Whatever the reasoning it didn’t seem right. 

From everything she knew about the safe haven they were strictly against any of the mutants beyond Gen 3. Aside from the exception of creating a New-Wave in the form of Asher, but that was the only case where Zahyra had heard of anything to do with more developed mutants. If the safe haven did in fact have a deal with advanced mutants on the outside that was yet another reason not to trust them. And the reasons were racking up fast. 

“How’s Tim?” Zahyra heard the woman continue and propped herself up to listen again. 

“I’m sorry,” the General replied. “He didn’t make it through surgery.”

There was another blanket of silence throughout the medical area and Zahyra realised that Tim must have been the other soldier who returned earlier. That other woman was lucky to still be alive by the sounds of it and Zahyra heard a few sobs escape her as she heard the news about her final dead teammate. 

Zahyra closed her eyes as all the information washed over her, doing her best to make sense of it all. The safe haven was clearly working with some advanced mutants on the outside, with their aim being to gather up more Zero’s like her. 

Zahyra remembered what she had overheard between Heather and Professor Welbeck several days ago about them weaponizing whatever she was inadvertently helping them to create. Was everyone else in the safe haven aware of this true cause, or were there a select few working off their own agenda? Zahyra sighed inwardly as she realised there was no one she could trust, no one she could ask for an explanation. 

Another question that frightened her was where Asher fit into everything. She still had no idea what differences his new Gen 6 mutation had given him. Was he going insane in one of the rooms, breaking down like Cain did when he lost control of himself? The thought brought tears to her eyes and she struggled to remain quiet, still aware of the two soldiers just a few feet away from her. 

The General said his farewells to the woman shortly after giving her the news about Tim. She was still crying softly as the General’s footsteps disappeared out of the room, leaving Zahyra to process everything she had heard. 

But try as she might she just couldn’t wrap her head around it. The conversation between the soldiers went against everything she was already beginning to believe about the safe haven. Kicking herself she accepted that she had been slowly buying into their propaganda, without even realising it. 

T128, Asher’s mutation, her father’s work. It was all part of some bigger plan that she couldn’t even begin to make sense of. Zahyra half considered climbing out of her bed and demanding answers from the gunshot victim lying opposite her, but knew any more deviances from the safe haven’s rules wouldn’t end well. She was cutting it close as it was; being very lucky she hadn’t been discovered that morning in her father’s lab. 

As she thought of her father Zahyra found it odd he hadn’t come to visit her. He must have been made aware of the complication with her bone marrow procedure and yet, despite how much he claimed to care and love her, he was nowhere to be seen. 

Her dislike for the man grew in that moment. Not that she wanted him by her side, but because it confirmed to her what she had really hoped would not be true. His true loyalty lay with the safe haven, not with his children. She should have accepted it already from what he did to Asher but there had been a small part of her hoping and praying that he did still care about her. Now that small part was extinguished and she truly meant the words she had said to him before. He wasn’t her family, not anymore. But she did have a family somewhere, part of it very close by. 

She had to find Asher. Time was running out by the sounds of things and Zahyra didn’t want to be inside the safe haven when the mutants who had attacked the red band today came even closer. They could have easily followed Tim and the woman back to the facility and if they knew even half of what was inside they wouldn’t stop at trying to claim it. Even with the impressive array of weapons Heather had shown her Zahyra doubted they could stand up to an angry hoard of developed mutants. 

Zahyra kicked at the blanket laying over in frustration. It was all well and good promising herself over and over that she was going to rescue Asher and then break out of the safe haven. But all her attempts so far had resulted in her either being locked in her room, or in a hospital bed – although that last part wasn’t exactly her fault. 

All the talk of mutants made her heart long for Cain as well. If he was there with her he would have a plan, she just knew it. But she didn’t even know if he was alive, let alone where he was. Her mind was filled with an image of his face and she watched it longingly, hoping that wherever Cain was he was safe and she would see him again one day. 





Chapter 16

Cain crouched low in the treeline, his gun held tightly in his hand. It had taken him days to reach this point and although he didn’t agree with what was about to happen he knew he had to go ahead with it. 

Three of his teammates, he shuddered to call them that, had already parked up their SUV and were waiting inside it. They were about one hundred meters away from him, a distance easily covered at a quick sprint. There were five other mutants hidden in cover beside him and several more dotted around the perimeter. In reality Cain knew he was lucky to be included in this party, but he was also fully aware that how he performed today would be a test and several pairs of eyes would be watching him closely. 

As the second SUV drove around the corner into view he crouched even lower, making sure he wouldn’t be detected in his hiding place. Murmurs circulated the forest around him but very quickly fell silent as everyone watched the second vehicle draw to a halt. 

It stopped about two car lengths in front of his parties’ and then three soldiers climbed out, each wearing matching grey uniforms. All three mutants in Cain’s party’s SUV climbed out afterwards, leaving the backdoors closed and the false cargo hidden. 

Two of the safe haven soldiers stepped forward, their hands casually on their guns as they exchanged a few words with the mutants. Then a low whistle ran out through the treeline where Cain was hiding and he sprung into action. 

Keeping low he ran across the desert wasteland towards the two SUVs, aiming for the one driven by the safe haven’s team. He reached it quickly, third in the line of mutants who had also been hidden with him. Silently the two mutants who were in front of him reached through the back window and snapped the necks of the two soldiers who had remained in the vehicle. Both of them completely unaware of their impending deaths. 

Then chaos ensued. They flung back the weapons that had been carried in the vehicle, intended as a trade for the Zero the mutant party had lied about finding. Cain grabbed a handful of guns and started handing them out, more mutants appearing from their hiding places at different points of the desert. One grabbed a pair of automatic rifles from Cain before staring him dead in the eyes and then flying into the sky above him. Cain steeled himself then spun around into the battle, firing his gun menacingly into the air above the heads of the soldiers. 

The soldier who had remained just outside the vehicle had caught hold of the ambush quickly and warned her companions, each of them now standing with their weapons drawn. There was a moment of silence, just after Cain had fired his gun and then bullets began raining through the sky. 

He hung back behind the vehicle, using the rear of it for cover with two other mutants as they fired haphazardly around the SUV. Already another of the soldiers had fallen, along with two from Cain’s mutant party. The remaining two had found pretty good cover, sealing themselves in between the car doors of the SUV, their bodies partly inside so they were protected from almost every angle. 

Cain ducked as a bullet ricocheted off the roof of the SUV just above his head, the mutants standing behind him not being so lucky and falling heavily to the ground. Cain knew he was going to have to make more of an impact if he wanted to be accepted into their party so grabbed the gun from the fallen mutant and brandished it next to his own. 

He fired both simultaneously. One at the car door protecting the female soldier from him, the other wildly into the air as covering fire. He expended both magazines quickly and ducked low behind the rear of the SUV, searching the bag that had been dropped onto the ground for a new clip. 

“Grenade!” He heard someone yell and pressed closer to the ground, his arms covering his head. The force of the explosion shook the SUV behind him and he felt the sand on the ground fly up into the air. Reacting quickly however he slammed the new magazine into his gun and spun around. The woman was now in the driving seat of the SUV, a male companion slumped lifelessly beside her. 

Cain heard her struggling to start the engine and drew his gun, aiming at her through the door that now hung off its hinges. 

“Fire!” He heard another of the mutants yell at him just as the vehicle sprung into life. He adjusted his sights, aiming for the woman’s side so it would look like a near fatal blow, but if she got back to the safe haven in time she would survive. 

Then he squeezed the trigger, the bullet flying out of his gun and finding his target square and true, despite the jerky movements of the vehicle. Other members of the mutant party expended a few more rounds after that, but the vehicle soon rounded a corner and disappeared from view. 

“Cease fire!” The commander of the mutant party ordered loudly. “We didn’t come for these weapons just to waste all the ammo!”

The rest of the mutants obeyed his orders, setting their guns down and checking the magazines for remaining bullets. The mutant who had been flying ahead, and who Cain realised had been the one to drop the grenade floated down in front of him. 

“Not bad first timer,” he quipped at Cain as he landed, “could’ve landed a better shot on that driver though.”

“Her driving was terrible,” Cain quickly retorted, “messed up my sights.”

The flying mutant said nothing to Cain’s response, moving over to the commander and whispering something in his ear. The commander nodded, climbing halfway into the driving seat of his SUV and then looked over at Cain. 

He dropped his gaze immediately, moving towards the bag of weapons and repacking what had fallen out of it. Once he sensed the commander had stopped looking at him he jogged over to the SUV, depositing the bag on the back seat. Three other mutants quickly pushed it to the floor, climbing in and claiming the free seats. 

“Back to base,” the commander shouted at the mutants who remained outside the SUV, then put his foot on the gas and drove off, skirting around the edge of the treeline and out of view. 

Cain looked at the mutants who remained with him. With five in the vehicle and four of them dead only two others were left to make the journey back on foot with him. They both looked to each other and then back to Cain before picking up their weapons and jogging after the SUV, not bothering to acknowledge his presence as a new member of the group. 

Cain sighed and flung his gun over his shoulder, tightening the straps that held it there before jogging after them. It was about a half hour run back to the mutant’s base camp, but Cain was thankful for the time to himself to think. To make sure he was certain about what he was getting himself into – or rather, what he had already got himself into. 

It had taken him long enough to get to this stage so now he was in he wasn’t going to let it slip. Even though a part of him thought it had been a little easy, getting them to accept him as one of their own, and maybe the challenge wasn’t over. That part of him, like it often was, was correct. As Cain finally jogged through the gates of the mutant base – situated not far from the camp where Asher had been held – two mutants grabbed him from behind, pulling a black bag over his head and fastening his hands together with rope behind his back. 

Cain remained calm. He had anticipated this and he knew the worst thing he could do was struggle. He’d heard about this hazing process before and knew he needed to keep his strength so he could appear strong throughout. He just hoped he could keep control of his mutation too: attempting a massacre in this base would only end badly for him. 

With the bag over his head Cain couldn’t see where he was being taken, but as the floor changed from mossy forest ground to a hard wood he assumed he had been taken into the commander’s office. Another stage of the initiation process he had anticipated. 

Rightly enough he was shoved down into a seat and the bag ripped off his face. He didn’t really understand the need for it assuming it was meant as a disorientation tactic, pointless as Cain was already fully aware which of the base’s buildings belonged to the commander. 

The lead mutant sat in front of him, a wooden desk between them. This was by far the most organised and structured mutant base that Cain had come across, hence why he chose to join it. 

“Get out of your restraints,” the commander said simply to Cain, whose hands were still tied behind his back. Cain inclined his head to the commander and continued rotating his wrists behind his back, something he’d started doing the minute they were tied together. It didn’t take long before he could move the rope with his thumbs and only a minute after that he had broken free, collecting the rope and placing it on the table in front of him. The commander smiled. 

“Impressive. I’ve heard mixed reviews about you Cain and to be honest, before today I was this close to throwing you out.” He held his thumb and forefinger less than a centimetre apart, indicating how close it really had been for Cain. “Now, due to a combination of me losing four men and you impressing Mace in the field,” Mace was the flying mutant Cain remembered and smiled slightly. “You might just get your chance.”

Cain’s smile grew as the commander continued speaking; he already knew what was about to come next. 

“But first, tell me why you want to become a member of my party?”

Cain straightened up in his chair, moving his head from side to side before answering, cracking his neck. 

“I’ve travelled around for most of my life,” Cain started, his story fully rehearsed. “Up until recently I was happy being on my own, no one bothered me so I didn’t bother anyone in return. Until,” he paused, knowing he would hate himself later for the lies he was about to tell, but simply had no other option, “someone bothered me.” 

The commander nodded his head slightly, indicating to Cain that he was listening. 

“A young girl appeared at my cabin one day, a Gen 1. I knew I should have kicked her out, killed her even but she was injured and for some reason I helped her. I had been alone for a long time so I think perhaps I had gone soft, now of course I regret it but at the time I helped her, healed her wounds.”

The commander had wrinkled his nose at the start of Cain’s tale, clearly disapproving of his willingness to help such an underdeveloped mutant. 

“I stupidly started to fall for the girl, started to trust her,” Cain continued. “Then, one night whilst I was sleeping she stole from me. Stole everything from me. I didn’t have much, granted, but what I did have she took and then ran away into the night.

“When I woke up I went looking for her. Searching the woods around my home and even the neighbouring settlements. Nothing. That bitch was well and truly gone.” Cain breathed deeply as he told his story, hoping he had deviated far enough away from the truth that it would never be connected to Zahyra. 

“I’ve come here, to answer your original question,” he looked to the commander, “because I want to seek revenge. I’m angry with myself for letting such a low ranking mutant fool me, but most of all I’m angry with them. I want to make them pay, all of them. All those underdeveloped freaks don’t deserve to live. I’d heard about your deal as well, with the safe haven. And I’ve heard rumours of what they do to people there, that fate is worse than death…” Again Cain was lying, but he hoped his performance would be enough to convince the commander. 

“I want to join your party and help you hunt for underdeveloped mutants to give to them. With the hope that one day I will find that bitch who stole from me,” he paused for dramatic effect, “and finally make her pay.”

The commander listened to Cain’s story silently, nodding on occasion or taking a drink of water. Once Cain was finished he allowed himself to breathe deeply for a moment, showing the commander how much he was affected by hatred and rage – or at least how much he wanted the commander to think he was affected. 

“I respect your anger,” the commander said sincerely, “but you might have misunderstood what we do in this party.”

Cain raised an eyebrow in question and the commander continued, lacing his fingers together on the table in front of him. 

“Primarily,” he continued, “we hunt for Zero’s. The safe haven has a much higher bounty on Zero’s and therefore we stand to profit better if we can provide them with Zero’s. Of course, if we come across less developed mutants in the field, Gen 1s and Gen 2s, we let the boys have their fun. But our main goal is to hunt Zero’s. Does that change your opinion at all about wanting to join?”

Cain shook his head violently. “Not at all, I had hoped that might be a secret agenda of this party. Those filthy scum are a stain on our world.” 

The commander smiled at Cain’s words and Cain fought the urge to smile back. His story was definitely being bought, the commander believing he shared the same hedonistic and out-dated views as the rest of his party. 

“That’s good,” replied the commander, “I think you’ll fit in well here Cain.”

“I just have one question,” Cain jumped onto the end of the commander’s words quickly. “If your trade deal with the safe haven is so important, for weapons, vehicles, that sort of stuff, why did you ambush them today? Won’t they be less likely to want to trade in the future now?”

The commander regarded Cain carefully at his question, seemingly weighing up whether he wanted to give him an answer or not. 

“The safe haven is in a very fragile time,” he eventually breathed out. “I have a source on the inside that tells me they are desperate for Zero’s and will do anything to get their hands on one. If someone is desperate Cain, it means they are weak. Even with our ambush today – an easy way to acquire more bullets for our base – they will be willing to trade with us again very soon. They need us Cain; we are the crutch that supports them. We’ll give them a week or two without us after today but they’ll soon come back. An injured man cannot walk without his crutch.”

Cain listened very carefully to what the commander had to say. He had no way of telling how much of it was true but it did pose a very interesting theory. His knowledge of the safe haven was poor at best. Knowing the entrance had been a bit of a fluke and then the way they were treated inside followed nothing of what he’d been told about the place. 

He worried desperately for Zahyra and Asher trapped inside, and with Asher as a Zero – and maybe Zahyra too, he wasn’t sure after what he had heard a few days ago – he didn’t dare think what they would be doing to them. If the safe haven was desperate enough to trade with the mutants for Zero’s then they really desperately wanted them. God knows what kind of things they were having to endure inside that mountain. 

“Very impressive,” Cain replied to the commander after a moment, “you see, this is what made this party stand out to me. I checked out several others, but yours was the highest ranked by far. It would be an honour to join you.”

“Well don’t get too excited just yet,” the commander cut in with a smile. “There are still a couple of tests where you’ll have to prove yourself.”

Cain leaned forward in his chair, unsure what was going to be thrust upon him next. 

“Now,” the commander dragged out his words, “can you tell me about your mutation?”

Cain swallowed. He had known this question would come about eventually and he wasn’t nervous about telling the commander the truth. He just worried it would make him appear unreliable, or dangerous to the party in some way. 

“Well,” Cain began, “I am a Gen 4. And technically I carry the MATH mutation – mutated adult testosterone hormones.”

The commander leaned forward at Cain’s use of the word technically.

“The difference is,” Cain continued, “that I cannot always control it. The majority of the time I’m fine, as you see me now. I am controlling my mutation so that it only comes out when I want it to. When I can best utilise it in an attack. There are times however when I… I lose control of myself. It is a very rare occurrence but sometimes, if I find myself in unfamiliar territory, or in an overly stressful environment, I lose control of the mutation and well… I just tend to attack everything. Kill anything I can get my hands on.”

Cain breathed deeply after his admittal. He had told the truth and now he could only do what the commander deemed appropriate in response. The man in front of him was quiet for a moment, considering what he had just heard. 

“That is very interesting,” he eventually replied. “I have never heard of that being the case with anyone. Normally mutants who develop MATH are in a rage all the time. Your ability to control it is very valuable, you should treasure that.”

“You don’t think it makes me –”

“Unstable?” The commander finished for him. “Dangerous? Yes of course. But that is the kind of mutant I want in my party. You are clearly strong, demonstrated not only by your display in the field today but also by the fact you are controlling your mutation in front of me right now. That is undoubtedly a talent I don’t want to lose from my arsenal. No, you will be a good addition to my party Cain, welcome on board, on a trial basis of course.”

The commander extended his hand across the table towards Cain, who accepted the handshake gratefully. Revealing the truth about his mutation had been what worried Cain most about his admittance to the mutant party. Now that the commander saw it as an advantage he breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps it would even grant him more opportunities within their ranks. 

“Find Mace,” the commander said after their handshake. “He’ll provide you with some sleeping quarters.”

“Thank you sir,” Cain said getting to his feet, “I won’t let you down.”

“I hope not,” the commander finished with a smile, spinning his chair around so his back was to Cain. 

Cain sighed again in relief and made his way out of the building, walking out into the mutant base that would now become his home. He hoped not for long, but it was the first part of his plan that had fallen exactly into place. If everything else was as straightforward he would be back at the safe haven in no time, collecting Zahyra and Asher and taking them away with him. There was no chance he was going to let them stay in the facility for long after what he had learned about the place.  





Chapter 17

Mace directed Cain swiftly to the sleeping quarters. He was given a bed previously occupied by someone who had died earlier that day and he set about clearing away the previous mutant’s possessions, piling them on a table in the room in case anyone wanted to save anything from them. As he lay down on the bed, knowing he had some time until supper Cain reminisced about everything that had happened since he was last at the safe haven. 

After he was removed from the facility – just as he had anticipated – he waited around outside for a while, just in case Zahyra or Asher were given the same directions. He didn’t expect to see either of them, but couldn’t help waiting for a while just to be sure. 

His removal from the safe haven was very similar to his arrival. Abrupt, unwanted and immediate. They looped him back around the ground floor so that he exited the same way he came in, Cain figured this was so he didn’t become aware of where the other entrances were and found it clever on the safe haven’s part. 

After waiting for any signs of Zahyra or Asher he was uncertain of what to do next. Every fibre of his being wanted to be with Zahyra, but she was at least safe now and Asher too. If their safety meant that Cain couldn’t be with them then that was something he accepted quickly, hoping instead that maybe one day he would see them again. 

With that resolved there was only one place for Cain to go: home. The journey back to his cabin would take a couple of days and without any water he knew he would struggle so put that as his main priority. He followed the mountain round the way Zahyra had gone before the safe haven’s alarm had sounded and soon enough found a small stream. 

Thankfully the safe haven had let him keep his bag, although he noticed his gun was no longer inside. Still, the pan he’d taken from the scout hut in the forest would be useful for cooking food and an empty water bottle was all he really needed at that present time. 

He’d lounged by the stream for longer than he should have, the heat of the sun beating down on him. A part of him just didn’t want to leave the area. With Zahyra still inside his heart ached for her, longing to hold her in his arms just one more time. 

The situation between the two of them had been awkward, their conversation the night before still echoing around Cain’s head. He had told her the truth: that his mutation made it difficult to be with her, but he wished he had at least given it a proper chance. Now he didn’t have the opportunity to and that was what hurt him most of all. 

He also realised he would miss Asher. Even though he’d only known the boy for a couple of days there was something that made it hard not to love him. He was so curious and knowledgeable, even after his days in the mutant camp. Cain had an idea what would have happened to him in there and he knew it would affect him eventually. From his time in the camp he always remembered the other boys being crueller than the older mutants in charge, each one wanting to prove something to the next. 

Cain eventually left the stream as night was beginning to fall, knowing he couldn’t waste any more time yearning over what he couldn’t have. He continued around the side of the mountain, aiming to loop back around it on the other side to save him having to walk through the forest. It would make his journey home longer, but the idea of returning into the forest sent shivers down his spine and he was happy to give it a miss. 

He hated himself for losing control of his mutation in there. Especially when Zahyra was already in such a fragile state from having to kill the two mutants. In a way he was thankful he had already broken down in front of Zahyra before, so at least she knew how to protect herself. He didn’t know what he would have done if she hadn’t been safely inside the scout hut. He didn’t dare to think about it. 

As he walked he just hoped that wouldn’t be how she remembered him, or Asher either. All his life his relationships had been ruined because of his mutation, he refused to let it happen to him again. 

In frustration Cain kicked at the ground of the desert in front of him, causing sand and dirt to pick up in the wind, whirling around his body for a moment. Then when the wind died down his ears pricked up as he heard voices coming from somewhere nearby. 

He paused for a moment; trying to determine which direction they were coming from and then hugged the mountain wall, moving towards them. He was still travelling away from the safe haven’s entrance he was aware of but as he clambered up the mountain slightly and poked his head over a rock he realised he had discovered another. 

The mountain naturally shrank backwards at this area and it looked like a large tunnel had been drilled out of it, large enough for SUVs to travel down, as was the case now. A man and a woman were stood about ten meters further away from the mountain, clearly the two guards on watch. As Cain scrambled further over the rock face he approached them, getting as close as he dare without them noticing him. Then he leaned back against the mountain wall and listened. 

“I can’t believe they just walked in from the desert,” the woman said, “how many were there?”

“Three,” the man replied. “Although we threw the older one out. Gen 4 mutant.” 

It didn’t take a genius to realise the two guards were talking about Cain, his head shaking slightly as they referred to him as a mutant. Even though he knew that was what he was he never felt like a mutant and resented it when he was referred to that way. 

“And one of them’s a Zero?” The female guard continued as Cain tried to lean in closer, hoping to discover more of what happened to Zahyra and Asher. 

“Yeah, the girl,” the man replied and Cain froze. That wasn’t right. Asher was the Zero, he had seen the Turning Age Ceremony himself. Seen the dark branding on the little boy’s right arm and the fear in his eyes as he was marched out of the camp to his death. Someone in the safe haven had to have got it wrong. 

Cain tried to zone back into the conversation, realising he had missed whatever the man had said next in his confusion. 

“…think they can weaponize it. If they figure out what exactly makes her a Zero.”

Cain froze again but pushed the worry to one side and remained focused on the two guards. They were now walking slowly back towards the mountain so Cain wouldn’t be able to hear them for much longer. 

“How would they do that?” The female guard asked and Cain thanked her internally for asking the question he wanted the answer to. 

“Not sure, she’ll probably die. But I don’t think that’d matter. It’s just one life in the scale of millions after all.”

Cain was unable to listen to anything they said after that, his heart pounding rapidly in his chest. He slid down the mountain a few feet, planting his feet on the sandy ground beneath him and then sank to the floor in darkness. 

Could Zahyra really be a Zero? Her Gen 1 mutation had been a simple one and one that couldn’t really be proved, but she’d had the branding on her right arm. It was almost impossible to be given a false branding and the consequences for it were dire. 

Cain thought back to her reaction when Asher had been declared a Zero. She had been devastated, yes. But was it a devastation caused from knowing what life was like as a Zero or just because it was her little brother. There was no easy way for Cain to know what was true, but if she was indeed a Zero why hadn’t she told him? He’d shared things about himself and his past that he’d never mentioned to anyone before. He had trusted her completely and unquestioningly. She couldn’t have been lying to him the whole time… could she? 

The question tore Cain apart inside as he remembered everything that had happened between them over the last two weeks. If she had lied about her generation number then what else had she lied about. He breathed heavily as he tried to give some reason to the situation, anything that would stop him from suddenly feeling so rotten. 

Pushing his questions about Zahyra to one side for a moment, Cain considered what else the two guards had said. Something about weaponizing… something. Whatever that was it didn’t sound good and whether Zahyra was a Zero or not Cain didn’t want her trapped inside the safe haven when they were preparing a weapon. 

And then the last thing the man had said: she’ll probably die. The words cut through Cain’s heart like a knife. There was no way he was going to let that happen. It would happen to Asher too surely, as he was definitely a Zero. 

Cain wondered for a moment whether the guards had gotten the two of them mixed up, whether they had meant to refer to Asher during their conversation rather than Zahyra. Then in an instant Cain realised it didn’t matter. Bad things were going to happen inside the safe haven and the two people he probably cared about most in the world were stuck inside. Zero’s or not he had to get them out – but how? 

Slowly an idea began to creep through Cain’s mind. It was formulated entirely on rumours he had heard in his youth but it was worth a chance. In fact it was his only chance. With a deep breath Cain pushed himself up from the mountain and continued his walk. His destination changed slightly as he set out in search of the more developed groups of mutants that littered the nearby forests. 

As Cain walked he couldn’t help but replay the conversation he’d overheard in his head. Very little of it made sense to him but what bothered him most was the truth about Zahyra. He just didn’t understand why she would have kept her true generation number a secret from him – if what the two guards had been saying was correct. He knew it didn’t really matter to him; it was just more of a disappointment that she hadn’t been able to fully trust him. If and when he saw her again he was certain things would become clear and if she was a Zero she would have a good reason for not telling him. There would be no ‘if’ about it Cain decided, he would see her again. 

His path soon changed from the mountainous region to a familiar forest. He hated that he had to go back there but knew it was his only option of returning to the safe haven. Before he had met Zahyra an older mutant, a Gen 4 just like him, had approached him. Apparently there was a trade deal that one mutant party had with the safe haven: providing them with resources they needed from the outside world in return for weapons, vehicles and whatever else the mutant parties needed. 

It had sounded ridiculous to Cain at the time, disbelieving that the safe haven would willingly trade with a party of advanced mutants but now he hoped the old mutant had been telling the truth. He had every reason to believe he had been. Cain had been approached in the first place because the old mutant thought he would be a worthy replacement for himself, his age stopping him from being as useful to the party as he would’ve liked. 

Cain had walked away from the mutant before hearing the explanation. The idea of working with a party of advanced mutants being the last thing he wanted to do. He had seen the terror and pain those parties caused the less developed mutants and although Cain was naturally a Gen 4, he had always sympathised with the lower ranked mutants. Knowing that no one got to choose what they became and understanding that there were many who were unhappy with what they turned out to be. 

His only problem now was finding the correct party: the one who had the trade deal with the safe haven. If he tried to infiltrate the wrong one that could end badly, leaving him caught up in a mutant group that had no way of benefitting him. 

There were three that had set up base in the forest Cain was aiming for. He figured it had to be one of them, to allow for close proximity with the safe haven. He walked through the forest towards them for as long as possible, until the shroud of darkness made it impossible for him to find a path. Exhausted, he climbed up a tree to save him from being on the forest floor all night and quickly gave out to unconsciousness. 

He slept terribly. His dreams tormented with images of Zahyra and Asher, imagining dreadful things that were happening to them inside the safe haven. When a gust of wind awoke him the next morning he was keen to continue his search for the mutants, knowing that the sooner he found them, the sooner he could rescue his companions. After a quick meal, he was back on his way. 

The first mutant party Cain came across was only an hour’s walk from where he’d spent the night. He heard them before he could see them, loud and angry shouts echoing through the trees towards him. Then he smelt the fire and the scent of cooking meat floated into his nostrils, making his mouth water. It didn’t take long to find the camp after that, following the sounds and the smells until he saw the smoke from the fire amongst the trees. 

He watched the camp for the rest of the day, trying to determine whether they were the ones responsible for trading with the safe haven. There were about twenty mutants in the area, mostly men but about four or five women as well. The boundaries of the camp weren’t really defined at all, and instead of buildings they simply had makeshift tents scattered around at random. 

Throughout the day nothing of note really happened. There were a couple of fights that broke out within the camp between the males. Over nothing of importance, but the more developed mutants sprung at any opportunity to fight one another, each boasting some dangerous genetic mutation. 

It quickly became apparent to Cain that this was little more than a camp. A place where more developed mutants lived together, but didn’t achieve anything of note. As the afternoon hours of sunlight finally began to give way Cain moved away from the gathering and deeper into the forest. He changed his trajectory from the day before and walked across the forest. He didn’t think the mutants would set up base much deeper in than he was, so it was only a matter of time before he reached the right group. 

He saw it just as darkness was beginning to fall and immediately Cain knew this was the mutant party the safe haven was trading with. Even in the dim lighting their base was advanced, with two SUVs parked to one side of it. There were also three buildings, all fairly ramshackle but buildings nonetheless. If any group of advanced mutants was clever enough to set up trade with the safe haven, Cain was certain this would be the one. 

He climbed a tree and spent the night in relative safety again, knowing that if he wanted to infiltrate the party moving in at nighttime wouldn’t be the most practical move. 

The next morning he watched them. There was definite order within the base: one mutant stood out as the leader and another was clearly his second in command. Cain paid the most attention to these two, seeing how they interacted with the other mutants, whether it was a dictatorship or if it functioned as more of a democracy. There were elements of both. The one in charge was definitely in charge, but in a way that he was respected by the other members of his party, his rules accepted and followed without argument. 

As midday dusk came and went above him Cain caught some food and headed down into the base. 

His reception was less than welcoming. Two mutants grabbed him from behind as shouts erupted around the base and he was forced down onto his knees. His bag was taken from him and searched, as were the pockets of his cargo pants and leather jacket. Once he had been cleared the second in command – the mutant he would later learn went by the name of Mace – stepped forward and began questioning him. 

He was questioned in the middle of the base, in full view of everyone who resided there. By the second question Cain had located where the commander stood and kept him in his eye line throughout the remaining questions. He reasoned with them, explaining that he had been wandering around on his own for some time but now wanted to join a party. That he was strong, a Gen 4 who was willing to fight and follow orders. He spoke only to Mace and the commander with his answers, ignoring the jeers and shouts from the other mutants within the base. 

Eventually he was lifted to his feet and shown towards the office where he was questioned again by Mace and the commander. 

“You’re in luck,” the commander had said to him eventually. “We have a mission scheduled for tomorrow. Prove to me your worth and I’ll consider letting you join us. But be warned, even if you win me over, the rest of my party might not be so lenient.” 

That night Cain slept in the forest once again, erring on the side of caution with the other mutants in the camp due to the commander’s words. He held out all hope for the mission tomorrow, knowing it would be make or break for him. In the morning when he discovered they were going to ambush a safe haven trade Cain knew he had made the right decision. 





Chapter 18

Living in the mutant base was more difficult than Cain had anticipated. He had never spent any length of time surrounded by advanced mutants like himself – although the truth was that they weren’t anything like him. The constant aggression that was thrown around the base like scraps of food scratched at his consciousness, forcing him to struggle with keeping his mutation from breaking free. 

He knew he had to engage the other mutants in conversation from the start. He had to try and make them see him as one of their equals and accept him into their home. From the minute he left his new bed he could already sense that most of them were uncomfortable with his arrival. 

He understood why: ultimately he had just turned up, joined in with their ambush and been accepted immediately by the commander. Cain didn’t know how anyone else had come to join the base, but from the way the mutants looked at him he suspected no one had had it quite as easy as him. 

The commander was a fleeting presence in the centre of life on the base. It was clear all the mutants respected him, maybe even feared him, for when he ventured from his office the mood changed into a more sombre state. Cain wondered what mutation the commander carried, and indeed what his generation ranking was – his branding hidden under the long sleeves of his jacket. 

Mace had a similar effect, but on a much more casual level. Cain didn’t think anyone was actually afraid of Mace, despite his body rippling with muscles and the permanent frown he wore on his face. Many of the mutants joked with him, some even squaring up to him when he barked the occasional order. There were two mutants that Cain noticed were slightly quieter than the rest of the bunch – the two who had stayed behind to watch the base during the ambush. 

After he had eaten Cain approached these two. Sitting down on a broken log a few feet away from them. At first he just sipped from his mug, watching them out of the side of his eye and attempting to listen to their conversation. He found it interesting that when the rest of the mutants had risen to exercise or fight one another after eating those two remained by themselves, slightly isolated from the rest of the base. 

“I’m Cain,” he eventually said gruffly as he moved over to the log where the two mutants sat. “I’m new.”

They both looked up at Cain as he introduced himself, then back to one another. A moment of awkward silence passed where Cain thought he had made a mistake. Perhaps there was more of a reason why these two kept to themselves; perhaps they were more dangerous than the rest of the base put together. 

“Hunter,” the older of them said eventually without lifting his head to look at Cain. Cain waited, wondering if the second mutant would introduce himself. Silence met his internal question. A wave of uneasiness tore through his body as he struggled to decide whether to stay or leave. Knowing he had to make some allies within the camp, he persisted. 

“How long have you been at the base?”

There was another pause before Hunter finally spoke up. 

“A year,” he said finally looking at Cain, “for the both of us.”

Cain assessed the two mutants quietly. It was difficult to tell their ages from their appearance, both built like huge brick walls. Hunter was definitely older than the other though, by some considerable mile – maybe ten or fifteen years. In fact as Cain analysed him more closely he realised Hunter was one of the oldest mutants in the camp, while his companion was one of the youngest. He thought the pairing odd and questioned why they were sitting alone together, when the second mutant finally spoke up. 

“How did you get in so easily?”

The question took Cain slightly by surprise. Seeing the mutant looking at him inquisitively Cain guessed he couldn’t be much older than he was. In fact he looked more similar in age to Zahyra, someone who should have only just left his family. A part of Cain hurt when he thought of Zahyra again, quickly putting her to the back of his mind. 

“I guess the commander saw something in me,” Cain replied slowly, choosing his words very carefully. “I’ve wanted to join a base like this for a while,” he lied, “this one is clearly the most superior out of those I’ve seen.”

“It is,” the mutant boy replied quickly. “You’re lucky.”

Another silence spanned out between the three of them after that statement. In some ways Cain supposed he was lucky. If he hadn’t been able to infiltrate the mutant base he would’ve been stuck without a way back into the safe haven. Even now he was here he realised it could be many weeks before the base made contact with the safe haven again, especially following the events of their ambush. 

“Why did you two join?” Cain asked eventually, refusing to give up on the forced conversation with the two mutants. 

The younger one looked to Hunter apprehensively, shaking his head slightly before returning his gaze to the ground. Hunter paused a moment longer before speaking, exchanging a glance with his young companion. 

“I was part of this base when I was younger.” Like Cain Hunter chose his words carefully. “I left for a period of time before returning with young Atom here.”

Cain saw the boy’s face scrunch up at the mention of his name but then moved his focus back to Hunter, eager to hear his story. 

“This base is my home,” Hunter continued. “Now it is our home. Where else can advanced mutants like us find the structure to do as they please, but also be protected by a web of brothers? I’m not surprised you wanted to join us. The commander is a legend amongst our kind.” 

There was true admiration in Hunter’s voice as he spoke about the base and the commander. From the look on Atom’s face he didn’t completely agree with everything Hunter said, but kept quiet nonetheless. Cain found the pairing increasingly odd as conversation progressed between them. In any other environment he wouldn’t regard the two of being natural companions, so why were they in the base? Atom appeared to answer to Hunter in some way, perhaps only because of his age, perhaps there was a greater reason, Cain couldn’t be sure. 

As he continued to speak with Hunter however he did become certain that he had approached the right mutant. There was wisdom and pride in his voice and he held himself in a confident manner. When the two retired to bed Cain watched them leave; Atom walking slightly behind Hunter rather than beside him. He waited another ten minutes after the two mutants had left before following them inside, his body willing him to sleep in a proper bed for the first time in what felt like months. 

As Cain lay in his bed however, sleep danced cruelly just out of his reach. His thoughts were tormented with images of Zahyra and Asher as he wondered what was happening to them at that very moment. He hated that he didn’t know whether they were safe or not; or even worse whether they were being experimented on simply for what they were. 

The fact Cain was now uncertain about their generation numbers pained him. If Zahyra had just been honest with him from the start then he would have been able to protect her better, he knew it. Although ultimately it didn’t matter to him whether she was a Zero or a Gen 1, he knew it would matter greatly to the people inside the safe haven. And with Asher being a Zero too that would put both of them in immeasurable danger. As even without knowing why the safe haven wanted Zero’s so much something was telling Cain it wasn’t for a good reason. Advanced mutants sought to kill them so somewhere as developed as the safe haven had to have some kind of ulterior motive too. As sleep finally claimed his body Zahyra’s name was on his lips and her face was fully occupying his mind. 

The next morning Cain decided he had to find a way to push the commander into meeting with the safe haven again soon. Following the ambush he knew the safe haven would be wary about it, but if the commander was correct about their overpowering desire to find Zero’s he hoped they wouldn’t stay away for long. 

“What’s the plan for today?” Cain asked Mace as he saw him refilling his mug from the small stream that ran through the base. 

“There’s a couple of hunting parties going out in an hour,” the second in command replied, “you can come along if you want.”

“What’re we hunting?” There was an eagerness in Cain’s voice as he asked the question. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to hear in reply. Hunting for food would be easier on him, but to attain his goal he knew the mutant party would have to go hunting for something else. 

“Whatever we find,” Mace replied simply. “Whatever the forest wants to reveal to us today.”

Cain nodded, telling Mace that he would join the hunt when they left and then filling up his own mug from the stream. As the group of them departed just over an hour later Cain was disappointed to learn they were going on foot. He knew that meant it was unlikely they’d venture anywhere near groups of lower ranked mutants. Hence diminishing their chances of finding a Zero and dragging out the time he had to spend in the mutant base.

Aside from himself and Mace Cain was pleased to see that the other two mutants in his hunting party were Hunter and Atom. Hunter nodded his head as Cain approached while Atom scowled at the ground. Cain was unsure why the young mutant had taken such a dislike to him but vowed that it wouldn’t stop him being properly integrated into the base. Mace took to the sky shortly after they left the walls of the base, scouting from above for anything that was worth their effort. 

“What are your mutations?” Cain asked after a while to Hunter and Atom. He could see their generation rankings burnt firmly into their right arms: Hunter a Gen 4 like he was, Atom a Gen 5. 

Atom looked back slightly at Cain who was walking behind the pair and smirked. He then looked at Hunter who shook his head slightly and picked up his pace, leaving Atom falling into step with Cain. He looked down at the boy, although he was only an inch or two shorter than Cain he easily equalled him for muscle mass. His skin was tanned and created a sharp contrast with his blonde hair, cascading down to sit on his shoulders. Atom met Cain’s gaze and smirked once more, stopping in his tracks. He then snapped his fingers and Cain too stopped in his tracks, suddenly unable to move forward. 

Cain let out a short burst of breath as he stopped. He struggled to move his leg up and put his foot forward, fighting against the invisible object that was stopping him. He tried to turn his head to look at Atom who was now slightly behind him but couldn’t move that either. Panicking he realised he couldn’t even twitch his fingers or wriggle his toes in his boots. 

He was completely frozen in place aside from his eyes glancing around and his mind working furiously. Trying to open his mouth to speak he found he couldn’t do that either. Whatever Atom had done to him had turned him into a living statue, and he wasn’t comfortable with it. 

“Let him go, Atom!” Hunter called from ahead of them. Cain could just see him in his peripheral vision and noticed that he too had stopped but was clearly still able to move, his hands on his hips and his voice shouting. 

Atom walked around Cain until he was standing directly in front of him, occupying his entire field of vision. Cain stared at the boy, an uneasy feeling filling his body as he realised he was completely at his mercy. Atom let out a low laugh, rumbling loudly through the tranquillity of the forest around them before snapping his fingers once more. 

Instantly Cain felt the control of his body return to him and he sagged slightly, breathing in deeply through his mouth. Atom watched him regroup in front of his eyes and waited until Cain met his gaze once more. Cain was instantly cautious of the boy but knew better than to let him know he was afraid. 

“Impressive,” he said with a nod, watching a little of the confidence fall from Atom’s eyes. He said nothing in reply, just stared at Cain for a while longer before turning and jogging to catch up with Hunter who had continued to move on. 

Cain paused for a moment longer before following them. He regarded Atom with a different opinion now. The boy was certainly dangerous and Cain knew he would have to be careful around him. For someone so young to have such a powerful mutation was hazardous enough already, combined with the environment they were living in Cain didn’t want to fall on the wrong side of him. 

Mace eventually flew down from the skies and fell into step beside Cain, causing him to jump slightly in surprise. 

“Nothing special out here today boys,” Mace said as his feet touched the ground. “Some dogs about a mile east though, I reckon we go catch some of them for supper.” 

Cain winced internally at the thought of coming up against wild dogs again, his foot twinging as he remembered his last encounter. Thankfully he was all healed now, with nothing but a nasty scar to remind him of the encounter, but he was still apprehensive about coming close to dogs again. 

Hunter and Atom seemed of a completely different perspective though and immediately changed their course due east. As they approached the dogs Cain wondered how they were going to overcome them: none of them had any weapons that he could see, although his knife was still concealed on the inside of his boot. 

It didn’t seem to matter though. As they neared the group of dogs Cain saw they were all sleeping. Atom quickly moved to the front of their group and came to a stop just a meter away from one of the dogs. He stared at it and clicked his fingers, Cain seeing him perform the same trick he had just been victim to. It was definitely a useful mutation if he could control anything – something Cain had never seen before. 

Hunter pulled a knife from his own boot in that moment and Cain pondered doing the same. Seeing the older man had the situation covered however he decided to keep his blade a secret, unsure of when he would need it next. 

Hunter silently slit the throat of the dog Atom was controlling, while Cain and Mace watched the other three. They killed another one as well, and then Cain and Hunter dragged the two dead bodies away from the final dogs. Thankfully neither had awoken, but Atom was still controlling them with his mind, just in case. 

Working quickly Cain ripped down some vines from a nearby tree and tied his dog’s legs together: front to front, back to back. Hunter then passed him a large piece of wood and Cain worked about fastening his makeshift ties onto it, suspending the dead animal from the log. Mace and Atom approached when the dogs were secured, each hoisting the other end of the log onto their shoulders. Cain shared his with Mace, while Hunter and Atom set off at a brisk walk back to the base, the wild dog swinging carelessly between them as they moved. 

“Impressive mutation that kid,” Cain said to Mace as they walked. He was at the front of the log so Mace walked behind him, meaning Cain was unable to judge the reaction on his face. 

“Yeah,” the reply came eventually, “we were pleased when Hunter returned with him.” 

“Why did he leave?” Cain asked curiously, “Hunter I mean. He told me he was here when he was younger, then left and came back.”

“Aye he was,” Mace’s voice carried through the forest from behind him. “He was the commander’s second when I joined up. Lucky for me that he left really, meaning I could move into his position. Returned about a year ago with his boy.”

Cain paused. “Atom’s his son?”

“Yeah. They don’t like to talk about it much but everyone knows. Hunter went back for his Turning Age Ceremony several years back then trained him until he was strong enough to join us. He keeps to himself mainly but he’s pretty impressive. Well, you’ve seen what he can do.”

Cain nodded in response and was pleased Mace couldn’t see his face. He hoped he hadn’t seen Atom exhibiting his mutation on him earlier; it was bad enough Cain had let it happen to begin with. 

The rest of their journey was carried out in silence. Cain followed the path Hunter and Atom set in front of him and they reached the base within a couple of hours. He was glad for their guidance: although his sense of direction often served him well, in this new part of the forest he was yet to completely gather his bearings. 

The atmosphere of the base was buzzing when Cain and Mace finally walked in. He wasn’t sure whether it was due to the introduction of food or if something else had happened. Mace left him to untie the wild dog when they set it down in front of the fire and headed towards the commander’s office to find out what was going on. 

As Cain unfastened the dead animal and dragged it over to a wooden table near the fire he strained his ears to listen to the excited chatter amongst the mutants. Very soon he realised it wasn’t anything to do with the wild dogs his hunting party had retrieved. 

Talk focused on another hunting party that had gone out the same time as his. It sounded like this one had moved out of the forest towards more civilisation and Cain could tell they had discovered something interesting. Unfortunately his arrival had been too late to hear exactly what the discovery was and he struggled to piece together the snippets of conversation he overheard. Eventually the commander appeared from his office and a hush slowly fell over the base, each mutant waiting to hear what was about to be said. 

“Excellent work today men,” the commander started once the base was silent. “Not least in the arrival of our supper,” he nodded towards Cain slightly who was still dealing with the wild dogs. “But moreso with the discovery of a new refugee camp. Eat well tonight, for tomorrow we set off on a real hunt.”

The base was overcome with cheering and shouting in response to the commander’s short speech. Cain let out a breath he didn’t realise he had been holding. The discovery of a refugee camp could only mean one thing: lower ranked mutants. Cain prayed for there to be a Zero hiding out amongst them. Although he hated what he would have to do to capture one, he knew that finding a Zero would mark the beginning of the next stage of his plan. Tomorrow, he resolved to himself, tomorrow he would find a Zero. 





Chapter 19

The energy in the camp was electric when Cain woke up. He was one of the last people to leave the sleeping quarters and when he did he saw everyone engaged in one activity or another. Hunter was busy chopping up the remaining food from the wild dogs they’d brought back the day before, so Cain moved over to offer him a hand. 

“Morning,” the mutant muttered as Cain approached. 

“Alright,” Cain replied, “do you know when we’re heading out today?”

Hunter didn’t reply immediately, sliding over some of the meat towards Cain who copied what Hunter was doing. Cutting it into portions and wrapping it tightly in some leaves. 

“Whenever everything is ready I imagine,” Hunter said simply, continuing with his task in a uniform manner. 

Cain helped Hunter until all the food was organised. They still had a lot, probably enough to last them a couple of days Cain thought, wondering about the specifics of their hunting trip. From listening into various conversations as Cain helped with several other tasks he learned that Mace had left the base late last night to contact the safe haven. Cain prayed that they wouldn’t resist dealing with the mutant party after the ambush, the fate of his future hanging in the balance of their decision. 

He was cleaning and counting guns and ammunition when Mace arrived back at the base. He looked exhausted and sweat clung to his brow. Midday dusk was just rolling in providing some relief from the sun but the humidity in the forest still made each task harder than it should be. Mace didn’t stop to speak to anyone, just walked into the commander’s office and closed the door behind him. Cain returned to the weapons in front of him, counting out the rounds of ammunition carefully, ensuring that each mutant would be properly equipped. 

He wasn’t sure how the raid of the refugee camp would go down. When they’d ambushed the safe haven they’d needed all the weapons they could carry, but for an attack on lower ranked mutants Cain didn’t imagine they’d put up much of a fight. 

Through the night he’d battled with the knowledge that he would probably have to kill some of them. It went against everything he’d strived for in his life to date. Killing innocent people wasn’t who he was, but to fit in with the other mutants he knew it would be something he’d have to do. After getting this far there was no chance he was going to let his morals ruin it for him. 

Once he was finished with the guns he moved over to the fire. A basic broth was hanging over it, made from the bones of the wild dogs and Cain helped himself to a portion. He was just sitting down to drink it when the commander and Mace appeared, making him stop with the bowl half way to his mouth. As the other mutants noticed their presence the noise of the camp stopped, each body turning to face their commander. 

The commander held the silence for a moment, looking out over each mutant’s face in turn. 

“Saddle up boys,” he said slowly, a wide grin breaking out onto his face. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

Immediately the mutants finished up whatever each of them had been doing. Cain downed the contents of his bowl, his throat constricting as the hot liquid sloshed down to his stomach. He watched as mutants began running up to the commander in turn, speaking for a moment and then moving on. Cain faltered before doing the same, wondering what was being said. 

“You ready for this?” The commander said as Cain stood in front of him. 

“Yes sir,” he replied enthusiastically, “ready to get going.”

“Good,” the commander nodded at Cain. “You can ride with me.”

Cain nodded back to the commander and moved away towards an SUV. There were two in camp but it appeared only one of them would be used for the raid. Cain wondered whether this was a tactical decision, or whether a lack of fuel was simply deterring them. Either way he didn’t dwell on the question, many more things deserving his attention. 

He helped one of the mutants he’d never spoken to fill the back of the SUV with weapons and food. Cain received a nasty look as he began helping him, the mutant unimpressed by his arrival. Cain wasn’t surprised by this. He could tell there were still many mutants in the camp who didn’t think he deserved to be there. All he could do was keep his head down and help out as best he could: try and prove to everyone that he was an asset to the base. 

When the SUV was filled the commander and Mace walked towards it. Mace climbed into the drivers seat, the commander sitting behind him. Two other mutants appeared by the vehicle, each one climbing into the back. Cain looked at them for a second before climbing up and taking the final seat. There were a few raised eyebrows as he sat down but no one said anything, unwilling to question the words of their commander. 

The rest of the mutants gathered around the vehicle, ready to run behind it. Cain noticed then that Hunter and Atom were still in the centre of the camp. He was surprised by this, knowing that they had stayed behind during the ambush and curious why they weren’t then first in line to embark on this mission. 

He knew Atom was young but with his mutation he would be a great talent on their team. As the SUV roared into life however Cain didn’t have long to ponder the question, watching as the image of the two mutants disappeared from view. 

The drive was silent. Cain could see the commander’s lips moving in the front seat, presumably talking to Mace but over the roar of the engine Cain couldn’t make out what they were saying. Neither of the other mutants spoke at all, each of them staring blankly ahead. 

Cain wrestled internally with his own demons as they drove; constantly trying to reason with himself why it was okay he was about to take part in a mutant raid. Zahyra had told him about the one on her camp and he could tell how terrified she had been. He couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have your home destroyed by mutants who only wanted to hurt you – and just for the reason that they could. 

When the SUV ground to a halt Cain was still struggling with his thoughts but as the commander ripped open the back door and the other two mutants jumped out he swallowed, knowing he would have to put his resignations to one side until everything was over. Only then could he truly deal with whatever he had done. 

Cain helped the other mutants unload the back of the SUV while Mace spoke quietly to the commander. Once everything was ready they waited for the rest of the mutant party to join them, their footsteps giving them away before they were visible. Cain was impressed by the stamina of each of them, the run being much further than the one to and from the ambush sight. 

All but one of the mutants were drenched in sweat and breathing heavily, the one who wasn’t smiled, looking around at his companions. Cain figured that must be some side effect of whatever mutation he had but it wasn’t important at that moment, if he stayed in the camp long enough he might ask about it, but secretly he hoped he’d never find out. Once everyone had caught their breath the commander began to speak, relaying instructions to each member of the party. 

They were going to be surrounding the camp in pairs. Cain was matched up with Mace; whether it was because he was still new to the group or for some other reason he didn’t know, he was just pleased to be paired with someone who appeared not to entirely hate him. 

He followed the mutant around the side of the camp to their start point. Cain was impressed they were going ahead with the strike in broad daylight, indicating to him how badly the commander must want to capture a Zero. He still wondered about why the mutant party was dealing with the safe haven, trading in the Zero’s for various supplies. Cain figured that with a party as strong as his, the commander could find his supplies elsewhere but again, didn’t question the matter. 

“Did you contact the safe haven?” Cain asked Mace once they were in position. The air was alive with chatter from the refugee camp so Cain figured any conversation they engaged in would be lost amongst that sound. 

“Yep,” Mace replied without looking at Cain, his eyes scanning their surroundings. “We’re all good. They need us more than we need them really.”

Cain didn’t say anything in response to Mace, his answer confirming his suspicions that the commander didn’t really need their trade deal. Whatever his reasons were for continuing it Cain didn’t need to know, he was just thankful it was there and it was still as active as when he’d first heard rumours about it. 

“Let’s go,” Mace suddenly said to Cain, reacting to a signal that Cain himself had missed. 

The two started moving forward in a crouched jog, still not ready to give away their position. When a barrage of gunfire sounded off towards the rear of the camp Mace looked over to Cain, shrugged and started running at full height. There was no point trying to remain hidden any longer. 

Cain followed Mace’s route into the camp, taking in as he ran just how dilapidated it truly was. It could barely be called a camp really, just a few tents rigged up against trees and three buildings that looked like they would fall down if anyone stepped foot in them pressed against the treeline. 

“Show me your rankings!” 

Cain heard Mace shouting and swung around to find the mutant. He was pointing his gun at a group of three mutants: a man, woman and child. The child was a small girl, although she looked to be older than ten. She was already crying as Mace shouted in their faces, the man – and presumably the father – tried to shield the women with his body. 

“Show me your rankings!” Mace shouted again and Cain jogged over to his side. Pointing his gun at the little girl he looked the man straight in the eyes, unable to look at the child in his firing line. 

“Do it.” Cain said as clearly yet forcefully as he could and the man slowly started to remove the jacket that he wore. His fingers were trembling causing him to remove it slower than Mace liked, prodding him in the leg with the butt of his rifle. 

“You too,” Cain said to the woman and child as the man was removing his jacket. “Show us your rankings.”

The woman nodded, tears beginning to form in her eyes as she turned around and removed her own sweater. She kept her arm hidden from view however as she helped her daughter take off her top, the ranking on each of their arms now visible. 

“Please,” the man started pleading, “we don’t cause any trouble. We just –”

A shot rang out deafening Cain and the man slumped over to the side, blood running from the hole in his chest. The woman and child immediately started screaming, begging for their lives to be spared. 

Mace clicked the safety back onto his own gun and turned to Cain. 

“Finish them off,” he said swiftly then took a step back, his gun pointing out into the rest of the camp. 

Cain stared at the woman and child in front of him and swallowed. Mace hadn’t moved far enough away that he could no longer see Cain and he knew he had to act fast. Muttering an apology under his breath Cain shot the woman square in the forehead, her lifeless body falling backwards onto the dirty ground. The child had now stopped crying and was looking up at Cain in desperation. Taking a deep breath Cain closed his eyes; trying to picture anything that wasn’t the death he was causing and pulled the trigger. 

He heard the girl’s body drop to the ground before he saw it, peeling his eyes open and turning away so he didn’t have to look at the three bodies in front of him. His eyes met Mace’s who nodded and beckoned him forward, already moving towards the next tent in that area. Cain’s heart was pounding in his chest as he jogged towards Mace, leaving the family lying dead on the ground, the imprints of a number one burnt into each of their right arms. 

Cain didn’t have time to dwell on what had just happened as Mace moved to stand outside the next tent in their line. All around the refugee camp gunshots were firing, a fire was ablaze in one corner and bodies littered the ground. It looked like almost everyone had been rounded up and killed by now, but Cain sadly knew they wouldn’t stop until everyone was dead. 

Mace nodded to Cain, indicating that he should be the one to enter the tent and Cain leapt into action. He pulled back one of the tent flaps and stepped inside, crouching low to get under the entrance. His eyes scanned the area inside. Dirty blankets littered the ground and a child’s teddy bear was propped up against one of them. In the corner a man about Cain’s age was crouching, his eyes alive with anger. 

When Cain spotted him the man jumped up, going immediately for the gun in Cain’s right hand. Thankfully Cain reacted fast, pulling the gun up out of the man’s reach and firing a shot through the roof of the tent. The man was stunned into silence for a second and Cain took the opportunity to grab him. Quickly holstering his weapon and twisting the man’s arms behind his back. He marched him out of the tent to Mace who was waiting outside and forced him onto his knees. 

“Show us your ranking,” Cain barked as the man stared at him angrily from the ground. Cain’s gun was still in his waistband but Mace had his trained on the man’s head, an unrelenting thirst for blood visible in his eyes. 

The man spat on the floor in front of him and moved his gaze towards Mace. He stared down the barrel of the gun confidently, without a whisper of fear in his eyes. 

“Go fuck yourself,” he replied, spitting again. Then the butt of Mace’s gun connected with his head and the man crumpled to the ground. 

Cain knelt down immediately, searching for a pulse. 

“He’s still alive,” he said, looking up at Mace. 

“Just check his arm already so we can finish him off,” Mace replied, looking around the rest of the camp. 

Almost everyone had finished their parts of the raid, most of the mutants walking into the centre of the camp. Cain roughly pulled at the jumper the man was wearing, ripping it at the collar and tearing away the material from his right arm. A shiver ran through him as Cain saw the number burnt into his right arm. A round zero, standing out on his pale skin plain and simple. 

“He’s the Zero,” Cain breathed as he pulled the unconscious man’s arm up to show Mace. Reluctantly, the mutant lowered his gun. 

“Tie his hands,” Mace said after a moment, pulling a length of rope out of the bag on his back. “Then wait here.” 

Cain followed his instructions, tying the Zero’s hands behind his back as he watched Mace walk over to the rest of the mutant party. The commander had now joined them in the centre of the ruined camp. Once Cain had finished securing the knot he looked up to see the commander and Mace standing above him, both looking down at the Zero half in Cain’s arms. 

“Excellent work,” the commander said, reaching down and helping Cain to his feet. 

The Zero slumped over, still unconscious from the blow of Mace’s gun. Mace then produced a black bag and pulled it viciously over the Zero’s head, obscuring his vision for when he woke up. Cain recognised the bag as what he had been forced to wear when he was still being initiated into the camp and nodded; it was probably best the Zero couldn’t see where they were going. 

“Can you carry him to the SUV?” The commander asked Cain, who looked at the man and nodded. Although he was fully grown he was malnourished and barely had any muscle on his body. It was actually impressive he had tried to fight when Cain found him, his weak body would have barely lasted a minute. 

Cain stooped down and picked up the Zero, slinging his body over one of his shoulders. He grunted from the initial added weight but then adjusted the body, finding a comfortable enough groove in his shoulder for it to rest in. When he reached the SUV he tossed the body into the back, wincing slightly as the Zero’s head collided with one of the seats. 

Mace, the commander and another mutant climbed into the vehicle as well, Cain jumping up and taking the last seat just as the second mutant who had travelled in the back on the way there arrived. He growled under his breath as he saw his seat had been taken but said nothing, chucking his gun into the vehicle and taking off at a jog back towards the camp instead. 

Cain watched the Zero as they drove and wondered what was going to happen next. Mace had confirmed to him that he had made contact with the safe haven and that they would be willing to trade if they had a Zero. The next obstacle Cain had to deal with was how to get into the safe haven. Handing over a Zero was one thing, accompanying that Zero inside was another. As the unconscious man’s chest heaved up and down beside him Cain struggled to piece together the next part of his plan. He concentrated on occupying his mind with the technical questions, refusing to let it wander to the innocent people he had just killed. 





Chapter 20

The mood at the base was very different when the SUV returned with the Zero. Hunter and Atom were waiting for the vehicle, ready to transport their precious cargo. Cain didn’t know whether they had been informed of the situation somehow or whether it was just protocol. Either way they were very efficient about how they went about it. 

The man had regained consciousness a few minutes before their arrival, but Hunter lifted him easily from his seat and walked him towards the commander’s office. His hands were still bound and his face obscured by the black bag, stopping him from learning anything about the mutant base. 

Cain was unsure how the rest of the trade real with the Zero would unfold and so he unpacked the SUV slowly, hanging around in case the commander or Mace returned with any details. Both had accompanied the Zero into the commander’s office and closed the door. So far about half an hour had passed and no one had come out. No sounds had been heard either, so Cain at least hoped that no further damage was being done to the man. 

He felt remorseful for what he was about to attempt. If possible he would help the other Zero escape from the safe haven when he freed Zahyra and Asher, but he knew he couldn’t be a top priority to him. As Cain busied himself with menial tasks around the camp his thoughts were preoccupied with the images of the mother and child he’d had to murder. 

He knew outwardly he couldn’t show any signs of remorse or regret, but inside he was deeply affected by what he had done. Although technically he had killed innocent people before, all their deaths had occurred whilst he was in a mutant breakdown. For those deaths he was still apologetic, but his mutation allowed him to shift some of the blame away from himself directly. The mother and child however, were entirely his fault. 

The rest of the mutants who had been in the hunting party returned eventually; their bodies looking weak from the takeover of the refugee base and the run back to base. Cain wondered whether any of them shared his feelings of guilt towards the murders they had committed, but knew even if some of them did they could never talk about it. To show weakness in the mutant base was to effectively resign from the group. 

About an hour later Mace approached Cain. He was sat around the fire eating with several other mutants, the food they had packed for the mission untouched during it. Cain dutifully followed Mace into the commander’s office and took the seat he was offered. The Zero was nowhere to be seen and Cain wondered about his location. He hadn’t seen anyone exit the office, but maybe he had missed something while he was distracted. 

“You did well today son,” the commander started speaking. “Mace has told me about how you faired in the camp, your handling of the Gen 1’s and the Zero both impressed him.”

Cain shot a look over to Mace who was leaning against the wall to the side of him. A small smile appeared on the mutant’s face but he said nothing, only locking eyes with Cain for a second before the commander continued. 

“From our earlier conversation in here, I have a suspicion that you have a special interest in the safe haven for some reason? Can you tell me why that is?”

Cain was caught off guard for a second. Had he revealed something he shouldn’t have to the commander? He tried to think back to what he had said and bit his lip; this couldn’t be the end of his quest already. 

“In some ways, yes,” he said carefully. “I am very curious about what they do in there. I have heard a few stories, from mutants I’ve interacted with in the past – one even tried to get in and was thrown out due to his generation number – I suppose I would just be interested to see the inner workings of the place,” Cain paused for a moment, “and to find out what they’re really up to.”

The commander regarded Cain’s answer for a moment, his eyes looking over to Mace for his opinion. The second in command said nothing, just offered a shrug of his shoulders, which Cain caught in his peripheral vision. 

“You see,” the commander finally spoke. “I have a man on the inside in there, gathering information for me. During our last contact he said his work would be made easier if he had someone else in there, someone he could work with.”

Cain held his breath, he had a suspicion about what the commander was about to ask next and he couldn’t believe it. His way into the safe haven was basically being handed to him on a plate. 

“From what I have seen and heard about how you manage yourself during conflict, and through your level-headedness regarding your mutation I think you would be the ideal candidate to join our man on the inside.”

Cain let out his breath: this was actually happening. 

“I won’t lie to you,” the commander continued. “There is also an element of reasoning behind you being a new member on our base. Many of the other mutants don’t trust you and I think your work could be greater appreciated on the other side of these walls. Your thirst for knowledge combined with your hatred of those inside the safe haven work greatly to our advantage. 

“But you should know there is a large amount of risk involved in infiltrating the safe haven. If anyone discovers you, or even suspects you I have no idea what they would do. Now before I continue, does this sound like something you’d be interested in?”

Cain let himself pause for a moment, showing the commander that he was considering the proposal. In reality there was nothing to consider: Cain was going to do this and he frankly couldn’t believe it was even being offered to him. 

“I would be honoured to help fight our cause from the inside,” Cain spoke certainly. “It sounds like a role I would be perfectly suited for.”

The commander looked at Mace and smiled. “We had thought as much,” he continued. “Mace, would you make contact for the trade at nightfall tonight?”

Mace nodded his head to the commander and turned to leave the room, leaving Cain and the commander inside. For the next hour Cain listened as the commander relayed instructions to Cain about what would happen inside the safe haven and what he was being sent in to discover. He listened carefully, absorbing all the information as best he could. He knew that so long as he could enter the safe haven with the commander still approving of him then once he was inside the next stage of his plan could commence. 

Eventually Cain was sent to get some rest. Mace had returned and said the trade would occur after supper, just as darkness was setting in. Few details had been given to Cain about how he would actually be getting into the safe haven, but he trusted the commander to have a firm plan. In truth his mind was more preoccupied with what he would do once inside, how he would find Zahyra and Asher and how he would get them all out. 

Miraculously sleep found Cain immediately as he laid his head down on his pillow. He slept deeply, but his dreams were tormented by the woman and child he had killed earlier that day. Their screams resonating through his head and their eyes begging him for mercy. When Mace woke him he lashed out with a fist, catching the mutant in the stomach. Mace grunted and doubled over as Cain realised what had happened and sprung to his feet, apologising. 

Mace quickly straightened, his face flushing a pale pink at being caught off guard. Regaining his composure he informed Cain it was nearly time to go and that he should eat before they left, then excused himself from the sleeping quarters. 

Cain looked around the room as he left. He was thankful he had not had to spend more than a few nights in the mutant base, knowing every day he was away from Zahyra terrible things could be happening to her, and to her brother. He also resented the way the mutants worked. The close quarters made tension radiate through the base at all times, with constant fights and arguments erupting over the smallest things. 

He ate a quick meal of soup from the fire; the remaining wild dog having already been consumed by mutants who got there first. Then returning to the SUV they had taken out earlier Cain found the Zero tied up and black-bagged in the back seat. He couldn’t tell whether the man was conscious or just keeping still; he didn’t really need to know, he just hoped he hadn’t been beaten again by any of the mutants. He was a truly innocent victim in all of this and Cain couldn’t help picturing Asher or Zahyra in his place if things had turned out differently. 

The commander and Mace soon joined him at the vehicle, hopping into the front seats as they had done earlier and leaving Cain to join the Zero in the back. He was grateful no other mutants were accompanying them, although he could feel their suspicious eyes boring into the back of his head. 

Their journey to the rendezvous point was silent. Cain wondered again what would happen once they reached the safe haven’s vehicle. The commander had seemed overly confident about getting Cain inside and he just had to hope he was rightfully so. 

When the second SUV appeared in their sight Mace slowed their vehicle, driving at a snails pace towards it. Cain strained his eyes through the front of the SUV, glancing out at the one from the safe haven when it’s headlights flashed three times. Immediately Mace sped up again, drawing to a halt along side it. 

“Give me a hand with these guys!” Someone shouted from the safe haven’s SUV and a man wearing a grey uniform and red armband over where his generation number should be jumped out. 

Mace and the commander climbed out of the vehicle and Cain followed suit, walking over to the other one. Looking inside his eyes grew wide. The three other people had all been shot, two at point blank range in the head, the last one messily in the stomach. 

“Carter put up a bit of a fight,” the surviving safe haven member said, “but the other uniforms are unharmed.”

The commander stepped towards him and opened his arms for a hug, holding the safe haven’s man tightly. 

“This is Repo,” the commander said turning to Cain, “he’s our man on the inside. Repo, this is Cain, he’s going to be joining you.”

Repo dutifully stuck out his hand and shook Cain’s, all the while looking him up and down, evaluating the commander’s choice. 

“Nice,” he replied eventually, “now help me with these bodies will you?”

The four of them robotically dragged the three lifeless bodies from the SUV and onto the desert floor. Then Cain watched as Repo started undressing one of them, leaving his body naked and exposed to the wastelands. Repo then turned to Cain and handed him the uniform. 

“Get changed,” he said simply then paused for a moment, returning to the vehicle. “And shave.” 

He handed Cain a blade and pointed to the naked man on the floor. His hair was cut close to his head and he was completely clean-shaven. After weeks roaming around Cain’s hair had grown out and his beard was straggly and untamed. He accepted both the uniform and blade from Repo and turned his back to the group, stripping out of his clothes quickly and into the stolen uniform. 

The material felt soft and clean against his body, a welcome change from the dirty clothes he had been wearing for weeks. He then started working on his hair, dragging the sharp blade as close to his skin as he dared. It was difficult without something to watch his reflection in, but he managed it as best he could, reducing his bushy beard to a fine line of stubble. 

Repo walked over when he was almost done and took the blade from Cain’s hand. He then started cutting off the hairs he had missed, tiding up his appearance. Cain felt like a small child as Repo worked on him, unsure of where to look or whether to say anything. Thankfully the man – or as Cain knew he now was, mutant – stepped back after a few minutes and nodded, satisfied with Cain’s new look. 

The four of them stood staring at one another for a minute, Cain fidgeting slightly in his new outfit. 

“Let’s move this Zero over,” Mace said eventually after the moment of silence, causing all four bodies to spring into action. 

It only took Cain to pick up the Zero and move him over to the other vehicle. He realised as he carried him that the man was unconscious, and wondered what difference that would make when they brought him into the safe haven. He supposed they expected it though, so long as the man wasn’t harmed it was probably better for him to not be witnessing the whole ordeal of being sold. 

While Cain moved the Zero, Repo and Mace carried some supplies from the safe haven’s SUV into the one he had arrived in. It looked like the trade this time had been primarily for fuel and Cain nodded to himself, that explaining why only one of the commander’s SUVs had been operational. Once everything was ready, the four of them looked at one another again. 

“Good luck in there boys,” the commander spoke quietly. “I trust you’ll be able to get the mission done. Cain, follow Repo’s orders. He’s well acquainted with the place by now and could just be the difference between life and death for you.” 

Cain swallowed as the commander spoke and looked over at Repo. There was a stern look on his face but he looked trustworthy. He was certainly different to the other mutants in the base and Cain wondered how many years in the safe haven had made him that way. It ultimately didn’t matter, but Cain knew he had to be cautious of everyone inside the facility. 

“I will sir,” Cain replied to the commander. “I’m ready for this.”

“Very well,” the commander finished with a nod, “until next time then!”

Cain and Repo watched as the commander and Mace climbed back into their SUV and drove off towards the treeline. 

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Repo asked Cain over his shoulder as he climbed into the driver’s seat of the remaining SUV. 

“Of course,” Cain replied climbing in next to him. “What’s the plan?”

As they drove Repo explained to Cain what their story would be when they returned to the facility. How they would tell the safe haven they had been ambushed again and two of their men killed. Cain would be assuming the identity of the third man – Rodriguez – and Repo filled in Cain on information about himself he should know. He also explained that the red armbands on their uniform identified them as soldiers and told him a little more about life inside the safe haven. Filling Cain in on everything that should be standard knowledge for someone who lived inside. 

As they neared the entrance Cain began to grow nervous. Repo reassured him that so long as Cain stuck behind him, followed his story and didn’t bring too much attention to himself it would be fine. But Cain was still aware that he didn’t look exactly like Rodriguez and if they bumped into anyone who knew him personally he would be caught. Apparently Rodriguez was a new member to the red band – as Repo called it – but his assurances did little to contain Cain’s concerns. 

Moment of truth, Cain thought to himself as a large rock began to move in front of them, revealing one of the entrances to the safe haven. Here goes nothing. 

Repo drove the SUV through the gap in the mountain and parked up alongside several others. He had told Cain before they arrived that in the safe haven he went under the name of Dixon and Cain did his best to remember this as the vehicle shut off and Repo climbed out. 

Two women and a man approached and Cain felt his chest tighten. If any of them even suspected him the whole mission was over and he could kiss his chance of ever seeing Zahyra again goodbye. Thankfully Repo stepped out towards them and started telling his tale, reporting another mutant ambush but the lucky retrieval of the Zero nonetheless. 

As soon as he mentioned the Zero in the backseat the two women sprung into action. Cain noticed one of them was wearing a black armband, the other purple. The man with them wore red like Cain and Repo, so he was conscious this would be the person most likely to notice Cain was not who he was pretending to be. 

The women quickly unloaded the Zero onto a chair with wheels that they had brought into the vehicle bay and pushed him out of the room, nodding formal goodbyes to Cain, Repo and the other man. Cain moved around the vehicle and performed some imaginary checks on the back of it until Repo joined him, signalling that the two of them were alone. 

“All fine,” Repo said quietly, “I’ve got to file my report with the General later, but for now I’ll show you to the barracks. We missed supper so you might as well get some sleep. I’ve scheduled our rounds to be together tomorrow and I’ll fill you in more on what I’ve been working on then.”

Cain nodded in thanks to the mutant and silently followed him out of the vehicle bay. He did his best to keep track of the route they took to the barracks, but noticed irritably that hardly any of the doorways or corridors were signposted. He also had to do his best to stop his mouth dropping open at each new piece of technology he saw. Even the menial objects on his route were far more spectacular than anything Cain had seen before, especially considering they were built inside of a mountain. 

The soldier’s barracks was less impressive. They slept in rooms of six with matching beds and lockers discerning each individual area. Repo pointed out Rodriguez’s bed to Cain and then left to presumably file his report with the General. Cain looked at the meagre possessions belonging to the man whose identity he’d assumed and lay down, trying to make himself comfortable in the second bed of a dead man he’d inhabited that week. 

He couldn’t quite believe he had made it inside so easily, now he just had to find Zahyra and Asher. Knowing he was finally in the same facility as them made his heart beat faster. Zahyra was within touching distance and very soon he would hold her in his arms again. 





Chapter 21

Zahyra paced the confines of her room. It had been two days since she was released from the medical area but she hadn’t been allowed to leave her room since then. The medic had demanded bed rest from her for at least three days but she was already unable to cope with it. Her body felt fine. Although one of the last things she wanted was to continue with T128 she was willing to do almost anything to get out of her room. The walls felt claustrophobic around her and every slight noise made her jump, expecting Heather, Professor Welbeck or even her father to appear at the door. 

It surprised her that she still hadn’t seen any of them; most of all her father. She desperately wanted to know what kind of experiments he was performing on Asher, if anything happened to him she didn’t know what she would do. It was the not knowing that made everything so much worse. She could have survived the isolation if she received news of what was happening on the other side of her bedroom door but the only person she ever saw was the woman who brought in her meals three times a day. Try as she might, Zahyra could not get any information from her. 

As she continued to pace Zahyra tried to stop her mind from speculating. She knew she was imagining the worst possible scenarios that could be taking place, but she couldn’t stop herself. At least expecting the worst made her prepared. She refused to let anything faze her anymore and would stop at nothing to get herself and Asher out of the facility. 

The door of her room creaked and Zahyra stopped, turning to face whoever was entering. Her face fell when she saw the same woman carrying a familiar plate of bread and stew. Zahyra moved to one side, letting the woman pass her and replace her empty breakfast plate with a new one. 

She had given up trying to reason with the woman. She had tried crying, shouting, begging. Nothing worked. The woman either didn’t know how to speak or just had a very firm resolve that she wouldn’t – or she had been threatened. Zahyra didn’t think anything was beyond the safe haven’s capabilities. 

She gnawed on the bread absentmindedly. From doing very little over the past few days she found her appetite diminishing, but knew she had to maintain her strength. She did exercises in her room sometimes but the lack of space limited her, confiding her to just press-ups and sit-ups. It wasn’t much but it did serve the purpose of distracting her thoughts from the goings on of the safe haven. Her over-active imagination running wild with possibilities. 

After she had eaten what she could Zahyra lay down again on her bed. The books she had acquired from the study area were piled on the floor next to it and she picked one up and started to read. Most of the material bored her, reminding her of the amount of propaganda the facility was trying to feed to her, but with so little else to do she was making her way through the books nonetheless. 

She was part way through reading about how the facility had been built into the mountain when a rattling of her door made her stop. She put the book down and stared at the still closed door. The woman only ever collected her old plate when she brought a new one, so Zahyra knew it was unlikely to be her again. Maybe Heather, Professor Welbeck or her father had finally plucked up the courage to come and speak to her. Maybe she was finally going to be able to leave her room again. Holding her breath Zahyra watched as the door clicked signalling it was unlocked and the metal structure began to open into her room. 

Her jaw hit the floor when she saw the soldier standing in front of her. The door swung closed behind him, enclosing them both in the small room. He wore a grey uniform and red armband, with his hair shaved closely against his head and his beard entirely removed. He also looked exhausted and damaged, like he’d experienced things Zahyra didn’t want to ask about. But it was undoubtedly him. 

In an instant her arms were around his neck, holding him close and breathing in his familiar scent. Tears welled in her eyes as she held him, unbelieving of how he was standing in her room. How he was wandering around the safe haven unharmed. How he’d even managed to get in. 

“Cain,” she breathed softly against his neck, finally pulling away to look him in his soft blue eyes. “How?”

Cain stared at Zahyra for a second, his eyes running over her body as if absorbing everything about her. Then he pulled her back in for another hug and held her tightly, letting his comforting warmth envelope her. The two stayed like that for an eternity, holding one another in silence, letting the gravity of the situation wash over them. Zahyra resisted as Cain eventually tried to release their hug but he held her hand and tugged her towards the bed, sitting down beside her. 

Zahyra gazed into his eyes once more and felt lost in the ocean of blue swimming inside of them. She had known somehow she would see Cain again but had never imagined it would be so soon. A million questions jostled for position in her head as she struggled to find the words to speak to him. To find the words that truly portrayed how she was feeling at that moment. 

“How?” Was all she managed to breathe again, her reasoning and common sense lost for a moment. 

“Are you alright?” Cain asked with a concerned look on his face, “Have they hurt you?”

Zahyra shook her head in a daze and finally snapped back to reality. Accepting that Cain was in fact sat next to her and it wasn’t all a dream. 

“I’m okay,” she said in a voice little more than a whisper. “T128 has been hard, but I’m okay.”

“T128?” Cain looked at her questioning and Zahyra shrunk a little inside. She suddenly remembered that she had never told Cain she was actually a Zero and she dreaded how he was going to react to the truth. 

“Cain there’s something I need to tell you,” she started nervously, but Cain cut her off by placing a finger over her lips. 

“You’re a Zero aren’t you?”

Zahyra nodded silently, trying to force an apology into the look she gave Cain. 

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I… I don’t know,” Zahyra’s gaze dropped as she explained herself to Cain. “At first it was because I didn’t really know you, didn’t trust you. Then I didn’t tell you because of what you said happened to Zero’s at the camp where Asher was, I didn’t want you to stop me going in case they found out. And Asher himself didn’t even know until right before they scanned me downstairs. I’m sorry Cain, I didn’t want to lie to you, I just…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Cain cut her off again. “I don’t care.”

Zahyra met his gaze again and saw genuine affection his eyes. 

“I don’t care if you’re Gen 1, a Zero or even a Gen 5. Your mutation doesn’t change you, not to me.”

Zahyra couldn’t stop herself as she sprung forward and wrapped her arms around Cain once more, whispering apologies into his ear. 

“Besides,” Cain said pulling her away from him, “it’s better for your brother that you are isn’t it? At least he doesn’t have to go through being a Zero alone? Where is he anyway? I couldn’t find him as easily as I found you.”

Zahyra suddenly froze. Cain still didn’t know the truth about Asher either. There were so many things he was yet to discover. But then he must know something by somehow being in the safe haven, by finding her. Zahyra took a moment to organise her thoughts and then looked at Cain, her eyes relaying to him how serious the situation was. 

“Asher isn’t a Zero Cain,” she started, stopping Cain as he opened his mouth to interrupt. “He’s a Gen 6.”

She watched as the words rolled over Cain, his eyes growing wider as he tried to process what he had just heard. 

“But, there aren’t any Gen 6 mutants,” he rebuffed, “all the mutations stop at Gen 5. They have done for years.”

Zahyra shook her head sadly and began to tell Cain about how her father had turned her brother into a mutant. How he had been living here in the safe haven all along and how it was ultimately all his fault that herself and Asher were being held there. 

She told Cain about the T128 trial she had been put into because she was a Zero, what experiments she had to endure and how she had ended up in hospital. She told him about the meeting with her father, the information she’d found out about the experiments her brother had to be enduring too and about her suspicions over what her father and Professor Welbeck were trying to do. 

The words flooded out of her mouth as she remembered everything she had discovered in her short time there: the conversations about the safe haven weaponizing something in the lab, developing new mutations and apparently formulating a cure for the mutants – or so they had at least told her. 

Cain listened to everything Zahyra had to say carefully, not once interrupting as he absorbed the information. It took over an hour for Zahyra to complete her tale, filling Cain in on the technology of the safe haven as well, what each of the coloured bands meant, the areas within it and the little she’d learned about its history. 

“We have to get you out of here,” Cain said after she’d finished speaking. There was a fire in his eyes and his breathing had increased as Zahyra spoke. 

“I know Cain, but what about Asher? I have no idea where he is, do you? I mean, how did you even find me?”

It was now Cain’s turn to talk as he told Zahyra everything that had happened to him since being removed after his scanning procedure. He explained how immediately he had known something wasn’t right from the conversation with soldiers he’d overheard, and how he’d then decided he was going to get back inside somehow. 

Zahyra winced as she listened to Cain explain what he had done in the refugee camp, memories of her old camp being raided flooding back to her. She saw Cain was upset by what he had done; it was clear from the way he spoke he regretted it and would probably be punishing himself for it for some time. 

She was amazed he had done it all to get to her, to help her escape and to be with her again. Feelings fluttered around her body as Cain spoke, a familiar sensation awakening inside her that she’d felt when the two of them kissed. Trying to quell it she focused on Cain’s story, knowing it was important they both learned as much as they could from one another. 

“…So I did a day of rounds yesterday, working with their inside guy, Repo. Really he just showed me around the facility, made sure I knew where I was going and wouldn’t trip myself up. He told me a little about what the mutant commander wanted too. Apparently there’s something in the labs downstairs, some device or something that they’re working on that can stop the mutations. Even Repo didn’t know much about it, but that’s what he’s in here to get apparently.

“Then last night I broke into an office outside of the barracks. Managed to find some papers that alluded to where they’d placed their new Zero. I thought it was about Asher to be honest, couldn’t find anything about you… well, not you now but you know what I mean. Couldn’t find anything else. Yours was the third door I’ve opened today and Zahyra,” Cain finally paused in his story, “I cannot tell you how happy I am to see your face.”

“Me too,” Zahyra breathed, taking Cain’s hands in her own and smiling up at him. “I’ve missed you.”

At that moment Cain could control himself no longer and leaned forward, putting one of his firm hands on the back of Zahyra’s head and pulling her into him. His lips found hers and Zahyra exploded with desire. 

Cain kissed her like it was the last thing he would ever get to do. Like his life depended on it and he was going to lose Zahyra at any second. For all he knew it could be true and he wanted to make her aware of how much he cared for her, how much he wished he’d done this every day he’d known her in the outside world. 

Zahyra moaned as Cain kissed her, relinquishing all control over her body and letting Cain guide her into a state of euphoria. All her worries faded away as she felt his strong hands on her body, his breath on her face and his presence in her arms. When Cain finally stopped the kiss they were both panting, gasping for the air that had escaped them while their bodies became one. 

Zahyra felt dizzy but excited at the same time. She felt like a child whose birthday and Christmas had come at once and she’d received everything she’d ever asked for. Well, almost everything. Her mind drifted back to her brother and she was brought back to reality, knowing her battle with the safe haven was still far from won. 

Cain was still panting when Zahyra regained her breath and she looked over at him, his head resting on his palms. The memory of what Cain had said to her the night before they’d reached the safe haven returned to her and Zahyra panicked, watching as Cain tried to control his mutant outburst. 

As carefully as she dared Zahyra rested a hand on Cain’s shoulder and whispered to him, telling him everything was going to be okay, that he was safe and that he was strong enough to control himself. Minutes passed and Cain finally removed his head from his hands, looking up at Zahyra. 

“I’ve missed you too,” he exhaled with a smile and reached his hand out across the space between them to hold Zahyra’s. 

“You know,” Zahyra said quietly as she paused before taking Cain’s hand, remembering she had to be extra careful around him now. “What they’re working on in the lab might be able to help you control your mutation, it’s worth a try. I don’t know a lot about it but,” Zahyra hesitated for a moment, “if it could help us be together…”

Cain watched her closely as she trailed off, a smile creeping onto his lips. 

“Then it’s worth a try,” he replied giving her hand a squeeze. “I want us to be together.”

Zahyra felt another warmth fill her body as Cain spoke. The emptiness and sadness she had come too accustomed to feeling in the safe haven seemed to have been defeated by Cain’s presence. She didn’t know whether it was because of the time apart that had helped her and Cain feel more confident about their feelings for one another, but whatever it was she was happy for it. Knowing that the two of them were together again as a team, a united front: she felt confident she could achieve anything with him by her side. 

They sat in silence for a while, watching each other breathe and just enjoying being with each other again. It was clear to both of them that the other had been through an equal hardship to reach this point. When the time came they would talk about it in more depth, but for now the silence was bliss. It felt like nothing could ever come between them again and Zahyra knew she would rather die than be apart from Cain ever again. 

“How are we going to get to Asher?” Zahyra whispered to Cain after a while, the fate of her little brother still bothering her greatly. 

She had explained everything she’d found out about him being a Gen 6 to Cain, but as she spoke about it she realised she knew very little on the matter. In reality she knew her brother was alive and somewhere within the safe haven, but she didn’t know what experiments her father was performing on him, where he was being kept or how he was coping. 

“I don’t know,” Cain replied to her honestly. “But I found you didn’t I? Now that we’re together there’s nothing that can stop us finding Asher as well.”

Zahyra smiled as Cain spoke, his confidence reassuring her. A seed of doubt was still implanted in her mind however. After seeing everything the safe haven could do she knew it would not be easy getting out of there, especially with herself and Asher being two of their most prised possessions. 

“I should go soon,” Cain suddenly spoke, causing the smile to drop off Zahyra’s face. “I know,” Cain continued, seeing her change in demeanour, “but I don’t want to raise any suspicion about me. Let me go about my duties as a soldier, I’ll keep snooping around and I’ll try and gather information on where Asher could be.”

Zahyra nodded slowly, her eyes firmly locking onto Cain’s. “Just be safe, okay?”

“Of course I will,” Cain replied, rising to his feet and pulling her with him. He wrapped his arms around her in a hug once more time, making the most of the minutes they had left together. “I’ll be back soon.”

“You better,” Zahyra joked with a smile. Then looked up at him with a heartfelt stare, showing him she truly meant what she said. Now she had been reunited with him she wasn’t going to let anything keep them apart again. 





Chapter 22

The rest of the day passed slowly for Zahyra. Even though Cain had been with her for several hours, and the woman arrived with her food shortly after he left she only managed to pick at her food before showering and climbing into bed. 

As she lay there she contemplated crawling through the vents of the safe haven again, in an attempt to locate her brother. The chance of missing Cain if he returned to her room through the night stopped her however, meaning she simply hoped that Cain was finding her brother right now and she would wake to see them both standing next to her. 

Sadly the face she saw the next morning was neither Cain’s nor Asher’s. The unwelcome presence of Heather filled the room, the woman standing next to the breakfast plate that had also been brought in.

“How’re you feeling?” Heather asked Zahyra plainly, very little real concern notable in her tone. 

“Fine,” Zahyra replied curtly, making no attempt to hide her disappointment at Heather’s arrival. 

“You’re going to continue with T128 today,” Heather continued, “there are some urgent trials which need to be completed.”

Zahyra grumbled as she climbed out of bed and took her clothes into the bathroom to change. She had hoped she would have the day to herself again, so she could wait in her room for when Cain returned. Something that Cain had told her yesterday then sprung into her mind and she remembered how he had got into the safe haven so easily. He had come in with another Zero. Knowing there could be someone else like her doing T128 that day made Zahyra get ready quicker, grabbing just a single slice of toast from her breakfast plate as Heather held the door open for them to leave. 

It was nice to be out of her room finally, even though Zahyra didn’t like where they were heading. She instantly felt freer as the corridor stretched out ahead of her and she fought the urge to stretch her legs and run. She would be running again soon, she reminded herself, with Cain and Asher by her side. How they would escape from the safe haven was still a mystery to her, but Zahyra knew the people here wouldn’t let them leave without putting up a fight. 

As the door to the experimentation lab slid open Zahyra was disappointed to see only Professor Welbeck inside. There was no sign of the man Cain had brought into the safe haven when he arrived and from Heather not saying anything since they had left her room Zahyra had no idea what urgent trials were awaiting her. 

Relief washed over Zahyra when Professor Welbeck placed her in front of a screen and explained what she would have to do. Wires were attached to her temples and then Zahyra set about answering the questions and riddles that appeared on the screen in front of her. 

They seemed to test her way of thinking, forcing her to come up with extensive solutions to strange scenarios, and make decisions regarding prioritising certain tasks. There were also some more mental questions too: equations she didn’t recognise and hypotheses she didn’t understand. Zahyra worked through them monotonously, glancing around the lab as she worked to see what Professor Welbeck was up to. 

The woman had hardly spoken to her when she’d entered, making no attempt to apologise for the bone marrow procedure she had messed up resulting in Zahyra needing medical attention. In fact, not only needing medical attention but almost losing her life. Zahyra wasn’t surprised by this, the demeanour of the woman not being the same as when she’d first met her from the moment it was revealed Zahyra broke onto her screen. 

Professor Welbeck was definitely absorbed in whatever she was working on. In the time between the tasks switching on Zahyra’s screen she focused all her attention on the woman. She couldn’t see what was on her screen, but the woman’s face was all scrunched up and she looked confused by whatever she was working on. 

“How’s the cure coming along?”

The question surprised Zahyra herself. She had been thinking about it but didn’t have any real intention of asking the professor. Clearly her mind was more distracted than she realised if she was speaking her thoughts out loud. 

Professor Welbeck twitched slightly at Zahyra’s words then tried to act like she hadn’t heard the question. Zahyra could tell from her reaction that she had though and so asked it again, this time more forcefully. If the woman hated her already it didn’t make much sense trying to be nice to her. 

“We’ve developed a prototype,” Professor Welbeck replied without looking away from her screen. “Your results have proved very useful actually, although if we’d retrieved a sample of your bone marrow…”

The professor trailed off and Zahyra rolled her eyes at the response. Clearly Zahyra’s health was the last thing on her list of priorities but by this point Zahyra didn’t care much for the professor either. Besides, now she had engaged her in conversation she may as well try to glean some answers from her, the possibility of helping Cain at the forefront of her mind.

“What can the prototype do?”

Professor Welbeck sighed and swivelled her chair around to face Zahyra, finally stopping whatever she was doing on her screen. 

“Well it’s just a prototype, but it can help control mutations. Our first test found it reduces the power of the mutation for a certain length of time. Strong mutants become less strong, flying mutants can only get a few feet above the ground, that sort of thing.”

Zahyra listened closely as the professor explained. She wasn’t sure why she was even allowed to hear what the prototype could do but wasn’t going to mention that. Perhaps the safe haven thought she was so little a threat to them she wouldn’t have any use for the information. Perhaps they thought they had broken her. 

“So what, you inject the mutants or something?” Zahyra asked, remembering how her father had administered the Gen 6 mutation to her brother. 

“It’s a pill actually,” the professor sighed again. “But like I say it’s just a prototype. The effects only seemed to last for a couple of hours.”

“Cool,” Zahyra replied after a moment, “just like to know what we’re working towards. I’m glad I can help.” She smiled a sickly sweet smile after her final sentence, hoping Professor Welbeck would continue to assume Zahyra had formed some sort of allegiance to the safe haven. The sentiment she hoped she got across to the professor couldn’t actually be further from the truth. 

As she turned back to her own screen Zahyra thought about what the professor had said and whether it would be able to help Cain. Once they left the safe haven they would be leaving all the technology and advancements it carried behind, so any shred of an advantage they could take with them would be helpful. The only issue was that Zahyra had no idea where this prototype was being kept, or what it even looked like, beyond it coming in the form of a pill. 

“Would you like to come to the mess hall for lunch?”

Heather’s voice caught Zahyra off guard and she jumped. Since the conversation with Professor Welbeck another couple of hours had passed where Zahyra had managed to become engrossed in the tasks on her screen. Some of the problems it presented her really made her mind tick and while she was unable to exercise her body, she was happy to exercise her mind. 

“I’d love to,” she replied to Heather in her most obedient voice and slid off her chair. The woman spun on her heel silently as Zahyra was now used to her doing and started making her way out of the lab. Zahyra cast a look over at the professor as she left, still hunched over her screen in concentration. Perhaps after lunch she could ask her more about the prototype, she needed to acquire as much knowledge as possible before she left the safe haven for good. 

As Zahyra made her way into the mess hall her eyes scanned the room for any sight of Cain. It was the red band’s lunch sitting so the chances were he was in the room with her, but with everyone in matching uniforms and most with shaved heads she couldn’t tell them apart. She also couldn’t look around the room too much as she collected her food, already having walked into the back of Heather once in the queue. Sitting down she was forced to stare at her plate, Heather’s eyes watching her every move. 

“When am I going to get a uniform?” Zahyra asked randomly half way through the meal. She didn’t particularly want one, but knew her different outfit made her stand out from the crowd and if she was going to escape she would need to blend in. 

Heather raised her eyebrows at Zahyra’s question. “I wasn’t aware you wanted one?”

“Well you know,” Zahyra started, “it’d be nice to look the same as everyone else. This is my home now after all, I want to be a part of it.” She struggled to get the words out in a sincere voice but as she did she saw a smile creep onto Heather’s lips. Zahyra knew if she started to convince people she was happy here they’d be less inclined to watch her so carefully; getting a uniform was a simple step on that particular mission. 

“I’m glad you’re finally starting to accept the facility as your home,” Heather replied. “You’ll find life here is a lot easier once you accept it.”

“I know. It just took me a while to get used to it at first… I’m sorry for the way I acted.”

“Thank you for that Zahyra.” The smile grew on Heather’s lips as Zahyra apologised, the woman looking the most cheerful Zahyra had ever seen her. “I can get you a uniform after lunch if that’s what you really want.”

“Yes please,” Zahyra nodded. “Thank you.”

The rest of their meal was carried out in the usual silence, but Zahyra looked at Heather in a slightly different way. With the older woman no longer regarding Zahyra as as much of a threat, the tension between them appeared to dissipate to some extent. Zahyra smiled to herself at how easy it had been to fool Heather. Maybe it was a good thing she’d not seen her for a couple of days, the woman could have forgotten some of the frostier things Zahyra had said and done towards her. 

After they finished eating Heather rose from the table and led Zahyra out of the mess hall. Only then did Zahyra notice Cain sat at one of the other tables eating his own meal. Their eyes locked for a moment and Zahyra instantly relaxed inside. Just knowing he was still inside the facility made her more comfortable, safer than she had ever felt throughout her entire time there. She saw the slightest hint of a smile on Cain’s face before Zahyra had to look away, following Heather back out into the main atrium of the facility. 

They walked down another corridor that Zahyra had yet been able to explore. She was grateful at least that most of her activity in the safe haven occurred downstairs in the experimentation lab, the closest area to the only exit she was aware of. 

The room Heather led her to could only be described as a storeroom. Grey uniforms hung on the walls, organised according to their varying sizes. Heather plucked one down and held it against Zahyra’s body. 

“This should be the right fit,” she mused, before handing it over to Zahyra. “I’ll step outside so you can get changed.”

Zahyra thanked Heather and started getting undressed as the door closed behind her. First there was a black thermal top that Zahyra pulled over her head. The material was so thin she expected it to be cold but it hugged her figure tightly, insulating her from the small breeze that the circulation vents created. The rest of the uniform was an all-in-one body suit. Zahyra sat on the floor and slid her legs in, rising then to her feet so she could pull the rest of the uniform up over her thermal top and over her arms. 

Once she was dressed Zahyra pulled on her old cargo boots and stroked the material that covered her body. It was much softer than the clothes she had been provided with and much more breathable too. She did a few stretches and found the uniform had a lot of give in it, making it easy for her to move around. 

As she ran her fingers over her stomach Zahyra felt a small crease in the fabric and looked down. There was a secret pocket in the uniform, one that Zahyra doubted she would have noticed just by looking at it. That must be where Heather kept her gun hidden and Zahyra smiled, knowing it would definitely come in useful. 

A knock on the door stopped Zahyra from admiring her new appearance. Heather had never knocked before, she thought, asking for a uniform must have really changed her opinion. 

“Come in,” Zahyra called, turning around to face Heather as she entered. 

“Very good,” Heather nodded at Zahyra in her new uniform. “Here.”

Heather held out a piece of black fabric and Zahyra stared at it. 

“Black band?”

“It seems appropriate,” Heather replied. “You’re not exactly non-essential personnel, and you spend most of your time down there. Once T128 is completed you can try out for another band if you want to, but for now…”

Heather took a step forward towards Zahyra, who submissively raised her right arm. The black armband slid on easily, coming to a rest directly above where the fake Gen 1 branding was still etched into Zahyra’s arm. She was thankful the safe haven hadn’t done anything to remove her Gen 1 branding, when she was back in the outside world Zahyra knew it would be useful. Although Asher was still branded as a Zero, she shuddered internally. 

“Thank you,” Zahyra said to Heather once she was completely dressed. “I appreciate you doing this for me.”

“No matter,” Heather replied, her voice returning to its monotone form. “I hope it will encourage you to respect how the safe haven operates.”

“Of course. And I just want to apologise again for how I’ve acted in the past, now that I understand this place a bit more… well, let’s just say my opinions have changed.”

Heather made no attempt to respond to Zahyra’s apology and finished the conversation by turning on her heel with a nod of her head. Zahyra followed her quickly out of the little storeroom, leaving her old clothes discarded on the floor. 

Even though her reason for wanting the uniform had been a ploy, Zahyra couldn’t deny it felt good to be wearing it as she walked back through the main atrium and towards the stairs for the lab. She noticed immediately that not as many people looked at her, proving her theory that the uniform would help her to blend in. 

When they reached the lab Professor Welbeck raised an eyebrow at the black armband Zahyra was now wearing, looking questioningly to Heather. 

“It’s only until T128 is completed,” Heather repeated and then gave Zahyra a curt nod as she turned to exit the lab. 

“What’s the plan for this afternoon then?” Zahyra asked after watching Heather leave the room, still surprised by how much the addition of a uniform had changed the woman’s opinion of her. 

The rest of the afternoon passed similarly to the morning and before she knew it Zahyra was back in the mess hall for supper, scanning the room for another sighting of Cain. She was anxious to find out what he had discovered about Asher’s whereabouts and whether he had managed to formulate any kind of plan for their escape. Her day in T128 had unfortunately kept her mind too preoccupied to think about much else. 

She was almost finished with her meal when she looked up to see Cain seated on the table directly in front of hers. Her eyes grew wide and she stared down at her plate quickly, being careful not to give anything away to Heather who was sat across from her, although the woman’s back was fortunately to Cain. 

Slowly Zahyra looked up from her plate and watched Cain. He was in conversation with two other soldiers on his table but it looked like they too had almost finished their meal. Zahyra kept one eye on Cain while she ate, doing her best to seem normal and non-distracted. 

When movement caught her eye however she focused on Cain, holding her mug of water slightly over her face so it looked like she was taking a long drink. The other two soldiers walked away from the table and Cain loitered behind for a moment then Zahyra saw him hold out his hands, one with all five fingers splayed open, the other only four. He then tapped his wrist in the same position where Zahyra wore her timekeep and she understood what he meant. 9 o’clock. 

She gave him a smile and watched as Cain followed his companions out of the mess hall. There was only an hour and a half until she would see him again. Zahyra grinned, racing through the rest of her meal so she could get back to her room and wait for Cain. 





Chapter 23

Zahyra stared at her timekeep. It was four minutes past nine. Five minutes past. Six minutes past. Where was Cain? Her door finally opened at nine twenty and Cain burst into the room. 

“Are you okay?” Zahyra asked immediately, assessing Cain in his smart grey uniform, the red armband standing out in the glow of her room. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Cain smiled, “how’re you? Nice uniform.”

Zahyra grinned. “I figured it’d help me blend into the crowd better,” she replied wrapping her arms around Cain’s body and breathing in his scent. 

“Have you found Asher?”

“Yes,” Cain smiled at her again and Zahyra felt a great weight drop from her shoulders. “Sit down, I’ll tell you what I know.”

The two of them flopped down onto Zahyra’s bed, their hands still intertwined. Zahyra listened closely as Cain told her what he’d discovered about Asher. She was surprised to find out he was closer by than she’d thought, just the floor below her to be precise. The rest of Cain’s intel was sketchy at best. Between them they realised they didn’t have a clear plan of escape, just rough ideas about where the exits were. Both knew there were likely to be guards standing at them and whichever route they took it wouldn’t be easy. 

“Here,” Cain said part way through his explaining, reaching into the secret pocket of his uniform and pulling out a gun. “I hope you won’t have to use it but, just in case.”

Zahyra took the gun slowly from Cain and nodded. She hoped she wouldn’t have to use it either but knew the likelihood was fairly high. Placing it in the secret pocket of her own uniform she looked back up at Cain. 

“We can do this,” she said resolutely. “We have to do this.”

Cain squeezed Zahyra’s hand as he spoke. “We will. I’ve got you now, don’t worry.”

The two of them discussed their options for the next hour. Trying to formulate the best plan they could come up with. When Zahyra’s timekeep read half past ten she climbed to her feet. 

“Light’s should be out now.”

Cain spoke as he stood up after her and offered Zahyra a reassuring smile, trying to let her know everything was going to be okay. He wasn’t going to let anything happen to her. Then slowly he opened the door, stepping out into the now dimly lit corridor. 

The two of them moved silently through the empty hallway. Both had guns hidden in their uniforms and Zahyra’s hand itched to hold onto hers, if only to make her feel a little safer in their situation. When they reached the end of the corridor Cain led her away from the main atrium, down the other side of her sleeping quarters, which Zahyra had been told only held more bedrooms. Holding her breath she watched as Cain opened the door at the end, revealing instead a set of stairs down towards the next level. She cursed Heather internally for not telling her about the staircase, if she’d known about it she could have got to Asher sooner. 

Their footsteps echoed around the stairwell and with every noise Zahyra flinched, expecting someone to appear at the top of the stairs. Cain was technically supposed to be doing one of his rounds so an excuse could easily be made for him, but Zahyra knew someone catching the two of them together would raise suspicions. 

“This is the black band’s sleeping quarters,” Cain whispered to her as he exited the stairway one level down. “Asher’s room is the last one on the left,” he paused, “I think.”

“You think?” Zahyra whispered back, tension audible in her voice. 

“It said new test subject on the document I found,” Cain replied. “So it’s either Asher or the Zero I brought in when I arrived. As this is where the black band sleep though I’m fairly certain it’ll be your brother’s room.”

Zahyra gritted her teeth and started to move towards the door Cain had identified. 

“Zahyra!” Cain suddenly hissed from behind her and she froze, turning round to see Cain pointing to one of the other doors in the corridor. 

She listened for a moment and then heard what Cain had heard: a noise coming from the other side of the door. She quickly retreated back down the corridor and Cain held open the door to the stairwell, letting her move in before he closed the door behind her. 

Zahyra panicked for a moment. Why hadn’t Cain come back into the stairwell with her? She caught her breath as she rationalised that Cain was just a normal guard, doing his normal rounds and no one had any reason to be suspicious of him if he was alone. 

“Evening sir,” she heard Cain’s voice carry through the wall and looked around frantically, trying to find anywhere she could hide. 

“Just doing my rounds,” Cain continued as Zahyra’s eyes locked onto a ventilation duct a meter above her head. That was her only option. She climbed up a few more steps and reached over towards the duct, frantically trying to release the screws that held it in place. Her hands were clammy from the adrenaline and she failed to get a good grip on the tiny metal screws. 

Knowing that it was useless she gave up, desperately trying to find somewhere else she could hide. As the door to the stairwell groaned from someone’s weight being rested on it she jumped up several more stairs and ducked down, hoping that whoever was about to use them would be using them to walk down. 

“Zahyra?” Cain’s voice called out in a whisper through the stairwell and she peeked her head up from her crouched position. 

“Cain,” she sighed, feeling her heart rate instantly steady. “Who was that?”

“That was your father,” Cain replied reaching out to steady Zahyra as she walked back down the stairs to him. “Apparently genius never sleeps.” 

Cain used air quotes to punctuate his last three words and Zahyra rolled her eyes, stifling a laugh from escaping her lips. 

“He didn’t suspect you?” 

“No not at all,” Cain grinned. “Come on – let’s go get your brother before he comes back, I don’t really fancy a family reunion just yet.”

Zahyra stepped back out into the corridor after Cain, her eyes darting around in case her father returned to his room. She hated that Asher had been housed just a few doors down from him, knowing that had to be a part of her father’s ploy to connect with her brother. She just hoped it hadn’t worked. 

As they reached the door Cain believed belonged to Asher he slid out a small plastic card from another pocket in his uniform and held it against the panel by the door. When the green light showed Zahyra heard the distinctive click of the door unlocking and held her breath. Her hands trembled as she turned the door handle, stepping vulnerably into the dark room on the other side. Cain was right behind her, closing the door quietly as he stepped through. 

Zahyra peered into the room, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness. A small figure rolled over in the bed and she took a step towards it, her heart pounding. That was definitely the figure of a boy, not a man. Letting out her breath she sank down onto the bed, leaning over to see her brother’s face. 

“Asher,” she whispered to herself, her whole body now shaking at the relief of finally seeing her brother. 

Asher’s eyes opened slowly, his face tired and uncertain. Zahyra quickly moved her body to fill the centre of his vision and watched as realisation broke over Asher’s face. Then his arms were around her, his face buried into her chest as he held her tight, small sobs already radiating from his throat. 

“Hey bud,” Zahyra whispered to her brother as she pulled away from him slightly. “Missed you.”

Cain watched as Zahyra held her brother, his heart filling up with joy at the sight of the siblings being reunited. He couldn’t help but smile as he looked at them. Despite all the hardships the three of them had been through they had been reunited again. He was so happy to see Asher, but he was even happier for Zahyra. He knew just how much her brother meant to her and to see them embracing, even when all the odds were against them, it gave him hope. 

“Cain!” Asher mumbled when he saw the man standing in his room as well. “How are you both here?”

“Well budge over little man and I’ll tell you all about it,” Zahyra replied, shifting Asher over and beckoning for Cain to sit down beside her. 

Cain listened as Zahyra told her brother the story of how he had broken into the facility – although leaving out the part about Cain having to bring another Zero into the safe haven. She told him about how they had both planned to come and rescue Asher and that the three of them were about to escape. 

Zahyra kept the story fairly short, knowing that time wasn’t on their side. It was unlikely anyone would discover herself or Asher missing through the night, but if Cain wasn’t confirmed on his rounds someone would become curious of his whereabouts. In a way it was kind of lucky her father had seen him, their run in at least offered Cain some credibility. 

“How are we going to get out?” Asher asked after Zahyra had finished her brief explanation. There was a pause in the conversation. 

“Well that’s the tricky bit,” Zahyra replied looking over at Cain. “But we’ll find a way don’t you worry. I’m never letting you out of my sight again.” 

Asher squirmed as Zahyra grabbed his cheeks as she spoke, wriggling his legs underneath the blankets on his bed. 

“Yeah, I’m afraid you’re stuck with us,” Cain added with a laugh, reaching over to tousle Asher’s hair. 

The three of them smiled at each other for a moment; enjoying the casual banter that each of them had missed during their days alone. 

“Wanna get dressed then?” Zahyra eventually said to Asher, breaking away from the moment of solitude. They still had to break out of the safe haven: the mission certainly wasn’t over yet. 

Zahyra watched from the bed as her little brother started pulling clothes out of his locker and took them into his bathroom. The room he was in was exactly the same as hers, if only a little smaller. She was impressed by how much her brother seemed to have matured while she had been away from him, but it also made her sad. 

He was still only ten years old and things like this shouldn’t be happening to him. He shouldn’t have to be mature or understand everything the safe haven was doing. It was bad enough he was there let alone dealing with the matters the facility brought on. She worried about the mutation their father had given him, and how Asher felt about their father too. Although she knew they didn’t have time to discuss it she hoped Asher would bring it up, if he did she couldn’t excuse herself from talking about it. 

Once the young boy was dressed – unfortunately not in a matching grey uniform – Cain stood beside the door. 

“Back to the stairwell and down another two levels, you both ready?” He asked, glancing at Zahyra and her brother who both nodded firmly. Zahyra’s hand was holding Asher’s and from the look in her eye she wasn’t ever going to let go. Cain smiled again and turned to the door, pulling it open and leading them back out into the corridor. His eyes and ears on full alert for anyone who might come their way. 

“What’s wrong?” Zahyra asked, watching Cain struggle to open the door they’d come through. 

“It won’t open,” Cain replied, trying to force the door open without making any noise. “I think it’s stuck. Or locked…”

“Surely it can’t be locked? We opened it just a few moments ago?” Zahyra asked nervously, letting go of Asher’s hand and moving to the door. She put her weight against it and pushed, turning the handle back as she went. The metal frame of the door groaned slightly but it didn’t budge. 

“What are we going to do? We need to get down to the labs!”

“You can get down another way,” Asher mumbled behind Zahyra. “This isn’t the way that our father normally takes me.”

Zahyra looked to her little brother, her face immediately scrunching up as Asher mentioned their father. 

“Where did he take you bud?” 

Asher pointed down the other end of the corridor, past where his room was. 

“Well let’s go then,” Cain replied, “Asher can you help me lead the way?”

Zahyra moved to the side to let Cain past her and walked behind the two of them as they returned to the other end of the corridor. The route Asher took them led to an area similar to the main atrium upstairs, but smaller and less glamorous. Zahyra assumed that as this level didn’t have links to the mess hall or the medical area it didn’t need to be as impressive. It was probably only used by the people who lived on the level to get around. 

“It’s down there,” Asher said quietly pointing to one of the doors within the secondary atrium. “We only ever went down one floor though. That’s where I had to do my tests.”

Zahyra moved towards her younger brother and placed a hand on his shoulder. 

“What were your tests like Ash? Did they hurt you?”

Asher shook his head. “They just made me answer questions on a screen. One day they took my blood – that felt weird – but it was just screens after that. Did you see any of them? They’re so cool everything they can do!”

“Yeah I did,” Zahyra smiled, pleased that her brother’s tests hadn’t been as intrusive as hers. “I’m glad you got to play around with some of them.”

Cain had opened the door Asher had identified during their little conversation and Zahyra noticed him waiting for them. She pushed her brother forward, sandwiching him between Cain and herself and closed the door quietly behind their trio. 

The stairwell looked exactly the same as the one they’d used before and the three of them moved down it as quickly and quietly as possible, Zahyra still conscious of the noise their footsteps made. When they reached one door Asher stopped suddenly, staring up at the metal structure. 

“What is it?” Zahyra asked, stopping behind her little brother. 

“That’s where I did my tests,” Asher began. “I… He said they were the only way I could get better. Not be a mutant anymore. Is that true Zar?”

Zahyra looked from her little brother to Cain, then back to Asher again. Sorrow filled her heart when she saw the look on her brother’s face, like he was a freak of some kind. Like he wasn’t normal. 

“You’re not a mutant Asher,” she said to him firmly. “You never have been and you never will be, okay?”

She knelt down to hug her brother, interlocking her fingers around his back. The sorrow in her heart changed to hatred as she thought of her father. The things he had done to his own son without even a passing thought for how it would affect him. Then he had run away like a coward. She wanted to make the man pay, any way she knew how. 

“Cain?” She questioned rising to her feet, “Do you think we have time to go in here?”

Cain looked at Zahyra inquisitively. “What did you have in mind?”

“I want to see if we can destroy Asher’s results,” Zahyra replied firmly. “I want my father to know what it feels like to have something taken away from him.” 

Venom burned in her tone as Zahyra spoke and Cain knew there was no stopping her. He nodded and reached for the door handle in front of them, opening it to reveal another corridor, a large metal door at the end of it. 

“The room is through there,” Asher said, extending his arm and pointing to the metal door. 

Zahyra didn’t need any direction. She strode through the doorway with purpose and came to a halt in front of the metal door. Reaching around she held out her Cain to hand, palm pointing upwards. Cain knew what she wanted straight away and handed over the plastic card he’d used to gain entry to Asher’s room earlier. Taking it Zahyra held it against the pad beside the door, waiting for the light to flash green. It didn’t. Instead a red light appeared and the doorway gave a beep rather than the reassuring click of it opening. She tried again and the red light flashed up once more. 

“What’s going on?” Zahyra asked, turning around to face Cain and her brother. 

“This has never happened before,” Asher shrugged, his knowledge of the technology within the safe haven still on a very remedial level. 

“Maybe it’s because it’s after hours? Some of the doors are only locked after lights go out.” Cain offered a suggestion, although he suspected the card he had stolen might not have clearance for all the levels. “Just try one more time.”

Zahyra turned back to the door and held the plastic card against the pad for the third time. She held her breath as she waited for the white light to change colour, praying for green. When it flashed red her heart sank and she turned back to look at Cain. 

“I guess we should keep –”

A blaring alarm cut her off, causing the three of them to slam their hands over their ears. 

“What’s going on?” Asher yelled out in surprise, his voice barely making a sound over the alarm. 

Zahyra shook her head and looked at Cain. 

“It must be something to do with the card and the door,” he shouted at her. “We need to move, now!”

Zahyra didn’t need to hear anything else. She shoved the useless plastic card into one of her pockets and grabbed Asher’s hand, hurtling for the door to the stairway they’d just come through – praying it hadn’t been locked as well when the alarm sounded. 





Chapter 24

The door swung open and smashed into the wall behind it. The noise would have been deafening if it wasn’t for the alarm; with that going off Zahyra barely noticed the sound of the door as she pushed Asher through it, herself and Cain following behind. 

The three of them charged down the staircase at breakneck speed. They didn’t know how much of the safe haven was being woken up by the alarm but they were certain someone would be coming for them soon. 

Zahyra scolded herself as she overtook Asher to lead the way down the stairs. Why had she so desperately wanted to get into that lab – just to cause her father a little amount of pain. She had to realise he wasn’t worth it. If that selfish act ultimately stopped them from breaking out of the safe haven she would never forgive herself. The promise of the outside world slowly slipping through her fingertips.

As they reached the bottom of the stairwell Zahyra pushed through the door and found herself in a very familiar looking lab. It was set up exactly like Professor Welbeck’s but from the instruments laid out on the tables and various other objects Zahyra knew instantly it wasn’t hers. They must have entered from the other end of the floor, meaning Professor Welbeck’s was further down the corridor, through the large metal door she could see at the other end of the room. 

As Asher and Cain tumbled into the room beside her Zahyra remembered that the lab they were standing in was on the other side of her father’s. She’d been through both of them before, as she was rushed to the medical area after her failed bone marrow procedure. Knowing the next lab belonged to her father Zahyra rushed forward, slamming the button next to the door which led to his lab. When the door failed to slide open she remembered what Cain had said about some doors locking after hours and reached for the card in her pocket. Holding it against the panel on the wall she waited for the light to flash green then to her utter relief stumbled forward into another familiar room. 

“This is our father’s lab,” she said urgently once Cain and Asher had caught their breath. “Asher have you ever been down here?”

The young boy shook his head, confused by Zahyra’s words. 

“We need to see if there’s anything here to do with the cure, or with either of our trials.”

“Zahyra we don’t have time!” Cain shouted over the still present alarm. “People could be down here any second looking for us, we have no idea what that alarm has done!”

“Cain it could cure you.” Zahyra spun around, locking eyes with Cain as she spoke. She was ashamed to admit she hadn’t told Cain everything she believed about the cure Professor Welbeck and her father had been working on. She hadn’t told him what she’d discovered the small pill could do. Or at least what she hoped it would do. 

“Listen it’s still a prototype,” Zahyra continued. “But there are a bunch of pills either in this lab or Professor Welbeck’s next door that could help you control your mutation. I only found out about them today. Please, if there’s any chance that we could find something to help you then we need to look for it. We have to try. You said yesterday it was worth a try!”

Cain looked nervously around the lab. “Do you have any idea what it looks like?”

Zahyra shook her head. “I just know it’s a pill. It’ll probably be locked away somewhere, so we’ll have to break into the cabinets. My trial is called T128 – maybe it’ll say that on it?”

Cain grimaced as he looked around the lab again, his ears already ringing from the sound of the alarm. “Alright,” he levelled with Zahyra, “ten minutes. Then we need to get out of here.”

Zahyra sprung into action, racing over to the part of the room she’d seen her father working in and ripping open all the drawers that weren’t locked. Like she’d suspected they were filled with equipment and random scraps of paper. It wasn’t very likely they’d just leave some miracle cure lying out in the open. 

As she faced the first locked cabinet she came across she took a deep breath in then grabbed hold of the handle. She yanked at it with all her might but the hard casing wouldn’t budge. Refusing to give up Zahyra pulled again, her face turning red with effort and sweat starting to form on her brow. She was glad for the uniform she was wearing. She may not have needed it to blend in for very long but the breathable fabric was much more comfortable to move around in. 

A bang sounded from the other end of the room and Zahyra spun around, seeing Cain holding one of the cabinet doors in his hand. He’d ripped it straight off the hinges, his muscles looking taught underneath the fabric of his own uniform. 

“You look through them,” he shouted over to Zahyra, “I’ll get the doors open!”

Zahyra grinned and raced over to the cabinet Cain had managed to open. Asher was already there rifling through the items which had fallen to the floor, moving things aside so he could look for the pills Zahyra had very briefly described. 

The first cabinet was mostly full of equipment. Fancier stuff that Zahyra hadn’t seen left out on the tables. She broke quite a lot of it as she moved through it, carelessly throwing things to the side. Not that she cared; if this was one of the last acts she performed in the safe haven she was going to leave her mark. 

Another bang sounded as Cain released the second cabinet door. Zahyra moved over to it, leaving her brother to sort through the final things in the first one. To her dismay the second cabinet revealed much of the same, and by the time Cain opened the third the sight inside had grown familiar to Zahyra. 

“Try some on the other side of the room,” she shouted over to Cain, checking her timekeep to make sure they still had time. She had no idea how soon the lab would be overcome with people. The hard reminder of her gun in the secret pocket of her uniform pressed against her abdomen as she reached into the back of the third cabinet. At least that was there if she needed it, the chance of which becoming increasingly likely. 

“What’s this?” Asher had to repeat his question twice before Zahyra heard him and looked down from her search. Asher was holding a sheet of paper, a long list of things with extremely long names Zahyra had never heard of typed onto it. 

“I don’t know bud, why?”

“This symbol,” Asher pointed to a red cross in the top right corner of the page. “Doesn’t it mean medical supplies? This could be a list of them?”

Zahyra noticed the red cross and something in her mind clicked. 

“You’re a genius, Ash!” She cried, taking the paper and ruffling her brother’s hair as a grin broke out onto his face. 

None of the words on the page made sense to her, half of them didn’t even look like real words but something was telling her Asher was right. She looked frantically around her father’s lab for another image of the red cross then remembered there was one plastered onto a cabinet in Professor Welbeck’s lab next door. Damon had removed certain things from it before her bone marrow procedure. If the cure was going to be anywhere it was next door.

“Cain!” Zahyra’s voice surprised the man as the cabinet door he was pulling off snapped in his hands, causing him to stumble backwards a few steps before looking round. 

“We need to get next door,” Zahyra shouted over the alarm. “Into Professor Welbeck’s lab!”

Cain dropped the cabinet door he was still holding and followed Zahyra and Asher over to the large metal door at the opposite end of the lab. Zahyra prayed as she held the plastic card over the pad and waited for the light to turn green. Once again to her relief it did, the tiny click of the door unlocking music to her ears over the sound of the alarm. She stepped back and waited for it to slide open but froze when it only moved a couple of inches then stopped. She held the card up again but nothing happened, panic slipping into her psyche. 

“We need to find something to leverage the door,” Cain said behind her and moved back into the lab. 

A second later he was back, holding a long L-shaped device. Zahyra moved as he slid one end of it around the door and pushed on the other, the door shaking under the added pressure. In an instant she was behind him, reaching around and placing a hand on the device he was using for leverage, pressing down with all her might to force the door open. 

Minutes passed as the gap slowly opened wider, almost big enough for them to get through. Zahyra peeked through and saw the lab was empty, breathing a sigh of relief. 

“I can get through!” Asher cried and ducked down, moving underneath Cain and Zahyra’s arms and into Professor Welbeck’s lab on the other side. 

“Asher be careful!” Zahyra shouted after him, taking a breath before pushing at the door again. 

After another minute the gap was big enough for her to fit through but she stayed behind, pushing until Cain had enough room as well. Once they were all through Zahyra found Asher, standing below a cabinet with a big red cross displayed on the front of it. 

Cain reached it before Zahyra, stopping beside Asher and shaking his arms out, the strain of pulling off cabinet doors making his arms feel weaker by the second. 

“Stand back,” he said to Asher, who moved to the side and took Zahyra’s hand. 

The cabinet door creaked under Cain’s strength; it’s fastening stronger than the ones in the other lab. Sweat started to drip from Cain’s face and he closed his eyes, the salty liquid obscuring his vision. After two more long pulls the door gave way and buckled in the centre, meaning it only took another tug for the fastening to break and come away from the rest of the cabinet. 

Cain moved aside so Zahyra could look inside. The shelves covered with various packets and bottles. Zahyra pulled handfuls of them out and laid them on the counter below, frantically searching through them for anything she recognised. 

“T128, T128,” she muttered under her breath, “please, please, please.”

She already knew too much time had passed and they were going to be discovered at any moment. The thought of making it outside of the safe haven was more of a fantasy than a reality to her now but she refused to give up. So long as there was air in her lungs she was going to keep fighting. 

“I don’t understand what anything is,” she sighed desperately after a moment, moving to one side slightly so Cain and Asher could inspect the contents of the cabinet. 

“This one doesn’t have a label,” Cain said after a moment, picking up a small packet and checking the insides. “And there are only about eight pills inside – could this be it?”

Zahyra looked at the pills Cain was holding. They looked just the same as most of the other packets, the only discerning thing being that they didn’t have a label. 

“I don’t know,” she breathed in a defeated voice. “This is hopeless.”

Cain tucked the pills into his pocket anyway and placed his hands on Zahyra’s shoulders, turning her body to face his. 

“It’s okay,” he said calmly to her. “It’ll be okay.”

Zahyra stared into his eyes and felt some of the panic and desperation she was feeling fade away. She looked down at Asher standing beside Cain and saw the determination in his eyes, borrowing some of it to boost her moral. With or without the pills she realised what really mattered was the three of them being together, something that wasn’t going to happen if they remained inside the safe haven. She’d wasted too much time, now they had to get out. 

“You’re right,” she nodded. “Let’s just get out of here.” 

Cain smiled, a look of true devotion present in his eyes. Zahyra returned it, a new pang of hope hitting her as she glanced around the lab. 

“You lead the way,” she said to Cain, taking Asher’s hand and walking hurriedly behind him to the next door in the lab. She was just handing the plastic card over to Cain when the alarm stopped and Professor Welbeck’s lab descended into an eerie silence. 

“Zahyra. Asher.” A voice sounded from the other side of the room and Zahyra froze. She didn’t need to turn around to know who was speaking. 

“Let’s not leave things like this.” The voice continued and Zahyra slowly turned around, keeping Asher half hidden behind her back. She stared across the length of the lab to look at her father, a gun in his outstretched hand. 





Chapter 25

Zahyra’s hand twitched for her own gun, it was only Cain shaking his head slightly in her peripheral vision that stopped her. Instead she took a step towards her father, keeping Asher’s small body behind her. 

“You’re not going to shoot us,” Zahyra sneered at her father. “You’re a terrible father, but even you wouldn’t shoot your own children.” As she spoke Zahyra tried to make the words sound forceful but even she couldn’t truly believe what she was saying. Her father had already done something she believed could potentially be worse than death to Asher, who was she to trust that he wouldn’t pull the trigger as well. 

“Maybe not,” her father replied slowly. “But then, not all of you are my children are you?”

Zahyra watched in horror as her father angled his gun towards Cain, making it very clear what his intentions were. Her heart was pounding in her chest, making a ringing noise in her ears. It was uncomfortable without the constant sound of the alarm and the silence only added to Zahyra’s uneasiness. 

“Come back upstairs Zahyra,” her father continued. “Bring your brother back upstairs and I’ll let your friend here go free. Even despite how he’s broken into my home and destroyed my lab.”

There was an edge to her father’s voice as he spoke. It was an edge Zahyra hadn’t heard before and she did not like it. In fact his whole persona seemed to have changed dramatically since she had last spoken with him. All the desperation he had used to plead with her for forgiveness when he had told her the truth about his life was gone. Replaced by a coldness, a complete lack of emotion. 

“If you think I’m letting Asher anywhere near you after what you did to him you’re severely mistaken.” Zahyra bit back at her father, trying to fill her own voice with a malice to match his own. 

“You know what I did for Asher was for his own good.”

“Shut up! You don’t get to speak about him, you don’t care –” Zahyra cut herself off, fully aware that her brother was standing just behind her. She didn’t want him to know the truth about how it was their father who had injected him with the Gen 6 mutation. She didn’t want him to be caused any more pain in the hands of that man. 

She looked behind her. Her brother’s face was a mask of confusion. He was looking at the floor, avoiding both her own and her father’s eyes. 

“Ash,” she whispered, turning her back to her father. She felt uncomfortable doing so but as she looked at Cain and saw him staring forcefully at her father, despite the gun pointing at him, she felt safe. “Ash, I’m really sorry.” Zahyra didn’t know why she was apologising, but she felt like she had to. 

Throughout her brother’s life Zahyra had always felt responsible for him and she knew now he was about to get hurt. Not physically, not if she had anything to do with it, but she knew her father would find a way to hurt him. With his words, with his history. Zahyra desperately didn’t want Asher to know the truth but she didn’t see a way of avoiding it. 

Asher eventually raised his eyes from the floor and looked at his sister. “What for?”

Zahyra heart ached. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t protect you better. I’m sorry that I ever let him near you. He may be your father Ash, but he’s not your family. You know that don’t you?”

The confusion on Asher’s face grew as Zahyra spoke. He had never really thought of Emerson as his father, even after he’d revealed the truth to him. Although there were times when he wished he had a father, wished he could just have a normal family he knew that wasn’t a life destined for him. But Zahyra seemed to hate Emerson for some other reason – something more than him just leaving them when he had been born. Asher didn’t understand it. He didn’t like to see his sister like that; it was like something had possessed her, like she was radiating anger. 

“What’s going on?” Asher whispered quietly. “I know you’re my family, Zar. He’s… he’s just Emerson. He’s my father but then he’s also not… What’s the matter? Is this because he left?”

Zahyra bit her lip as she looked at her little brother and shook her head slightly. “No, there’s more than that Ash, I’d hoped you wouldn’t find out yet but…”

“Don’t let Zahyra put stories into your head Asher!” Emerson’s voice grated on Zahyra like a knife and she spun around, her eyes like daggers. 

“You know they’re not stories!”

“Well why don’t you tell him then?” Emerson taunted Zahyra, “Why are you keeping it a secret from him?”

“Because you’ve already done enough damage to this family you selfish coward. Our mother is dead because of you. Because you did something you couldn’t admit to and ran away. You broke her, you broke her and I feel sorry for her. I feel sorry she ever loved you. You didn’t deserve a woman like her and you don’t deserve us either. Just let us go. Do something decent for once in your life.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that Zahyra.” 

Emerson reached around with his left hand and clicked the safety off the gun he was holding in his right. Cain remained perfectly still beside Zahyra, refusing to take his eyes off Emerson and the gun that was pointed at him. If it came to it he knew he would take a bullet to save Zahyra and Asher, but the foundations of a plan were slowly forming in his mind and if he could just get Zahyra to give him some more time he knew he could get them a way out of there. 

“Well you’re going to!” Zahyra shouted across the room at her father and in a second her own gun was in her hand, pointed at her own flesh and blood. 

Emerson laughed. “You’re not going to shoot me! Do you even know how to handle a gun?”

“Heather taught me actually,” Zahyra retorted immediately, watching the smile fall from her father’s lips. “You didn’t expect that did you? Your own people helping me to survive in here. Helping me to use something against you.”

“I don’t believe you,” Emerson said, although the confidence had left his voice slightly. “Even if you can shoot, you wouldn’t do it in front of your brother. Don’t you think he’s witnessed enough death already? He’s already lost his mother like you say, now you want to take away his father too?”

“You’re nothing like a father to him!” Zahyra screamed angrily but Emerson’s words echoed around her head. He was right, she couldn’t kill him in front of Asher, she wouldn’t let herself expose him to that. 

“Let Asher go,” she continued, struggling to keep her voice from trembling. “Let Asher and Cain go and you can have me. I’m the Zero. I’m the one you need.”

“Unfortunately for you, my darling daughter, that is no longer necessarily true. Thanks to your dear friend here,” Emerson waved his gun casually at Cain, “we have another Zero in the facility now.”

Zahyra’s heart sank. That was another piece of information she’d wanted to keep from Asher, she didn’t want him to know the lengths Cain had gone to in order to get back inside the safe haven. But the more pressing matter was, she realised, that she was no longer as valuable to the safe haven. They had someone else to continue her T128 trial. 

“The process would be faster with two of you, that’s for sure,” Emerson continued. “We don’t know how transferable your data will be. But one Zero is plenty enough for us. We don’t want to be greedy. We do need Asher though… Asher is special.” 

Her father stepped forward and to the side slightly, still keeping his gun trained on Cain but moving so he could see Asher as well. “You don’t really want to leave, do you Asher? It’s safe here, or at least it was until your sister and this mutant started destroying everything. You’ve got your own room, three meals a day and you like the games on the screen as well, don’t you? Let’s not be foolish, this is the best home you’ll ever find.”

Zahyra glared at her father as he spoke. Her free hand balling into a fist when her father called Cain a mutant. Her gun was still pointed at him, but Emerson seemed unaffected by it, truly disbelieving that Zahyra could or would ever shoot him. 

“I don’t have a home anymore.” 

Asher’s quiet voice sounded out behind Zahyra and she turned her head, reaching out to Asher with her spare hand. He looked at it and then shook his head, his eyes moving to the gun in her other hand. Zahyra sighed desperately and nodded to Cain who in a flash withdrew his own weapon and took up Zahyra’s role, pointing the gun at Emerson. Zahyra knelt down again beside her brother, placing her gun on the ground beside her. 

“Ash, your home is with me.” She looked anxiously into her brother’s eyes and tried in some way to reassure him. She didn’t know what else she could say, the mind games her father was playing being greater than something she could combat. 

“But we don’t have anywhere to go,” Asher mumbled under his breath. “We’re not safe here. We’re not safe outside.”

“You are safe here Asher!” Emerson’s voice boomed out behind Zahyra and she felt Cain take a step across the room, blocking out her father’s view slightly. 

“We’re not safe here,” Zahyra repeated Asher’s words. “But I promise you we will be safe one day. Somewhere. I’ve always looked after you haven’t I? I’ve always kept you safe?” 

Asher nodded slowly as Zahyra spoke. 

“Then trust me, Ash. Trust that I’ll get you out of here.” 

As her brother nodded again Zahyra pulled him into a hug then rose to her feet, picking up her gun from the floor where she’d placed it. 

“Look, you’re outnumbered,” she said to her father. “Asher doesn’t want to stay here and Asher won’t be staying here. None of us will. You’re right, I don’t want to hurt you, especially not in front of Asher, but that doesn’t mean I won’t. And it certainly doesn’t mean Cain won’t. Just let us go and –”

“I think you’re forgetting one very important piece of information Zahyra,” her father cut her off again. 

“Like it or not Asher is a Gen 6 mutant and I am the only person who knows how to help him control it. He has been given a gift and under my guidance I can help him embrace that gift. Help him to become an incredible feat of genetic engineering. Help him to evolve.

“If you leave with him eventually his mutation will take over him and he won’t be able to stop it. Nothing you try will be able to help him and your little brother will cease to be anything like the boy you grew up with. You don’t want to lose him completely do you? At least if he stays here then I can make sure the mutation never takes over completely. There will always be a part of your brother left here. Out there the boy you know will cease to exist.” 

Silence cut through the lab after Emerson’s short speech. Zahyra was shaking now, seething at the words her father had spoken. She didn’t know how to react, the gun shaking in her hand along with the rest of her body. How much of what her father had just said was true? What would happen to Asher if his mutation was left untouched? How much would he really change? Zahyra wanted her brother to be safe from this place, but not if it meant she would lose who he really was.

“How?” Asher’s voice cut through the silence. “How are you the only person who knows about it? I thought it was brand new? I thought I was the first one?”

“Because he did this to you Asher,” Zahyra whispered as she turned to face her brother. “He made you into a Gen 6 mutant. It’s all his fault.”

Asher stared at Zahyra as she blamed their father. Surely that couldn’t be possible? You couldn’t just turn someone into a mutant, and besides, up until he arrived at the safe haven Asher had never even met his father. 

“How?” He whispered again, his face slowly draining of colour. 

Zahyra sighed and dropped the gun to her side once more, bending down again to Asher’s level. 

“He told me all of this when he came to see me here. After our father visited you he came and paid me a visit, and he finally told me the truth. He injected you Asher, when you were only a baby. He’s worked for the safe haven his entire life and when you were born he gave you something, something that would make you turn into what you are now. Then he ran away. He ruined your life and ran away like a coward and now he’s trying to ruin it all over again. I’m so sorry I couldn’t stop him; that I couldn’t save you then. But I can save you now, bud. Don’t you see? We have to get out of here. We can’t let him destroy our lives anymore.”

Asher’s mouth dropped open as Zahyra spoke, the words bouncing around inside of his skull. The story sounded so unbelievable but as he looked into Zahyra’s eyes he knew she was telling the truth. Suddenly he felt like the world had dropped out from beneath his feet. All his life he thought their father had left because he wasn’t good enough, because he’d done something wrong just by being born. Now he knew the truth. That his father had done this to him. His father had taken away his chance of being normal, of having a normal life. He was so afraid of what he would turn into, of how the Gen 6 mutation would make him change as he grew up. And now to discover it all could have been avoided… his eyes trailed across the room until they found his father’s – the man staring at him in despair. 

“Why?”

Emerson didn’t say anything. 

“WHY?” Asher shouted across the room, his tiny body producing a tidal wave of noise. 

“Asher you can be something great now,” Emerson started, “something incredible! This is why you need to stay here, so I can teach you about yourself. I’ve given you a gift. The greatest gift a father could ever give his child. Don’t you know how many children would kill to be in your position? Would kill to have a choice like this?”

“But you didn’t give me a choice!” Asher screamed, tears rolling down his tiny, red cheeks. “You didn’t give me a choice.” 

The young boy trailed off, his words being lost in heaving sobs. Zahyra moved once again so she was standing in front of Asher, holding her brother with one hand behind her back. 

“Do you get it now?” She shouted at her father. “You ruined his life.”

“He’ll ruin yours too if you take him outside!”

“No he won’t,” Zahyra scoffed at her father. “My life isn’t the same without him. You wouldn’t understand that – you never had the luxury of knowing him. And now you never will.” 

Zahyra punctuated her words with long pauses, dragging out her sentence in order to fully declare its seriousness. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Emerson laughed, “there’s still no way you’re getting out of here now. The other side of that door is littered with our soldiers. So is the one behind me. You’re completely surrounded and you think just because you’ve got two guns between you you stand a chance? Look at you! A child, a Zero and an untrained animal. You’re finished Zahyra. I came in here because I thought I’d give you a chance. A chance to apologise and come back upstairs. Forget all this madness ever happened and help me work towards a cure, towards a better world. I see now I was foolish. You’ll never be a part of a better world, not when your ideologies are so stunted and childish. 

“I was foolish too to ever put faith in the idea of a family. I’m ashamed to even call you my daughter: look at what you’ve become! You’re nothing more than a Zero. Worthless. Useless. Expendable. You don’t deserve to live inside this facility. This place deserves better than you.”

Zahyra stared at her father as he spoke, fighting the tears that were threatening to form in her eyes. He didn’t deserve to see her cry. He didn’t deserve anything. 

“Goodbye Zahyra.”

She watched, frozen, as her father shifted his arm slightly, re-angling his gun to aim at his daughter. Her own gun still hung in her right hand, limp beside her body. She couldn’t move as her father drew back the hammer, a look of pure disgust in his eyes as his gun pointed squarely at her. Then a loud shot rung off, filling the silent laboratory with death as a body crumpled heavily to the floor.





Chapter 26

Zahyra lay on the floor, her eyes were closed and all she could hear was the ringing of the gunshot in her ears. She concentrated on her body to feel where the bullet had hit her and then slowly peeled her eyes open when she couldn’t feel any pain. She ran her hands over her body, searching for the wet patch of her blood, certain to find a hole somewhere on her person.

Finally looking up she saw Cain, standing where she had stood just moments ago. Had he pushed her? Had Cain taken the bullet for her? Assessing him she quickly realised he was unscathed, just like her. Then her eyes found Asher and she realised the gun she had been holding was not on the floor next to her. Instead it was in her little brother’s hand, still stretched out in front of him and pointing across the laboratory. Her eyes followed his line of sight and met her father. His own body on the floor across the room, a pool of blood expanding around his still form. In an instant Zahyra was on her feet. 

“Asher,” she whispered moving in front of her brother, blocking his view of their father. She slowly loosened his grip on the gun and set it down on the floor beside her. Eventually Asher’s gaze moved to meet hers, his expression blank and unmoving. Zahyra wrapped her arms around her brother, holding him tightly and whispering soothing words in his ear. 

“I shot him,” Asher said quietly. “I killed him.”

“Asher,” Zahyra started again but the words escaped her. What was she supposed to say to him? He had saved her life but in that same moment he had killed his own father. Even despite all the terrible history between the two of them Zahyra couldn’t believe Asher had actually shot him. She couldn’t even pretend to understand what he was feeling in that moment. 

“You did the right thing Asher,” Cain finally spoke up in the silence. “You saved your sister. She’s alive because of you.”

Asher blinked a few times at Cain’s words. “He was going to kill her,” he said, still shocked by what he had done. “I couldn’t lose you,” he turned back to Zahyra. “I couldn’t lose you again.”

Zahyra responded by hugging Asher even tighter. She didn’t know what to say to him but in that moment she just had to let him know everything was okay. It still didn’t feel real to her. One second she was ready to die: resigned to the fact her father was about to shoot her. The next Asher had done the unthinkable and now their father was dead because of it. Their father and their mother: both dead. The three of them were the only family any of them had now. 

“What do we do now?” Zahyra asked quietly. They were surrounded by safe haven soldiers; they’d just killed their father and head scientist of the facility and somehow they needed to find a way out of there. Zahyra couldn’t even begin to think of a way to do it. 

Cain paused for a moment and then moved over to Emerson’s body. He picked up the gun that lay beside him and clicked the safety on, depositing it into one of his pockets. Then he moved his hands over Emerson’s uniform and pulled out his plastic card, along with a set of keys. Cain didn’t know what they were for but he knew they might be useful in some way. 

Silently he looked back across the lab to Zahyra and Asher, both who were staring at him. He swallowed and grabbed Emerson’s arms, dragging his body out of their view and behind one of the tables. Once the body was hidden he wiped the remnants of blood from his hands onto his uniform and straightened up. It was up to him to get them out of there now. 

“We’re going to get out of here.” Cain said firmly. “Just like we had planned.”

His eyes scanned the laboratory for anything else they could use and landed on a small rucksack on one of the tables. He moved over to it, transferring the pills, keys and Emerson’s gun to it. 

“Here,” Zahyra’s voice carried over to him and he turned to see her unloading some things from a cabinet. As she walked over to him she held four bottles of water and a few scraps of food. 

“Professor Welbeck kept some supplies down here for when she was working late.” Zahyra said simply as she transferred the food and water into the rucksack Cain was holding. She then moved back over to the cabinet with the red cross plastered on the front of it and started pulling out bandages and various other medical supplies Cain recognised but couldn’t put a name to. 

Once the bag was full Cain nodded to her, pulling her in for a quick hug with a sheepish smile on his face. He then slung the bag over his shoulder and headed towards the door where Asher was still waiting. 

“You ready?” Cain could see from Asher’s expression that he was still in shock from what he had done. Cain cursed himself for not being the one to shoot Emerson but if he was honest with himself the thought hadn’t even crossed his mind. 

He’d pushed Zahyra out of the way in an instant, expecting the bullet to hit him instead but Asher had moved like lightening. Grabbing the gun from Zahyra’s hand and pulling the trigger before he had even fully taken her place. He’d seen more bravery in that boy in those short seconds than he’d seen in some of the strongest mutants he’d ever got close to. Although it was a terrible thing to have to do – shoot your own father – Cain was proud of Asher and he wasn’t going to let the boy suffer for doing the right thing. 

Zahyra joined the two of them slowly, bending down and picking up her gun from the floor and carefully putting it into her pocket. She knew she was going to have to use it very shortly, but for the time being just didn’t want to feel its weight in her hand. 

Instead she held her hand out to Asher and nodded towards Cain. He ran a hand through the short hair on his head and then withdrew Emerson’s plastic card from his pocket where he had stored it. Then, with his gun drawn he held it against the panel and watched the white light turn green and the door begin to slide open.

The three of them were met with an empty corridor and Zahyra turned to Cain with a confused expression on her face. Cain shrugged and started to move forward, another identical door at the end of the corridor. Zahyra knew that on the other side of it there were stairs leading up to the main atrium and also a route leading towards the white room they’d all inhabited before their scanning. That felt like so long ago, she couldn’t believe she’d only been in the facility for just over a week. 

When they reached the second door the distinct sound of voices and boots on the ground carried through it. Zahyra reluctantly pulled her gun from her uniform and clicked the safety off, holding it in her right hand, ready for the safe haven soldiers that would be waiting on the other side. 

“What’s the plan?” 

Cain clicked the safety off his own gun before replying; making sure the rucksack was securely on his back as well. 

“I don’t really remember the layout that well,” he spoke honestly, “but I think our best course of action is to try and get to a vehicle.”

Zahyra nodded, agreeing with Cain’s intentions. “This corridor should lead us back towards that white room they held us in,” she told him. “That was near an entrance so I’d guess there’d be some SUVs nearby?”

“We can only hope,” Cain replied, “I don’t know whether this is the same entrance I arrived at the other day. This place all looks the same and to be honest it confuses the hell out of me. We’ll find a way out though.”

“Asher, you stick with me, okay?” 

Zahyra turned to her brother who had been resolutely quiet ever since shooting their father. Zahyra wasn’t exactly surprised but she was extremely worried about him. Her brother nodded, doing his best to stop his body from shaking and prepare himself for what was on the other side of the door. Once the three of them were prepared, Cain at the front and Zahyra just behind him Cain flashed the card against the door panel and waited for it to slide open. 

The mechanics were silent and as soon as the door had opened wide enough Cain slipped through, not waiting for it to open all the way. His eyes found a door on the corridor straight away and he ran towards it, Zahyra and Asher on his tail. Reaching the door he yanked it open, providing the three of them with cover as the soldiers started to shout over at them. 

“Drop your weapons!”

“Step away from that door!”

“We don’t want to hurt you!”

“Come out with your hands up!”

Different cries rang out from further down the corridor as the three of them stood pressed up against the wall. The door provided a small amount of cover with the angle they were stood at, but luckily for the time being no one had opened fire. Unfortunately the door had opened outwards and towards them, meaning the room it led into was beyond their reach. Zahyra leaned into Cain as they sheltered behind the small door, knowing they didn’t have long before something happened. 

“What should we do?” 

“Well,” Cain spoke quietly, “we either start a shoot out now or pretend to surrender. We’d make a bit of ground doing that but things would likely be harder to get out of.”

“Right,” Zahyra mused for a moment. “Let’s just get this over with.”

Her gun felt like a sack of bricks in her right hand as she lifted it from beside her and checked the clip. She was only down one bullet – the bullet that was in her father – and she swallowed, preparing to dispense several more. Asher was trembling beside her and Zahyra looked down at him for a moment, unsure about how to handle the situation.

“You move when I move, okay bud?” She spoke to him in a sincere voice, trying to put across how serious things were about to become. “If you lose me, go with Cain. We’ll both keep you safe.”

Asher nodded, looking at the gun in Zahyra’s hand rather than in her eyes. Zahyra scowled, she hated that Asher had had to shoot their father. Already what it was doing to him was awful. For a boy his age he had witnessed far too much.

“There’s not much cover,” Cain spoke up, glancing through the crack between the door and the wall. “But I can only see five soldiers down here.”

“Let’s do this.”

Cain stepped out from behind the cover of the door in a split second and fired off two shots down the corridor. Zahyra heard a groan and a body hit the floor before Cain returned to their cover. 

“Got one,” he said bluntly as the sound of rifles being prepped rang out down the corridor. Then a warning shot blazed through the door they were using for cover, creating a hole just between where Zahyra and Cain were stood. 

“Get down Ash,” Zahyra spoke instantly, a look of panic in her eyes. If bullets could get through the door they were screwed, the soldiers knew that was where they were all standing and it wouldn’t take long for one of them to be hit – even by accident. 

“Here!” Cain suddenly pushed Zahyra backwards a step and she nearly fell over Asher’s body, which was crouched low behind her. She watched as Cain fired a shot through the door, causing wood and splinters to fly up into the air. He then rammed the butt of his gun into the hole he had created, making it larger until his gun could just fit through it. 

“Use that,” he said over his shoulder to Zahyra, then stepped outside of the door again and fired at their assailants. 

Zahyra grinned at Cain’s idea and stepped forward, pressing herself closely between the wall and the door. The end of her gun fit perfectly through the hole Cain had made and stood on her tiptoes she could see through the first hole one of the soldiers had made too. She scouted the remaining soldiers carefully, noting that only three of them were now left. 

Holding her breath she squeezed her trigger, cursing when her shot went wide, her aim dodgy due to how she was sighting her gun. With a shake of her head Zahyra changed the angle of her gun slightly, although the small hole she was aiming through didn’t allow for much movement. She let out her breath and set her gaze on one of the soldiers, her head and chest poking out from behind the boxes the soldiers had moved into the corridor for cover. 

Slowly Zahyra compressed her finger on the trigger and watched the woman fall to the side, clutching her shoulder where Zahyra’s bullet was lodged. Before she could squeeze off another shot Cain stepped out from the door and fired at the woman, his bullet finding her head and ending her misery immediately. Then Cain fired another shot, killing a third soldier before stepping back behind the door. 

“There’s some cover freed up,” he spoke as he reloaded his gun from a crouch next to Asher. “I’m going to make a move for it.”

“Cain, are you sure?” Zahyra didn’t even try to hide the uncertainty in her voice as she replied, unhappy about Cain moving away from her. 

“It’ll give us the advantage,” Cain replied looking through one of the holes in the door quickly. “I’ve got to go now, give me covering fire!”

Before she could respond again Cain was on the move and Zahyra quickly repositioned herself behind the door to shoot through the hole. All of her shots went high and wide as she desperately tried to draw the fire away from Cain, who was painfully exposed as he ran down the corridor. 

One of the soldiers fired just as Cain was about to reach the cover and Zahyra saw him tumble to the ground behind the box, clutching at his left arm. Her eyes went wide in horror as she saw blood begin to dampen his grey uniform and she almost stepped out from the door to go and help him. She couldn’t lose Cain like this. Then she saw Cain shaking his head in her direction, knowing she would be watching him. 

She looked on as he shrugged the rucksack off his back and pulled out a bandage from it. Zahyra sighed as she thanked herself for remembering to pack them. Once she was certain Cain was able to bandage himself up she stuck her gun out once more and pulled the trigger. To her dismay it clicked empty and she sank to the floor beside Asher, reaching into her pocket to reload her gun. The clip she found only had four bullets left and she groaned, remembering the rest of them were inside the rucksack Cain was carrying. 

“Are you okay?” Asher asked her as she groaned and she looked at him. Fear was obvious on his face and his hands were clutching one another so tightly his knuckles had turned white. 

“I’m fine, Ash,” Zahyra said as reassuringly as she could manage. “This will all be over soon, don’t worry.”

She crouched down even lower then as two bullets tore through the door, her body instinctively moving to cover her brother’s. Asher let out a small yelp as the wood splintered, the door shaking from the impact. More gunfire sounded as Zahyra finished sorting out her gun and looked at her brother once more. 

“Just give me two seconds,” she nodded at him and leapt to her feet, pressing her face up against the door so she could see what was going on. The corridor was now silent and she saw Cain scanning the area in front of him. After a minute he stood up and stepped forward, moving quickly behind each box with his gun outstretched. 

“It’s clear!” 

Zahyra let out a sigh of relief and turned back around to her brother. His eyes were squeezed shut and she got down on one knee in front of him, putting her gun in her pocket and her hand on his shoulder. 

“It’s clear bud,” she said as Asher slowly opened his eyes, “come on let’s get you up.”

She slowly helped her brother climb to her feet and bent down to give him a hug. Cain then appeared, pushing the door closed and revealing the empty corridor to the two of them. 

“We’re good to move a little further down at least,” he said, giving Zahyra a look that meant they would likely find more soldiers as they continued. She nodded briefly to him, more concerned about taking care of Asher just for the time being. Cain shot her a look of understanding and she smiled; she was so lucky to have found someone who she was this comfortable around, who fully understood everything she meant without even saying a word. 

“Let’s go,” Asher mumbled into Zahyra’s sleeve, pulling his body away from her. 

Neither of the others needed to be told twice and began moving down the corridor, carefully stepping around the five bodies of the fallen soldiers. Zahyra was grateful that she didn’t recognise any of them and instead turned her attention to Cain. 

“How’s your arm?” 

“It’s just a graze,” Cain smiled at her. “Good job you put those bandages in, it’ll be fine for now and then I’ll give it a proper clean once we’re out of here.”

Zahyra smiled back; pleased she had also packed some disinfectant solution into the rucksack. The medical supplies didn’t amount to much but she hoped they would be enough to get them out of the safe haven, once they were free in the outside world they could then deal with their other problems accordingly. 

She wondered where they would go. Would Cain’s cabin be a safe place to retreat to or would the safe haven somehow know about it? What would they even do when they were away from the facility? Zahyra wished she could just forget about it and leave everything behind but with everything she’d learnt about the place she was worried for the lives of everyone else. She knew they had plans to weaponize something and now that they had another Zero her T128 trial could be easily completed without her. 

She also worried about whether they had created any other Gen 6 mutants and what would happen to Asher as he continued to grow up. They had some pills that Zahyra hoped were the right thing to help control his mutation – and Cain’s too – but she also knew how dangerous it could be to take the pills not knowing what they were. 

As they neared another door at the end of the corridor Cain slowed down and peered through it. This one was significantly smaller and had a clear window at the top meaning Cain could check out what was on the other side. The window was too high up for Zahyra to see through so she waited patiently as Cain surveyed the other side of the door. The look on his face did nothing to still her anxiety as he pulled away from the window and looked back at Zahyra and Asher, his expression relaying that their situation had in no way improved. 





Chapter 27

“What is it?” Zahyra whispered, conscious of keeping her voice low so whoever was on the other side of the door didn’t hear her. 

“Well,” Cain started, a serious expression on his face. “The good news is that the vehicle bay is just the other side of this door. The bad news is there are about twenty soldiers from the red band in there,” he paused, “and they’re all armed.”

“What’re we going to do?” Zahyra asked desperately, knowing the three of them – two of them really as Asher couldn’t get involved – didn’t stand much of a chance against twenty of the safe haven’s soldiers. 

Cain pondered Zahyra’s question for a moment, trying to come up with a way he could get her and her brother to safety. There were two options running through his mind: neither of which he liked. Neither of which he could completely rely on either. Cain shook his head, leaning against the wall slightly and trying to figure out what to do. Maybe he had made the wrong decision coming back into the safe haven and trying to escape with Zahyra and Asher. Perhaps their father had been right; they would have been safe in the facility. 

They were fed, looked after and had comfortable beds to sleep in. Even if he did manage to get them out of the safe haven Cain had no idea where they would go. He thought about his cabin and wondered whether it would be safe there, whether the safe haven would already know about it somehow. He then also thought about the mutant base he had technically betrayed. What would the commander do when he found out Cain hadn’t been loyal to him. Repo would certainly tell him the next time he made contact, if he hadn’t already. Cain had only spent just over a day with the mutant, doing very little to help him achieve the commander’s goals. 

“What’s the matter?” Zahyra asked quietly, pulling Cain from the torment circling around his mind. There was real concern in her eyes and it warmed Cain inside. He had definitely made the right choice in coming back for her; he knew his life would have never been the same without her by his side. Asher too. Now he just had to be strong and get them both out of there; get all three of them to safety. 

“I’ve got a couple of ideas,” Cain replied slowly. “But I don’t like either of them, I don’t think you will either.”

“Well what are they?” Zahyra asked in a straightforward manner. “Let’s discuss and see if we could make anything work.”

Cain nodded at the girl. As always she was to the point and rational about what they should do next. He admired that in her as he took another step away from the door and began to explain his options. 

“The first thing we could try is sending you and Asher out first. Pretending that you had escaped me and wanted to stay here in the safe haven. Apologise and hopefully they’ll give you mercy. Then I’d come out when you were near a vehicle, you could get in and I’d just have to get across to you.”

“That’s stupid,” Zahyra cut in immediately. “I’m sorry but that would mean you’d have to take on all of the soldiers, and how would we even manage to get inside an SUV? No, that’s stupid. You’d be putting yourself in too much danger. What’s the other option?”

Cain shook his head. “The other option is even worse.”

“Go on,” Zahyra urged him to explain. 

“Well, you two could stay out here and I could go in. I could lose control… of my mutation. That way I’d stand more of a chance against them and you and Asher would be safe out here. If you kept hidden I wouldn’t even try to get through to you. I wouldn’t even remember you were hidden here. Then, when it’s all over and I’d calmed down you could come through.” Cain paused. “That’s stupid too though I know. I don’t know what to do.”

He sank back against the wall with his head in his hands as Zahyra observed him. He was right; she thought both of his plans were stupid and reckless. He was too willing to put himself in danger to save her and Asher and she didn’t like that. She respected it, but she wasn’t willing to let Cain risk his life anymore just on the off chance it meant she and Asher could escape. Without him Zahyra didn’t even know what they would do. 

“You can’t just put yourself in danger like that,” she spoke softly to Cain, filling her eyes with concern for him. “It’s too risky. You don’t know what would happen if you lost control. You can’t make any assumptions about yourself like that.”

“I know but I don’t see any other options!” Cain threw his hands up in the air in frustration. The more he thought about it the more him giving in to his mutation made sense. He was certain that if Zahyra and Asher remained hidden he wouldn’t try and attack them – especially with the number of soldiers he would already have to fight. 

Previously when he’d had breakdowns he knew he only focused on the immediate threat to him, his mind didn’t allow him to think rationally or reason about what had got him into the situation. He dealt with what was in front of him and that was it. 

The three of them remained in silence until Asher let out a loud yawn. It was the middle of the night now and the events were beginning to take a toll on all three of them, Cain knew something would have to happen sooner or later. He watched Zahyra move closer to her younger brother who was now sat on the floor. Zahyra sat down next to him and put an arm over his shoulders, allowing him to rest his head against her. 

Just watching the two of them together strengthened Cain’s resolve that he couldn’t stand by and do nothing. Nor was he willing to put them in anymore danger, thereby ruling out his first idea of them faking an apology to the safe haven. 

As he leant against the wall Cain thought about his mutation. One part of his mind was always concentrating on it, always forcing it to remain hidden, trapped in another part of his body. He knew that within five minutes he could relinquish that control. It was something he’d done regularly before meeting Zahyra: he’d disappear for a few days and let his mutation reclaim control of his body, making it easier to monitor when he needed to. It was when he didn’t have the chance to let himself break down that he lost control of himself involuntarily. In a way if he gave into it now it would make the next part of their journey safer. 

He contemplated the pills in his rucksack as well but knew it was too risky for him to take them. Ultimately he had packed the pills on a whim, rather to take them away from the safe haven than benefit from them in any way himself. He knew if they weren’t what they hoped then they could make his mutation much worse, give him a new mutation or even cause him to suffer an injury in some way. They would have to be a very last resort unless they managed to find out more about them – an almost impossible task once they left the advancements of the safe haven behind. 

“Stay here,” Cain said quietly to Zahyra and Asher as he pushed himself away from the wall. 

“Cain, you can’t –” Zahyra started, moving to get up from where she sat. 

Cain stepped in front of her and shook his head. “Zahyra, we don’t have any other options. We need to get out of here and we need to do it now. The longer we wait the more time we just give the safe haven to establish more barriers to try and stop us. For all we know they could be closing in on us from the other side right now. Just let me do this, please.”

Zahyra regarded Cain in front of her and rose to her feet anyway, ignoring the irritated look on his face. She contemplated him for a moment, taking in his resolute stance and the determination in his eyes. After a while she sighed and stepped forward, wrapping her arms around Cain and planting a chaste kiss on his lips. It took Cain by surprise but he kissed her back immediately, raising his eyebrows when she pulled away after a couple of seconds. 

“If you don’t come back I’ll kill you,” she smiled at him, but apprehension was thick in her voice. 

“Don’t worry,” Cain returned her smile, cupping her cheeks in his hands. “I’ll be back before you know it. Keep hidden okay? I’ll knock on the door three times when the coast is clear.”

“Okay,” Zahyra replied quietly, “be careful.” She opened her mouth to say something else and then stopped herself, knowing it wasn’t the right time or place for the words she desperately wanted to speak. When they were free of the safe haven she would tell him, for now she just needed Cain to return to her. 

Cain paused for another second and then smiled down at Asher, giving him a little wave and preparing himself to walk through the door. 

“Wait,” Zahyra said behind him at the last moment. “Take this.”

Cain spun around to see Zahyra handing out her gun to him. 

“I can’t take that,” he argued, “what if you need it?”

“You can,” she insisted, shaking the gun in his face. “If I need anything it’ll be you, so just take this and make sure you come back.”

Cain sighed with a smile and took Zahyra’s gun from her, holding it in his hand while his own remained in his secret pocket. He shrugged off the rucksack and left it on the floor beside Asher. Emerson’s gun was in there anyway, so hopefully Zahyra would remember that if she did get into any trouble. 

Then with a deep breath Cain pulled on the door in front of him and ran through, ducking down behind an old trunk as shouts resonated through the vehicle bay, alerting everyone to his presence. When he was sure his whole body was hidden he relaxed himself and started taking long, deep breaths. He let his grip loosen on his mutation and felt his mind relax as he allowed himself to concentrate less, letting his mutation begin to break free. 

Calls from the soldiers continued to sound around the vehicle bay but Cain couldn’t make out the actual words. Instead he could feel himself becoming less of the man he was used to being and more of the mutant he constantly tried to resist. He closed his eyes and let the process completely wash over him, filling his body with rage, hatred and anger. Then, when he finally opened his eyes he saw nothing but red. 

Target located… Run… Jump… Contact… Crack. 

The sound of a neck being broken rang out in Cain’s ears and he grinned, spinning around to find the next soldier who was pointing a rifle at him. Cain had guns too he remembered and the grin widened manically over his face. 

One man… One woman… Bang. Bang. 

He spun around, finding more targets for his weapons. Bang. Bang. Bang. Shots rang off over and over, most from Cain’s gun as the soldiers watched on in disbelief. Many of them fired back but Cain was too quick, jumping around over the obstacles in the vehicle bay, soaring through the air gracefully and avoiding the tiny metal bullets. 

Click. One gun was empty and Cain roared at the device, throwing it wildly across the room at another woman. She crumpled to the ground as the gun hit her square on the forehead, immediately knocking her unconscious. Cain smiled. He liked that. He threw the other gun as well, even though it still had a few bullets left and watched as another soldier tumbled to the ground. He roared in delight. 

Next target… Run… Jump… Grab… Crunch… Crack…

Cain swung his fists at two soldiers standing back to back. He punched and kicked at them, beating the two men until they were in a heap on the ground, their arms clutching their heads as they screamed and begged for Cain to stop. 

Snap. Snap. 

The two men fell silent. Who’s next?

Cain panted as he turned around in slow circles, standing plainly in the middle of the vehicle bay. He didn’t hide behind any cover, unthreatened by the weak and useless soldiers who fought him. The earlier bullet wound in his arm had reopened, and there was a graze on his left thigh from another errant bullet, but neither of them attracted any attention from Cain. His mind was completely focused elsewhere. Where were the rest of them? His ears pricked as he heard a scrambling noise from behind one of then SUVs and he let out another ear-splitting roar as he ran towards the noise. 

Run… Find… Kill. 

Four soldiers who were struggling to hide inside one of the SUVs took their last breaths as Cain threw one of them against the wall, killing them with blunt force trauma to the head and then picked up the dead man’s weapon. He aimed it at the other three and fired three quick shots. Catching each one of them right between the eyes. 

Cain let out a throaty laugh. This was fun. Who else?

A woman running… Chase… Catch… Kill. 

Cain felt the woman’s warm blood oozing from the wound he had inflicted in her chest. A knife still gripped cheerfully in his hand. He watched her face as she stared up at him, waiting for the life to leave her eyes. 

Finished?

Cain slowed his breathing as he looked around the room once more. He rose to his feet and walked around, jumping over boxes and bodies and searching for anyone who was still left alive. He peered through the windows of the SUVs and begged to find just one more soldier to kill. Just one more… 

As he searched he let out a low growl under his breath, warning anyone who remained that he was coming for them. Then he heard another sound in the room. Someone was still breathing. He moved towards the sound and then jumped around the corner of another vehicle, stopping face to face with another soldier in a matching grey uniform. 

The soldier raised his hands in front of his head and took a step back, starting to speak to Cain. Cain cocked his head to one side and tried to listen, the words still not completely making sense to him. He thought he recognised the soldier though and narrowed his eyes at him, trying to figure out what the man was saying. 

“Cain… doing this? …Repo… what’s wrong? …The commander… coming… Cain?”

Cain let a smile creep over his face as he remembered where he recognised the soldier from. He wasn’t a soldier at all: he was a mutant. Cain roared. He hated mutants. They were cruel. They hurt him and his friends. He roared again and took a step towards Repo, the mutant’s eyes filled with fear as he continued to beg Cain to stop, trying anything to reason with him. 

Cain’s pupils dilated as he kept walking towards Repo, pushing him back into a corner. He walked past a rifle and Cain bent down to pick it up, still not breaking eye contact with Repo. He let out a long laugh again as the mutant’s back pressed up against the wall. Cain held the rifle out in front of him and whispered Repo’s name under his breath. Then he pulled the trigger, watching the mutant collapse in front of him, blood slowly trickling out of the side of his mouth as the bullet lodged somewhere in his brain and he lost consciousness. 

Cain’s eyes searched the room again. It was over. Everyone was gone. He grinned and moved over to one of the boxes, righting it from it’s overturned position. Sitting down on the floor and leaning back against he box he breathed heavily. He was tired and he felt his eyes droop. Good work, he thought to himself. Quick rest. Good work. 

Three knocks finally sounded on the door. Zahyra had stayed true to herself and not watched what Cain had done in the vehicle bay. She had heard the noises though. Gun fire and screaming; belonging to both Cain and the soldiers. Then there was silence. Silence that had lasted almost two hours. Still she hadn’t looked. She hadn’t slept. She hadn’t moved. Terrified of what she would find on the other side of the door; either a sea of bodies in grey uniforms or just one. She hadn’t let herself think about it. Instead she just held her little brother as he slept beside her and waited, waited for the three knocks that would tell her everything was okay. 

When they came she let out a huge sigh and rose to her feet. Jumping up slightly so she could see through the small window in the door she saw Cain standing there, a nervous smile on his face. Landing on her feet and smiling to herself she pulled on the heavy door, using all her strength to open it and then flung her arms around Cain. She held him for a moment and then stepped back, assessing him and the rest of the vehicle bay. 

“Where is everyone?” Zahyra asked after a moment, unable to find any bodies belonging to anyone from the safe haven. 

“I moved them,” Cain replied rubbing the spot on his arm where he’d been shot earlier. “You don’t need to see them.”

Zahyra looked up at Cain and smiled. That action alone told Zahyra what she already knew: Cain wasn’t really a mutant. He had moved the bodies to help Zahyra and Asher avoid any pain when seeing them – for that she was eternally grateful.

“How’s your arm?”

“It’s fine,” Cain stopped rubbing it at Zahyra’s question. “No further damage done.” He lied slightly, knowing the wound in his thigh wasn’t sincere enough to cause Zahyra to worry about.

Zahyra couldn’t help but be impressed. She knew it should worry her how powerful Cain’s mutation was but as she stood beside him she felt proud and protected. She felt safe around him and she knew she could never lose that feeling. Asher yawned again by her side, having risen from the floor and joined them. It was three twenty-six by her timekeep and Zahyra felt the tug of sleep pulling at her from the inside. 

“Let’s get out of here,” she sighed, taking Asher’s hand in hers and following Cain as he moved towards an SUV. 

He chose a specific one, walking past two others before opening the back door of one of them. He then stepped over to Zahyra and picked Asher up from beside her, placing him across the back seats and allowing him to lie down. He was asleep before Cain had even closed the door, his breathing becoming heavy. Cain smiled as he looked to Zahyra. 

“Poor kid, you must be tired too?”

Zahyra nodded and walked around the other side of the vehicle, climbing into the passenger seat whilst Cain got behind the wheel.

“Do you know how to drive?” She asked as she slipped her seatbelt on, realising it was never something that had been discussed. 

Cain let out a short laugh. “Of course.” He put the SUV into gear and slowly drove forward to the retractable wall on one side of the vehicle bay, putting the SUV into neutral while he got out and searched his pockets for the card Emerson had carried. 

“You ready to get out of here?”

“You bet,” Zahyra replied from inside the vehicle and smiled as she heard the familiar click of a panel unlocking and the mechanics starting to rumble as the wall slid away to one side. 

The desert was extremely dark outside and Cain paused for a moment, flicking switches in front of him until the headlights illuminated his path. He looked over to Zahyra for a quick second and grinned before starting to drive out of the vehicle bay, out into the freedom of the desert. 

They made it about one hundred meters before another alarm sounded behind them and bullets started ricocheting off the side of their moving vehicle. 





Chapter 28 

“What was that?”

Asher bolted awake in the backseat, his eyes wide and bleary. Zahyra grabbed the door handle beside her and clung on for dear life as Cain started weaving the vehicle along the dirt track road, desperately trying to avoid the onslaught of bullets. 

Zahyra peered through the rear view mirror that hung just above her head. “They haven’t started following us yet,” she spoke quickly, “if we hurry we can get out of range of their guns.”

Cain put his foot further down on the gas pedal in reply and the SUV lurched forward heavily. Zahyra spun around to see Asher fastening his seatbelt, the need for it disregarded earlier when he was sleeping soundly. The tension in the vehicle was palpable as Cain drove and all three of them breathed a huge sigh of relief when the bullets finally stopped coming. 

“They’ll be coming after us,” Cain spoke without moving his eyes off the road. Dawn was fast approaching but the visibility was still very poor and he had to concentrate seriously to see where he was heading. “We should probably ditch the vehicle somewhere and continue on foot.”

“But that’ll slow us down?” Zahyra questioned frantically. She didn’t like the idea of being captured on foot in the desert; at least the SUV offered them some protection from the outside world. 

“They might be tracking the SUV,” Cain replied and Zahyra took an intake at breath at Cain’s statement. Of course he was right: if the safe haven could track the vehicle then they had no hope of ever escaping.

“Okay,” she replied, “do you know anywhere around here that would be a good place to start?”

“Well, you won’t like this,” Cain began taking a quick cursory glance at Zahyra. “But the safest option might be to go into the city. If we draw the safe haven there they could get in a bust up with the other mutants, and there’s loads of places where we could hide out.”

Zahyra contemplated Cain’s suggestion for a moment, a list of pros and cons reeling through her head. The thought of going back into the city terrified her, especially with Asher to protect as well. For a moment a thought crossed her mind of taking Asher to the playground she had found there, but she quickly expelled it, unwilling to put him in anymore unnecessary danger. 

Her previous worry of Cain losing control of his mutation if they returned there was lessened now due to his controlled outburst just hours ago, but she knew it was still a risk. However, what Cain said about luring the safe haven into the city was a good idea and she was fully aware of the countless buildings they could hole up in for a few hours. Maybe even for a few days. 

“Alright,” she replied after a while. “Get us there quick and get us as close to the centre as possible. It’ll be easier to hide in the middle, we just have to be careful to avoid the mutants.”

“Hopefully I can get us there before most of them wake up,” Cain replied. “And don’t worry – I know a few buildings they deliberately don’t use. We should be safe in one of them.”

Zahyra nodded, slightly cautious about Cain’s choice of buildings. If the mutants didn’t use them there must be a reason for that; a reason she prayed wouldn’t become apparent during their short time there. 

“What city are we going to?” Asher piped up from the backseat. He had spent most of their journey so far watching out of the back window, keeping a keen eye out for anyone who started pursuing them. 

“It used to be called Vegas I think,” Cain replied, his eyes still firmly on the road as he veered a sharp left. “We travelled through it on the way to the camp you were taken to. It’s got some places we can hide in.”

“But you said there are mutants there?”

“Yeah there are bud,” Zahyra took over the conversation, turning around in her seat to look at Asher. “So we’ll have to be super sneaky when we get there, but Cain knows how to avoid them. Don’t worry we shouldn’t come across any of them.”

Asher mumbled in agreement from the backseat and turned back around to watch the desert behind them. 

“There’s still no one following us,” he remarked loudly. 

“Well let’s hope it stays that way,” Cain grumbled. “We’re about half an hour out from the city.”

The rest of their journey continued in silence. Asher kept a look out for any sign of the safe haven, Cain concentrated on his driving and so Zahyra was left to gaze out of the window, watching the sunrise over the surrounding desert. During her time in the safe haven she had missed the outside world greatly. The simple pleasure of a sunrise, or just feeling a breeze on her face through the open window brought a smile to her face. People weren’t meant to live underground, or inside a mountain, it wasn’t right. Even though she knew they didn’t really have a destination she was happy to just watch the world pass her by, knowing at least she had the whole world to find a new home in. 

Cain cut the engine as he pulled up inside a small alleyway, completely blocking the entrance from one end. He leapt out of the drivers seat and opened Asher’s door as he walked around the SUV to the trunk. Yanking it open Zahyra’s eyes widened as he revealed a smorgasbord of guns and weapons. He must have cleared them from the soldiers he fought while she and Asher waited for the all clear. She grinned at him, knowing this put them at a slight advantage and started grabbing supplies from the vehicle. Once the three of them had all they could carry Cain locked the SUV and hid the keys under a nearby pile of rubble. 

“Doubt we’ll use it again,” he shrugged, “but you never know.”

Zahyra shrugged back at him and readjusted the straps of the two rifles she wore criss-crossed over her back. It was uncomfortable, but it would have to do. Then she nodded to Cain and he started leading their little group down the alleyway, heading back into the city where she had first discovered the truth about his mutation. 

The sun was now rising higher in the sky, lighting up the incredible buildings that surrounded them in the city. Zahyra marvelled at the structures, each one taking her breath away despite having seen most of them before. She watched Asher as he dragged his feet in front of her; awestruck by the city they walked through. 

Cain seemed to be picking his path precisely, taking deliberate turns and moving quicker down certain roads. Zahyra was thankful that they didn’t cross paths with any mutants and even more so when Cain drew to a halt in front of a specific building, indicating for them to move inside. Now that it was daylight Zahyra wanted to be hidden out of view from whatever was going to be searching for them. Advanced mutant or safe haven soldier.

The building they entered – through a broken window on the ground floor – was more dilapidated and ruined than many others. Zahyra wondered whether that was why the mutants in the city didn’t use it, it’s structural integrity ruined after years of abandonment. She was slightly surprised when Cain led them towards a grand staircase in the middle of the large, open foyer and started climbing it. 

She wondered what the building had been in The Before Time. It looked like a place where rich people would gather together, share their wealth and swap stories and plans to make the rich richer. She had read about those types; the people who were already better than most of the rest and yet only tried to increase their own wealth rather than aiding others. She thought it was selfish, but many told her it was simply how things were done in The Before Time. 

She took in the rest of the building as Cain climbed up two flights of stairs. When they stopped it was only because part of the staircase had fallen away in front of them and Zahyra worried about them already being up so high. If the building collapsed any further they would surely be killed in the rubble, their whole journey amounting to nothing. 

Cain shook his head at Zahyra’s questioning; reassuring her that none of the buildings had shifted at all in the time he’d known them. Zahyra didn’t take much confidence from his words but moved over to a long bench in front of one of the windows anyway and sat down. It was covered in what must have once been expensive cushions but were now moth eaten and dirty. Still she cleared a patch for Asher to join her and relaxed as her brother rested his head against her shoulder. 

“You two should get some rest,” Cain spoke from across the room. He was organising the weapons and supplies they had lain down, making sure each gun was correctly loaded and ready. “Zahyra I’ll wake you in a bit to take over the watch, okay?”

Zahyra could only manage a mumbled response before her eyes drifted closed. The adrenaline from the night faded quickly and her muscles relaxed into the once soft fabric. Asher’s breathing soothed her and very soon hers matched his, the two of them snoring softly beside each other. 

A gun cocking woke Zahyra. Checking her timekeep she realised she had only been asleep for a little under an hour, her body trying to reject consciousness and bring her back to sleep. As her eyes scanned the room though she spotted Cain staring out of the window, the cocked rifle resting against his shoulder. Carefully Zahyra removed her brother’s sleeping form from her and lay him down on the cushions, moving over to where Cain was crouched. 

“What is –”

Zahyra stopped herself, seeing the safe haven’s red band wandering around below their building. There were six men and women from what Zahyra could see, but thankfully they didn’t look like they knew where the three of them were hiding. Instead they were simply scouting the general area; poking their heads into ground floor windows and checking down alleyways. Zahyra was glad Cain had made them move upstairs, the safe haven unwilling to venture any further into any buildings. 

“They don’t know we’re here?” Zahyra whispered quietly to Cain who had relaxed his grip in the rifle slightly. 

“Doesn’t look like it,” he replied with a shake of his head. “I was almost dozing off when the first one came into view, scared the life out of me so I went for the gun. They’re too afraid to go into the buildings though, I think they must know this is the heart of mutant territory.”

“We’re in the heart of mutant territory?” Zahyra repeated, slightly louder than she had intended to. She was shocked Cain had led them to such a dangerous area and raised an eyebrow in demand of an explanation. 

“I knew the safe haven wouldn’t come into the buildings in this area,” Cain rebuffed, still looking out of the window. “And I also know the mutants didn’t use this particular building. It’s the safest place we can be, trust me.”

Zahyra shook her head in annoyance, wishing Cain would share more information with her about decisions like this. Regardless though she realised she did trust him and even if he had told her about the mutant territory beforehand she would have willingly followed him into the area, his knowledge far surpassing any of hers. 

“So what do we do now?” Zahyra whispered again, managing to implement more control over the volume of her words. 

“Just wait. If I know the type of mutants that live here – and trust me I do – they won’t keep themselves hidden for long.”

Zahyra swallowed as she processed what Cain was saying. There was about to be a confrontation when the mutants met the safe haven, one that Zahyra was very glad she wouldn’t be in the middle of. She had seen first hand what both groups set out to do and she didn’t agree with either of them – a part of her hoped they would both wipe the other out and leave the three of them to remain in the city in peace. 

Cain eventually placed the rifle on the floor beside him, satisfied that none of the safe haven’s soldiers had spotted them. Then he and Zahyra shuffled down slightly so they were barely visible through the window and watched as the soldiers continued to survey the area below them. 

Many of the soldiers had moved out of view but they were all gradually replaced by more entering from the other side of the street. Zahyra estimated there were more than twenty all together, more than Cain had killed late last night, or early that morning, Zahyra’s brain was still weary from lack of sleep. 

Just as she thought the safe haven were about to make it through that part of the city undetected a loud shout sounded from one of the buildings opposite them and several mutants jumped down from the windows, some starting out on the same level Zahyra and Cain were watching from. At the noise Zahyra looked over at Asher and was relieved to find him still asleep, the events of the night before having completely drained him of energy. 

Returning her eyes to the street she saw more mutants exiting from other buildings in the area. There were some even coming from the buildings they had passed to reach their hiding place and Zahyra breathed a sigh of relief at having passed them undetected. 

Once all the mutants had gathered Zahyra looked down at an incredible face off. The safe haven’s red band had regrouped and set up ranks at the far end of the street, their weapons drawn and their soldiers standing in perfect formation. At the other end – almost directly below where the three of them hid – the rogue advanced mutants stood mostly unarmed, aside from one holding a pistol and a few others wielding broken pieces of wood or metal. 

The mutants looked disorganised and unprepared, yet something about the way they stood made them appear more confident to Zahyra, the safe haven’s soldiers trembling slightly in their formation. 

Nothing happened for a long while, a silent stalemate drawing out between the two sides. Both Zahyra and Cain held their breath in the window above the street, waiting anxiously for someone to make the first move. 

It was a man from the safe haven who eventually stepped forward, slinging his rifle around his back and holding his hands up, palms facing outwards. He moved slowly towards the group of mutants, nervousness clearly present in the way he moved. 

Once he reached the halfway point between the two groups the man stopped and said something to the group of mutants. His feeble voice failed to carry up to the window and Zahyra had to shake her head at Cain’s questioning look. A moment later one of the mutants glanced around his companions and strode confidently forward, stopping about a foot in front of the safe haven’s man. 

The two spoke for a minute, their words still too quiet for anyone else to hear. A deep laugh carried up from the mutant part way through the conversation, warranting another nervous look from the soldier. The exchange didn’t seem to last long and after a minute and a half the safe haven’s man nodded and turned away from the mutant, about to return to his group. 

Zahyra and Cain then watched on in horror as the mutant placed his hand on the man’s shoulder from behind and twisted his small body back around to face him. Then he picked up the man by his collar and threw him towards the wall of one of the buildings. Whilst the soldier’s body was flying through the air the mutant watched him closely, and then just as his body was about to impact with the brick something happened and his flesh tore apart into a thousand tiny pieces, not leaving a single trace of him behind. 

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open as she saw it happen. The soldier’s body had just disappeared. Separated magically and each part floated away on the wind. She was in shock; unable to move when Cain pulled her back from the window, shouts and gunfire exploding from below. She took a moment to bring herself back to reality and then looked wide-eyed at Cain. The man shook his head at her in disbelief and turned back to the window, both of them now watching the war between the two sides below. 

The safe haven’s red band had retreated slightly, hiding in doorways and around corners. The mutants strode confidently between them, throwing strong punches and using their mutations to murder the red band one by one. This was going to be a very one sided battle, Zahyra thought, hoping that once the mutants had disposed of all the safe haven’s men they would move away from the area, letting the three of them escape. 

The street below them was utter carnage and Zahyra struggled to watch certain parts of the scene unfold. Her eyes fell on a red banded woman, hiding behind an overturned car and fiddling with some sort of stick that was fastened to her side. 

From where Zahyra was hidden she couldn’t make out what the woman was holding; it certainly wasn’t a gun and Zahyra fabricated a guess at it being one of the other weapons the safe haven had manufactured. Something that had been kept in the glass cabinets in the weapons bay that Heather had been reluctant to show her. Curious, Zahyra watched the woman carefully as she unfastened the stick from her side and the top third of it began to glow a bright, white colour. 

It reminded Zahyra slightly of a magic wand, something she had read about in children’s books and she laughed to herself quietly. When she was little the camp elders had often referred to mutations as a sort of magic and Zahyra now found it ironic that the safe haven would use something similar to fight against the mutations. 

As the woman rose and pointed it at a mutant Zahyra watched carefully. A beam of white light emitted from the glowing end of the stick and struck the mutant square in the chest. For a second nothing happened, the mutant seeming unaffected by the contact with the light beam. Zahyra watched as he raised his hand, ready to fire off the shards of ice she had seen him throwing earlier. Then something happened.

The mutant repeated the movement that had worked for him previously and stared at his hands in surprise. The beam of light had completely stopped him from being able to produce ice and as he looked uneasily at his hands the woman with the glowing stick withdrew a pistol from her belt and shot him cleanly in the head. 

Zahyra rolled back on her heels slightly, stunned to the point of silence. The red banded woman didn’t stop there either. The three other remaining soldiers from the safe haven moved behind her, their guns drawn as she pointed the stick at the next mutant. They were still outnumbered three to one but the remaining soldiers moved with confidence. 

The woman shot beams of light at the mutants and then the three other soldiers shot bullets into their heads with unwavering accuracy. Within a minute all the mutants had fallen and Zahyra looked over at Cain, shaking her head in disbelief at what they had just witnessed. 

The safe haven had developed something that rendered all mutations useless. This had to be what they had meant about weaponizing her T128 trial. 

Zahyra poked her head out of the window again slightly and saw the four remaining soldiers below. The woman had replaced the stick to her side, the glowing light on it having faded. She was quickly organising the other three, making them gather up the spare weapons and move out of the area. 

It was only then that Zahyra realised with a gasp the woman was Heather, her lack of purple band having thrown Zahyra off initially. But there was no mistaking it now, whatever colour her band was Zahyra was unlikely to ever forget Heather’s face, and it was certainly her who was now ordering around the last of her people. Five minutes later the four of them were gone, leaving the street littered with the corpses of mutants and safe haven soldiers alike. 

Neither Zahyra nor Cain knew what to say to one another. Zahyra knew in her heart this was the weapon she had overheard Professor Welbeck and Heather discussing. To have such a device in this world would make the safe haven almost unstoppable. 

They could now control any and all mutants just with a mysterious beam of light. Zahyra shook her head; combining that with the safe haven creating a New-Wave of Gen 6 mutants she could only guess at what their real ambitions were for the future. 

She looked to her brother, who miraculously was still sleeping soundly. How was he going to change over the coming weeks? Months? Even years? Zahyra had no idea how long she had left with Asher until he developed into a mutant she didn’t recognise or understand. The thought of losing him tore her apart inside and she fought against tears as she accepted the only place that would really know how to help him was the one place she had vowed never to go back to. Her world seemed so desperate now, so unforgiving. 

With a sob Zahyra shuffled over towards Cain and buried her head against his chest, letting her feelings consume her. How on earth were they going to get out of this one?
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