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Chapter 1

Zahyra stared from the window of the barely functioning shuttle bus she and her younger brother had found themselves on. It seemed to be only just held together by tape and broken wooden boards, accompanied by countless years of dust and dirt which lay thick on the brown perspex window frame. The dust particles irritatingly jumped up and into her nose with every bump and pothole of the weathered road the bus motored over and outside the few hours of sunlight they got each day were well and truly gone. 

In the cracked and dusty window Zahyra could see a slight reflection of herself: her skin a light shade of brown from spending her youth almost entirely outdoors. She had short dark hair, cut off just above her shoulders in a jagged motion, leaving several strands longer than the others which were starting to curl up at the ends. Her eyes were dark and piercing to match and although only young, held a lifetime of knowledge behind them from the stories Zahyra had been told by her mother and the camp elders. She had a slender build, padded out with muscle she’d worked tirelessly to retain by carrying heavy wooden planks around her camp, climbing trees or fighting and roughhousing with her friends in the evenings. Wearing black combat boots and cargo pants, accompanied by a pale green, very worn out sweater she looked just as normal as any girl her age could do. And she had been really, just a young girl enjoying her life before everything was quickly turned upside down. 

Everyone else on the bus with her was deathly silent, almost as if no one wanted to draw attention to themselves or really admit where they were. Deathly silent, Zahyra thought to herself, was really not a thing that existed anymore. At least not in the manner she’d witnessed death over the last several hours. An evening she was never likely to forget. 

It seemed so unrealistic that she’d sat down with her mother and little brother, Asher, no less than half a day ago for supper. Just as if it were the same as any other day. And it had been, for the most part. They’d shared freshly baked bread with their neighbours, dipping it generously into the rabbit and vegetable stew her mother had been cooking that day. Her camp had been so peaceful: ever since groups of Gen 1 and Gen 0 people – yes, people… at that level Zahyra still wanted to call them people – had started gathering together to form camps. Life had been so much easier across what had once apparently been known as America. 

Civilisation was alive and flourishing in those groups. Everyone did what they could to help one another and followed rules set out by the elders of each camp. These groups were supposedly safe from the pain and suffering that the more developed mutants caused outside of the camp walls, and were thought to just be left alone to live out their lives in peace. Until last night, of course.

Swarms of Generation 4 and 5 mutants has stormed the camp Zahyra and her family were living in, the most advanced by far since the nuclear strikes over one hundred years ago that started all the genetic mutations. The mutations had started off so small and almost undetectable that no one could ever have believed they would evolve to the extremes she knew existed today. Now capable of causing people to become so out of control and so inhumane they no longer deserved the title of people. The world had been overrun with mutants instead. 

Zahyra thought back to the stories her mother had told her about how it all began, adapted from the stories her grandmother had told, and from her great grandmother’s stories before that. It was the year 2020 when the nuclear war broke out and within days half of the world’s countries had got involved, Only days after that the whole planet was in ruins. Missiles were timed to go off even after the soldiers in charge of them had been killed, and so it was that weeks of bombings ensued, wiping out over two thirds of the population and leaving the majority of the world uninhabitable. 

Those alive – or rather, those still alive after the bombings – were pure humans, genetically normal and unaffected by the nuclear radiation that enveloped the planet after the bombs. They were referred to as Generation Zero, and so Gen 0 became a term adapted for people who live now, but had developed no mutation from the nuclear radiation. 

Some of the original Generation Zero gave birth to slightly genetically mutated humans, with advancements so small they barely made a difference. This is why Gen 0 and those who still only exhibited Gen 1 mutations could live in harmony, as having such a small mutation was just like not having one at all. Gen 1 mutants exhibited things like advanced hearing, being able to see a wider spectrum of colours, or in the dark. But most importantly no Gen 1 mutants were ever deemed dangerous. 

One of Zahyra’s favourites had been an old Gen 1 man who lived in the camp they had just fled. His mutation allowed him to blow bubbles of water after taking a drink, and Zahyra and her brother had spent countless afternoons with the other children chasing after these bubbles, trying to make them pop water onto someone else’s head. The older members of the camp would watch and laugh, before gradually calling in their children to dry off and save them catching a cold. Zahyra however was too fast to be caught often, so was very proud of never having been called in to dry off. She was certainly one of the best at their bubble popping game. 

Sorrow suddenly swept over Zahyra’s face when she realised she’d likely never play the bubble popping game again, nor see many of the children she had played with. Although a select few of them had made it onto the same bus as her and her brother. 

It was the Gen 3 mutants and above which caused the trouble. Gen 2 were rarely bad news, and often lived with the lesser-developed mutants in small camps and settlements. But Gen 3 and above just seemed to be an evil bunch for the most part and would terrorise the lower ranked mutants just for fun. Last night this had turned to actual fear and cold-blooded murder, for reasons Zahyra still did not understand. 

Rumours had spread around their camp that the more developed mutants were becoming more aggressive, with the older male mutants beginning to exert more dominance over those around them. It was suspected that this was due to the mutants selectively breeding out in the desert wastelands, with Gen 4’s and 5’s only wanting to reproduce with another mutant of their level. This was obviously the reason why the mutations had continued to develop into more extreme things as the generations went on. In the early days of Generations 1 and 2, these mutants had deliberately tried to procreate with one another, believing themselves special and wanting to pass their genes on. In Zahyra’s mind, this had certainly backfired. 

Zahyra had asked the old bubble man about the more developed mutants once and his response had been far from what she’d expected: shooing her away and refusing to talk about it, his face a chalky white as if he had just remembered something terrible. When Zahyra had later asked her mother about this, she was told the old man had been a nomad for much of his life, wandering around in the desert between the camps searching for his long lost wife – only finding refuge when he came across her in the camp Zahyra then moved into a few years later. 

Her mother refused to tell her about what kind of things could happen to someone forced to roam around by themselves, forced to interact with the Gen 3’s and above. But the look on her face said it was not something Zahyra wanted to find out. The last she’d seen of the old man, he was fleeing with his wife into the woods surrounding their camp, moving faster than she’d ever seen a man of his age be able to. Almost certainly dead now, she thought with a shake of her head. 

Last night’s group had been mainly Generation 4, with a few strong Gen 3’s and a smattering of Gen 5 mutants leading the charge. Generation 3 mutants developed more advanced mutations that Gen 1 and Gen 2, but on a similar level. This is why they were often used as scouts for hunting parties, with advancements like sonar and echolocation and the ability to hover a few feet above ground. They did also make very productive members of society if they chose to do so, but unfortunately, most were drawn in by the temptation of mixing with higher ranked mutants, rather than the lower generations that were involved in manual labour jobs. 

Gen 4 and Gen 5 mutants however were rarely productive members of society, with Zahyra recalling that even her mother had never witnessed a mutant above Gen 3 engaging in what she deemed normal life. No, Zahyra firmly believed that Gen 4 and 5 mutants were evil, and seemed to exist purely to create more damage and destruction in a world that was still far from recovered from its previous disaster. Last night had just proved this to her further. 

These mutants had developed skills like flight, and the ability to control water and air. Super strength was also a common advancement in Gen 4 and 5 males, apparently resulting from extreme levels of some male hormone, making them angry all the time and violent without relief. The most advanced of Gen 5 also had the abilities to read minds and even control what other people were thinking. But of course these were only rumours Zahyra had heard, as she herself had never encountered anything above a Gen 3… until last night, she recalled with a shudder. 

However what scared Zahyra most about the higher-level mutants is that just like the less developed Gen 1’s and Gen 2’s, they all looked exactly the same. According to old pictures Zahyra had seen in beaten up books from The Before Time, everyone today still looked the same as they had back then. People had more muscle and stood slightly differently, and of course no one now had the fancy clothes people back then had worn. 

But aside from that, so little on the outside had changed. It was just the insides that had mutated and become so unrecognisable – for the majority at least. This was why the branding everyone received with their generation number was so important, so people could tell straight from meeting someone if they were a threat or not. You were supposed to always have your number on show for this reason, but Zahyra hated this rule and claimed she often got cold, so wore her long sleeved green sweater that covered up the burnt in number on her right arm. 

As the bus trundled on through the darkness, Zahyra thought about the camp she’d left behind. It hadn’t been much, surrounded by woods on three sides, they had managed to build adequate walls to keep out the wild dogs and other animals that lived amongst the trees. One old building remained standing to the right of the camp which they used as the meeting centre, where the elders would often gather to discuss rules and the daily tasks that needed to be carried out. 

Zahyra’s hut, which she shared with Asher and her mother consisted of three small rooms. One where she slept with her brother, another bedroom for her mother and then a small communal area. None of which she would likely ever see again. It wasn’t anything special, but it had been her home for most of her life and Zahyra had grown very fond of the place. She’d felt safe there, and after moving around for the years before Asher was born it had been nice to have a place to call home. 

Thinking of her camp, Zahyra also thought of all the people she’d most likely never see again. The old bubble man for one, and his wife, Maritza who would make the children warm leaf teas on the colder evenings, and tell them stories about how the world apparently was before the bombs. She would tell them about all the bright colours the world exhibited, some even brighter than those with the colour enhancement mutation could see. Some of her friends didn’t believe this, but of course, it was hard to believe something you could never see for yourself. Although Zahyra liked to have hope that the stories she heard about The Before Time were real. 

Most of these friends Zahyra would never see again either, How strange after spending every day with them for so long, learning how to cook with them, how to survive off the land and her favourite lesson: the history of the world. Blake, one of her close friends back in the camp had a brilliant mind for history, and could easily recall exactly who had set off the first bomb, which countries had joined in in what order and how the horrible ‘end of the world’ had precisely gone down. 

Apparently the east coast of America had been attacked first, with some of the biggest cities on that side of the country wiped out in a matter of hours. America’s leader had then retaliated but – according to Blake – his coordinates had been wrong so he didn’t hit the country that attacked first. This then led to all the other countries getting involved, with more and more bombs going off all over the world until everything was reduced to ruin. Everyone was taught this history by his or her elders, with the hope being that making everyone aware of how easily the world could be destroyed would mean no one would ever do it again. Although, with the advanced mutants now roaming around in the open, Zahyra believed there were many other ways they could destroy the world if they wanted to. 

From the entire landmass that was America, only a small area in the southwest remained. What used to be Southern California was where the shuttle bus was headed, apparently to a safe haven where Gen 1’s and 2’s lived in harmony with Zero’s, far out of reach from the more advanced mutants. The only issue was to reach it they had to cross through what Zahyra had heard her mother once refer to as the Nevada Desert, a vast wasteland populated entirely by older, aggressive Gen 4 and 5 males; now simply known as the desert wastelands. This was where the advanced mutants apparently had camps of their own, but Zahyra highly doubted they were the nice sorts of camps where children could chase bubbles and drink leaf teas. 

Her mother had strictly told Zahyra before they were separated to stay on the bus with Asher and make it to the safe haven, always travelling south and west towards the ocean, where the sun sets in the evenings. Her mother hadn’t been allowed to board the bus, and had promised she would make her own way to the safe haven and meet them there. They would just have to wait a few days before she would be able to catch up. 

When the mutants stormed the camp, Zahyra’s mother instantly seemed to have a plan. She had half dragged, half carried Zahyra and Asher out of the back entrance and into the woods, the furthest point from where the mutants had entered. Although they were evil and aggressive, they weren’t very smart Zahyra had been told, and therefore had not thought to surround the camp, leaving them with an easy escape route. 

From the camp they had ran for about four miles through dense woodland, before pulling into an old building where Zahyra’s mother told her and her brother to be quiet and wait. Sure enough, this shuttle bus they were now on had arrived within an hour, and Zahyra and Asher had been loaded on through a confused and tearful goodbye to their mother. Zahyra had faith though. Her mother had said she would meet them at the safe haven and had trusted this bus to take the two of them there, so Zahyra knew they would make it. 

There were about fifteen other children on the bus, although no one looked much older than her. Zahyra recognised three of them from her camp, but had no idea where the other smaller children had come from. She could only assume this bus had travelled around saving lost children, as it had stopped once more since her and Asher had got on to pick up two more young girls. Neither of them any more than twelve years old she thought. 

Zahyra was almost certainly one of the oldest, if not the eldest child on the bus. She knew this was because children often left their families by the time they were sixteen – as she was – and tried to start a life of their own. She had stayed with her brother and mother however, not only because her father had left them not even a year after her brother was born, but also because Asher was still not ten years old and had not yet begun to demonstrate a mutation of any kind. 

All genetic mutations revealed themselves by the time a child was ten years old, however the earlier the symptoms of a mutation were visible from, the more likely it was that the child would become a more advanced mutant, developing to the higher generations. Those children who developed mutation symptoms from a very young age often grew up to be the strongest Gen 4 or Gen 5 mutants. In many cases the parents tried to stop this from happening if they were lesser-developed mutants themselves – albeit often unsuccessfully. Stories of enraged young Gen 4 or 5 mutants killing their parents were not unheard of, and were something that caused Zahyra to shudder with fear whenever she thought of it. 

Asher was now nine years and eleven months old and had developed no symptoms of a mutation at all yet. This meant he would either be a very low level Gen 1 mutant, with some useless ability like the old bubble man, or he would be a Gen 0. Technically not a mutant at all, but a pure human. 

Unfortunately, the words pure human now carried more dread than joy with them, as higher-level mutants believed that the Zeros (as they were often colloquially referred to) were entirely to blame for everything that had happened to the planet and turned them into the mutants they were. Gen 4 and 5 mutants hunted for Zeros and Zahyra believed this was why her camp had been attacked last night, due to the increasing number of lower ranked mutants who had begun to seek refuge there. 

She hoped with all her might that Asher would develop some form of low-level mutation in the next couple of weeks and would not be branded a Zero on his tenth birthday – hence making him be hunted for the rest of his life. She knew it had to happen fast as time was rapidly running out before his Turning Age Ceremony would occur. She hoped and prayed for this so strongly, as she knew the troubles of being a Zero very personally herself. Zahyra was a pure human, a phrase she still liked to use in the privacy of her own head, as she believed she accounted for much more than just a Zero. In public she pretended to be a Gen 1, and told her friends that her mutation was that she could see more detailed colours than other people, something that was very difficult to prove but also very easily accepted, as it was a common enough mutation. 

Her mother had also managed to help her escape her Turning Age Ceremony, where ten year olds were branded on their right arms with a number reflecting what level of mutation they carried. This ceremony was carried out even in the smallest camps, with the elders believing they had to continue doing it in order to protect the many, rather than the few. On the day of her Turning Age Ceremony, Zahyra had faked an elaborate sickness, and was deemed unable to attend the ceremony. Then in secret later that night, her mother had branded Zahyra herself, as a One instead of a Zero. A few more tales from her mother to the various elders in charge of the camp and luckily enough everyone soon believed Zahyra was Gen 1, with a small and effectively useless mutation. 

Although her branding had been one of the most painful experiences of her life, Zahyra was eternally grateful for what her mother had done for her. Conducting the branding away from the official ceremony meant no pain relief was available to her, so Zahyra had to endure the red-hot sting of the number one, as it was incorrectly burned into her skin for life. This pain however, was certainly worth it in Zahyra’s mind, and her mother’s too. The Gen 1 symbol allowed her to be free from the rogue mutants who roamed the wastelands, picking off Zeros merely for fun or for sport. 

Zahyra’s mother was a Gen 2, while her father had been a Gen 1 – not that she remembered much of him anymore. She’d often asked questions about why her father had left, but they only resulted in her mother breaking down into tears, or becoming silent and downcast for days on end, so she quickly stopped in her quest for answers. There seemed to be no rational reason why Zahyra had been born without a mutation. Her mother said she was special, but Zahyra saw it as more of a curse, knowing she could never be her true self around anyone but her mother. She even had decided to keep the truth from Asher, just in case he accidentally revealed her secret one day. 

If her secret got out, she would likely not only be executed by more developed mutants, but would also be severely punished by any elders of her respective camp at that time for misleading those around her. Effectively, Zahyra had no choice but keep her identity secret from everyone. She went about her life pretending she could see incredible colours in things other people couldn’t, often spinning stories of what things looked like to her or making up new words for colours other people couldn’t see. 

This was why Zahyra prayed that Asher would develop some form of mutation, and quickly too. His young age would only keep him safe for a few more short weeks and then if he was branded a Zero, the rest of their lives would be spent in hiding, never knowing if they were completely safe or not. Unless she could find a way to give him a fake branding, but without her mother by her side, Zahyra knew that was near enough impossible to achieve. 

It was at this point her little brother twitched against her arm where he’d been sleeping since they boarded the bus, his face scrunching up into a frown. He must be having a bad dream Zahyra thought, and with the intention of saving her younger brother from any further suffering for the time being at least, she leant down and gently nudged him awake.





Chapter 2

“Asher,” Zahyra whispered, “come on, wake up buddy.”

Her little brother stirred against her, opening first one of his dark brown eyes and then the other. Blinking in the darkness before his sister’s face came into focus in front of him. Asher was a sweet kid, as said everyone who met him. He had short, dark curly hair just like his sister, which bounced up and down with the movements of the bus. He was also very small for a nine year old and could never even hurt a fly, further assuring those who knew him that it was likely he turn out to be a Gen 1 – or as Zahyra feared, a secret Zero like herself. What stood out about Asher was his intelligence, or more his knowledge regarding how to deal with difficult situations, which shone out as far beyond his years. 

Both Zahyra and their mother had worried about what would happen to Asher without a male role model, since he had never even known his father. This was apparent in some regards, relating to his timid nature and lack of aggression, but aside from that Asher had not been affected by it much at all. What he lacked in typical male aggression, he made up for in intelligence and often Zahyra was strong enough for the both of them anyway. The only downside to his intelligence was that he was often too shy to speak up amongst crowds of people he didn’t know, so sadly his genius was sometimes forgotten about. 

Remarkably it was Asher’s idea to build a new wall in their camp when wild dogs kept getting in at night. Asher had suggested it to his mother and sister beforehand over dinner, and they had encouraged him to put it to the elders the next day. He realised that by building another wall to the eastern side of the camp, the scents from the camp were more obstructed, and less obviously upwind from the dogs resting grounds. This resulted in many less attacks and break in’s from the wild dogs, and the entire camp had congratulated Asher on his idea. Something that not even the elders had thought to do. 

It was for reasons like this, and other bright ideas that young Asher had, that Zahyra and her mother knew he was special and both believed he would develop some form of mutation relating to his intelligence. Zahyra just hoped that this would materialise into something more obvious soon, as there was really very little time left for Asher to be safe. His intelligence, Zahyra knew, could only help him so far in the outside world. 

“Hey Zar,” he muttered, then glanced around the bus a little, his face dropping when he remembered for sure where they were and what had happened.

“Hey, don’t worry little man,” Zahyra stroked Asher’s bushy mop of hair with her left hand, “we’re gunna be fine. This bus is taking us straight to the safe haven, and mum will meet us there, remember?”

Asher nodded to his elder sister and tried to give her one of his bravest smiles, but Zahyra could tell he was petrified. Who could blame him? No one could be sure where they were going. The promise of the safe haven was alluring, but they didn’t know how long it would take to get there, or what would be waiting for them when they arrived. 

Asher nestled back into the crook of his sisters arm and Zahyra continued to stroke his head until he fell back to sleep. She had to be even stronger now, for the both of them, until they were reunited with their mother at least. 

Back in the silence of the bus, Zahyra’s thoughts started to drift to her father. She had known him for six years before his disappearance, which had taken both her and her mother by complete surprise. For most of those six years the three of them had travelled from camp to camp, her father apparently searching for something. It was very soon after they settled in the camp Zahyra had spent the following ten years in that her mother fell pregnant. She could still remember how happy she had been. 

Her father had seemed excited too, from what she could remember. They’d spent many evenings sitting around their little fire, her mother and father drinking tea and discussing different names they could call the baby. It was actually Zahyra’s idea to call him Asher – if it was a boy – inspired by the ash clouds that blew up from their fire, dancing and twirling around in the wind in front of them. She’d been so pleased with herself when he was born and she found out that he was in fact going to be named Asher. 

Zahyra thought it was about a week after Asher was born that her father left. It could have been earlier or later though, her memories from that time weren’t too certain. She did know that Asher was still very young, and her mother wasn’t completely recovered from childbirth, so it can’t have been too long after. One of her last memories of her father involved them all sitting around the fire again, with Asher cradled in her mother’s arms. Zahyra was watching the ash clouds dance in the wind, laughing about them with her father, who was playfully trying to catch the ash and bring it back down to earth for her. Whenever Zahyra thought of that memory an involuntary smile couldn’t help but creep across her face, the four of them all together. 

When she woke the next morning, her father was gone. For days her mother didn’t say a word, and Zahyra and Asher were taken into a neighbouring hut by some of the camp elders, whilst some of her mother’s friends stayed in their hut trying to console her. Zahyra wasn’t clear on the timeline around then for she had still been very young herself, but eventually her mother got better and Asher and Zahyra moved back in with her. She didn’t ask about why her father had gone, or indeed where he had gone to until a few years later, but her mother just shook her head and looked away. Zahyra tried to find answers again and again as the years went on, but her mother never gave her the response she was hoping for. 

By now, Zahyra had almost completely given up on her father, and never expected to see him again. Even if he had survived the Gen 3, Gen 4 or even Gen 5 mutants outside the walls of the camp, she would likely never meet him again. Besides, she was almost certain she didn’t want to, especially after all the pain and tears he had put her mother through. She had Asher, and her mother would meet them again soon, that was certainly enough for her. 

Shaking her head to forget about the painful memories surrounding her father’s departure, Zahyra returned her gaze out of the window. The moon had found a gap in the clouds now and she could see it glancing off the nearby mountains, creating strange shaped shadows that seemed to dance in the sand. She sighed at the ruined land around her, for she knew from pictures she’d seen in books that it had once all been so beautiful. Every city was home to buildings taller than the trees, all made from shining metals or bright red brickwork. Now everything was destroyed and lay crumbled into a heap, and the only new buildings that were built were made from wood and mud. 

Nature had begun to reclaim the earth, with grass and weeds growing in the most urban cultures, snaking their way around buildings and blossoming on rooftops and windowsills. Where there had once been well-kept grass was now a jungle of waist high tendrils, each moving in the wind with a mind of their own. Zahyra loved the way that nature was beginning to reclaim control of everything, but she also longed for the safety and security the high-rise buildings had offered, the way she’d seen it in pictures or read about it in old books. She longed for a simple and easy life, one where she didn’t have to hide who she truly was or pretend to be something different. A life unfortunately, that she knew she could now never have, especially she thought – returning to the present – if Asher was doomed to be a Zero like her. 

Resigning to her fate she rested her head against the old window next to her, and tried to catch a few precious hours of sleep. With Asher quietly snoring next to her, she mirrored his breathing, watching the dancing shadows in the distance and willing for sleep to come, for dreams to take her mind away from the cruel reality she was living in and allow her a few moments of blissful ignorance.

However, the longer Zahyra sat watching the shadows in the distance, the more she became confused by what was making them. Originally she had thought the mountains in the distance created them, but from watching she could see they were moving and changing, all in unison, as if getting closer to her. She readjusted herself slightly in her seat, being careful not to wake her little brother sleeping next to her and squinted into the distance, trying to figure out what they were. It was then with a gasp she realised they were other vehicles, all driving in a beeline towards the bus she was on. Zahyra instantly knew that having access to vehicles was a very rare thing these days, and aside from the bus she was on right now, she’d only ever heard of one other group having the power to run them: mutants. Generation 4 and 5 mutants. 

Zahyra sat stunned into silence for a long minute, breathing very deeply, unable to process what was happening. Undoubtedly the mutants were heading for her bus, whether they knew it was full of children or not they were committed to attempting a raid, and Zahyra had the feeling that once they were committed to something, they weren’t going to stop. Once she’d finally overcome the initial shock of the situation, she knew she had to take action in some respect, albeit there being very little she could do from inside the targeted bus. Slowly she edged away from Asher, leaving him sleeping across the two seats they had shared and made her way to the front of the bus. 

“Um, excuse me?” she quietly said to the bus driver. He was a bald headed Gen 1, as she could see from the branding on his right arm, which was blended in nicely to a collection of snake tattoos. Zahyra had realised that many of the lower ranking males tended to have a lot of tattoos on their right arms, probably in order to slightly disguise their ranking and help them save face if they came up against any more aggressive males. As the bus was driving in almost complete darkness, save for one broken headlight and the intermittent moonlight that crept out from the clouds – allowing Zahyra to watch the shadows of the mutants following them – she thought he must have some sort of mutation involving his vision, making him able to see clearly in the dark or something. Night vision was as common a mutation as her pretend advanced colour vision and she knew a few people from her old camp that had developed it. 

“What is it?” he replied in a gruff voice, clearly slightly irritated by being interrupted from whatever thoughts were meandering around his head during the journey. 

“I think we’re being followed,” Zahyra said nervously, indicating to the shadows she’d been watching with a look over her shoulder. The bus driver, Grayson as his nametag said, took one hand off the wheel and looked in the direction Zahyra indicated. He must have had advanced eyesight as she had believed because it only took him half a second until his eyes widened and he drew in a sharp intake of breath. 

“Are they…?” Zahyra trailed off, almost unable to ask the question she knew she’d receive a positive answer to. Not that she needed confirmation of what she already thought to be true, even with her regular eyesight, there was no mistaking a gang of wild mutants on the hunt. 

“Better get back to your seat kid,” Grayson said, nodding to Zahyra, “and put on a belt if any of them still work, I’m gunna have to try and lose them.” 

Zahyra crept back to her seat, relieved to see one of the seat belts still intact and – as she gave it a tug – functioning. Holding the seat belt out with her left hand she softly pushed Asher along the seat so he was next to the window where she’d been sat, and then fastened the belt around his sleeping body. The seat Asher had previously inhabited had no belt, so Zahyra simply sat down and held onto the seat in front of her, praying Grayson could get them out of this. 

However before she’d even managed to finish her quiet little prayer, she knew there was close to no hope for them. Everything surrounding them was barren desert land, with the only cover for miles being the mountains directly behind where the mutant convoy was coming from. The bus was guaranteed to be leaving tracks in the sand, so their route, so matter where they went, would be easily mapped out for the mutants to follow. Plus, she was on a shuttle bus, averaging what couldn’t be more than 50mph. Whereas the convoy the mutants had seemed to consist of motorcycles leading the charge and then several SUVs bringing up the rear – sooner or later, they were going to capture them. 

Sitting on the edge of her seat Zahyra knew almost indubitably that they were going to be captured, and she had about ten minutes to try and make up a plan that would get her and Asher out in the best way possible. Sadly everything she’d heard about what happened to children when they were captured by advanced mutants was all formed from imaginary stories the other children in the camp she’d lived in had told in order to try and scare one another on dark nights. She had absolutely no clue what was going to happen, or even if they were going to survive this. Her mother and the other elders rarely spoke about high-level mutants, with the theory being if the children didn’t know about what the mutants did it couldn’t hurt them – although at that moment in time Zahyra wished she knew so she could at least be a little more prepared. 

Suddenly, when the thought of survival flashed through her mind, Zahyra looked down at Asher, still sleeping soundly next to her. Should she wake him up or not? On the one hand, if he managed to sleep through everything he would be saved another nightmare like the one he’d just experienced, but she knew the likelihood of that happening was close to nil. Even if he slept through the initial attack, there was no chance the mutants would let him sleep whilst they made their decisions… what decisions they would have to make Zahyra did not know, but she assumed there must be some sort of selective process. 

She would show herself to be strong, demonstrating the muscles she had built up over the years and assure them she would be a hard worker in whatever regard they needed. Asher, she could claim was still under ten years old, and could still develop a mutation to label him as a Gen 3 or above. Here she would have to lie and pretend he had violent tendencies, otherwise they would never anticipate him developing into anything above Gen 1. Between them they could claim Asher had a strong mental mutation, which was why he had such a small build, but could still become a fearsome mutant. With this plan in place, Zahyra knew it wasn’t much, but it was the best she could come up with. Now she had to wake Asher and let him know what was about to happen, how his world was about to be turned upside down for the second time in under a day. 

Looking down at him Zahyra mused over how peaceful he looked. He was still fast asleep, a miracle considering Grayson’s erratic driving since Zahyra had told him they were being followed had managed to wake up many of the other children, who were now rubbing their eyes in annoyance, not yet realising the reason why the bus had started to career out of control. Glancing out of the window again Zahyra realised there couldn’t be more than five minutes until the convoy was on top of them. It was now or never. 

“Hey Ash,” Zahyra nudged her brother, “I’m sorry, but you need to wake up again.” 

“What’s going on?” Asher mumbled, clearly slightly annoyed with his sister that he’d been woken up again so quickly. 

“I’m really sorry bud, but listen to me,” Zahyra paused, taking in a deep breath and preparing herself for what she was going to have to tell her little brother. “We’re being followed,” she blurted out, “by advanced mutants.”

Asher’s eyes opened wider than she’d ever seen them before, instantly recognising the magnitude of what Zahyra was telling him. He sat up in his seat abruptly, jerking around against his newly acquired seat belt. 

“Look, Ash, I really need you not to panic, and listen to me. I’ve got a plan.” 

Asher slowly nodded, indicating for Zahyra to continue, but fear had already started to consume his face. 

“In a couple of minutes, this bus is going to be stopped. What I assume are Gen 3 and 4, maybe even some 5’s are going to board the bus. When they do, we need to make sure they see us as important and valuable people. No…” Zahyra paused, “Mutants. Important and valuable mutants – okay?”

Asher nodded again, tears starting to fall from his eyes. Zahyra leant over and wiped them from his face. 

“You need to be strong bud,” she said sweetly, “you’re not ten yet, so you haven’t been branded. You need to pretend that you’re angry and aggressive. A big scary mutant, okay?”

“But, I’m not…” Asher started in retort. 

“I know, I know. But you have to make them think that you are, if they think you could be a Gen 3 or above, then you’ll be a lot better off.”

“What’s gunna happen to you though?” 

“Don’t worry about me Ash, I’ve got a plan for me too, okay? You just need to be strong, and know that even if we get separated for a little bit, I will find you. You’re not going to be alone.” 

With this Zahyra checked out of the window once more gauging the distance between her and the approaching mutants. No more than ninety seconds until they caught up she thought. Wrapping both of her arms around her little brother she pulled him in close for a hug, breathing his smell in deeply and resting her chin on top of his head. The fact that they were effectively getting raided again only a few hours after they had been forced out of their camp was unbelievable, but Zahyra couldn’t let Asher see any weakness in her now. She had to believe her plan would work, if the mutants thought her and Asher could be useful, they’d be a lot better off. It just had to work. 

Staring straight ahead, now with one arm around her brother and one bracing her against the seat in front, Zahyra started a mental countdown in her head. Then all of a sudden one of the SUVs from the convoy rammed into the side of the bus, sending everyone who wasn’t strapped in or holding onto something flying out of their seats. Asher gripped onto his sister even harder, and a number of the smaller children started to cry, screaming for their parents in the dimly lit and seemingly unstable shuttle bus. At this point Zahyra let go of Asher, encouraging him to hold onto the window frame and seat in front instead and twisted around in her seat to get a better view of the convoy that was now driving parallel to their bus, on the opposite side to where Zahyra and Asher were seated. 

Was Grayson going to stop? As she heard the sound of the bus engine revving she knew he was going to try and outrun the convoy. It was very determined of him, she thought, but also very, very stupid. Knowing the bus would never escape the mutants Zahyra had to go and talk some sense into the driver. He had to pull over or everything would just get so much worse for everyone else later down the line. 

“Stay here,” she whispered to Asher as she started to climb out of her seat, “and remember what I told you, tough guy.” 

The look on her little brother’s face was one of disbelief as Zahyra stood and started to walk to the front of the bus. However, she couldn’t have taken more than a few steps when one of the SUVs hit the side of the bus again and she was thrown to the floor. 

Staggering to her feet she knew she had to get Grayson to stop right now so righted herself against one of the seats and began to walk forward once more. Taking tiny steps to try and control her balance she edged her way down the bus towards the front and was almost there when two SUVs simultaneously hit the bus, one from behind and one from the right hand side. Zahyra was thrown up into the air, her arms reaching out for something to grab onto. The bus started to tilt over to the left and with the sound of breaking glass and an immense shooting pain in both her head and her right shoulder everything suddenly went dark.





Chapter 3

When Zahyra woke, the sun was just beginning to rise in the distance. She shivered on the ground and then instantly winced in agony as a blinding pain coursed through the back of her head. Dazed and confused she looked around where she’d found herself, her brain taking a moment to remember what had happened and then suddenly, like a wave, it all returned to her. 

The bus she and her younger brother Asher had been travelling on lay on its side about ten meters away, most of the windows shattered. The scene was still and vacant as a picture. Zahyra figured she must have been thrown from the bus, explaining the crumpled state in the sand where she lay. Her head and right shoulder were in unspeakable pain, causing her to think she’d either landed awkwardly, or been thrown through one of the buses windows, or both. Pushing herself up into a sitting position with her now one good arm she also realised her right shoulder was bleeding, so tore a strand of her sweater away from itself and wrapped it tightly around the gaping wound in an attempt to stop the flow of blood. Looking down she noticed drops of her blood lay drying in the sand beside her. 

She had no idea how long she’d been unconscious for, but as it was just starting to get light she could guess it had been at least a couple of hours. Sitting on the cold sandy ground, it took Zahyra a few minutes for her head to stop spinning so she could begin to properly assess the situation and figure out what to do. Then, with the black specs in her eyes subsiding and her vision finally returning to full strength she realised that around the bus lay about eight other bodies, all motionless and silent. 

As quickly as she could she clambered to her feet and ran over to them, thinking of course that they too had been knocked unconscious by the crash and would be starting to wake up again soon. However, as she neared the first body she sank to her knees in disbelief. It was a young girl, no more than five years old, and her throat had been slashed open leaving her to bleed out on the ground. Her long blonde hair was matted with blood and her bright blue eyes were still wide open staring directly at Zahyra. A cold, dead stare. 

Zahyra wretched at the sight of the poor girl, turning away and fighting back the tears already forming in her eyes. All the while she coughed aggressively, struggling to try and hold back the bile that was rising up in her throat. The mutants had clearly killed her, but why? She was so young and hadn’t even been branded yet; this was just another example of the cold-blooded murder that Zahyra had witnessed the night before. Suspecting the worst, but knowing she had to check each body, Zahyra slowly made her way around the bus, checking everyone for the slightest sign of life. 

But with every new person she saw their throat had been cut in the same way, leaving absolutely no hope for survivors. Most of the victims clothes were thick with blood, the expressions on their faces those of shock and terror. All of whom had boarded the same bus she had, with the same intention: get to the safe haven. Yet all of them had not even made it half way (of this Zahyra was unsure, in reality having no clue how close they had come, just knowing it was not close enough). 

Falling unsteadily to the ground, her legs giving way beneath her Zahyra began to openly cry. Not a sweet, feminine cry she’d often tried out to get her way when she was younger, but a real, gut-wrenching cry. She cried for all the children who had sadly lost their lives just hours ago and she cried for the life she’d had to leave behind at her camp as well. For a life that she now realised was never going to go back to normal. Zahyra could not fathom why the mutants had performed such a cruel execution on so many young girls. Then she paused, stalling her tears for a moment. Realising that in fact each of the victims lying around the bus were the girls who had been on board with her. None of the boys were anywhere to be seen, which sent a shiver down her spine and she gulped back the realisation that Asher was equally nowhere in sight. She’d lost him. Him and all the other boys – she had absolutely no idea where they’d been taken. 

Devastation tore through her like a blade, filling her with more pain and anger than she’d ever experienced before. She was now completely alone and she had failed everyone. She had let Asher down: she had no idea where he was or what was happening to him. At nine years old he’d lived a very short and sheltered life, but Zahyra couldn’t even begin to imagine what sort of things he’d experience at the hands of the advanced mutants. The Gen 4’s and 5’s were known everywhere for simply being cruel, evil mutants. They often harmed just for sport, as was evident by everything Zahyra had experienced over the last twenty-four hours. Asher was only a little boy, he wasn’t strong, nor was he very brave either. He was clever, but Zahyra knew there was a difference between coming up with an idea to build a camp wall and coming up with an idea to escape a gang of aggressive, advanced mutants. 

As she sniffed through the tears she prayed he’d remembered what she had told him about being strong. She prayed he’d use his intelligence to find a way out of whatever situation he was now in. But most of all she prayed she would find him. Then, taking a deep breath she vowed to do that very thing. She would find her brother. 

Another realisation then struck her as she sat on the hard ground staring at the sea of death that now surrounded her. Every girl that had been on the bus with her was dead, none of them spared despite how old or what level of mutation they carried. One of the older girls Zahyra recognised from their camp, Thorn, she’d been called, and had often shared the same lessons that Zahyra herself had been taught by the elders. She was a Gen 2 mutant; one of the highest ranked in their camp and was only a year younger than Zahyra herself. She knew Thorn had planned to leave the camp when she turned sixteen, she was strong and clearly able to do so. But even she had been killed. Zahyra instantly knew then that by being thrown from the bus her life had been saved. If she’d been found alive on that bus there’s no doubt the mutants would have murdered her, so the dumb luck that she was thrown out of it, probably before any of the mutants noticed her, had entirely saved her life. 

Upon accepting this sheer stroke of luck Zahyra began to shake uncontrollably. She had been so close to death this time, so close in fact she had physically stared it in the face in the form of Thorn, and the other dead girls lying around her. Last night in her camp had been more of an escape for her than a brush with death, but the events that had transpired in the early hours of the morning had truly been playing with her life. But she had survived, she thought. She had survived and she had to keep on surviving, if not for her then for her brother and mother as well. She had to survive. 

Repeating this mantra to herself in her head Zahyra took a deep breath and checked the wound on her right shoulder once more, before slowly climbing back to her feet. Her head was pounding like a set of steel drums from the impact where she had smashed through the window, or hit the floor, or both, and she had to grit her teeth and hum quietly under her breath to try and avoid thinking of the pain. Her injuries were bad, but at least she was alive. At least she could do something to get Asher back. 

Knowing she had to now be more resourceful than she’d ever been, Zahyra cast her mind back to the survival lessons she’d been taught in her camp. She knew how to hunt for small animals, like rabbits and young foxes, but didn’t imagine she’d see many animals like that out in the desert. She knew how to get water from cacti, so that was something at least, and she knew that was all she truly needed to survive. She also knew how to make a fire, but looking around the wasteland she was in she saw nothing that could be used as dry kindling, nor any shelter she could make a fire in. At least it rarely rained out here, she thought, so when she did finally come across some form of kindling it would be dry. 

Thankfully, Zahyra also knew that daylight was the safest time to be out in the desert lands, with the mutants hunting at night and eating and sleeping through the day, using the cloak of darkness to their advantage when they sought to find and destroy less developed mutants than themselves. But even though the hours of sunlight were short, the sun would get hot, and Zahyra knew she needed to find water and anything else she could use to help herself survive for as long as possible. Trudging over to the wreckage of the bus, she started moving the broken seats aside to see what she could salvage. There had to have been some sort of supplies on board, although she deemed it likely the mutants would have taken them rather than just leave valuable things behind. Any kind of supplies had to be hard to come by in this wasteland. 

After about an hour of searching the bus, Zahyra had been able to find two bottles of water and half a loaf of now stale bread, clearly given to one of the children by a parent before their departure. To her horror she had also discovered the body of Grayson, the bus driver, who appeared to have been killed during the impact of the crash. He was slumped in the footwell of the drivers seat with a nasty head injury that looked to be the cause of his demise. Another body belonging to a boy was also crushed between two seats at the back of the bus; he looked roughly about twelve or thirteen years old and Zahyra breathed a sigh of relief when she noticed his eyes were closed. The vacant stare from the first murdered girl she had found was still etched firmly into her memory. With great remorse Zahyra slid the boy out of the jacket he was wearing and tied it around her waist, knowing that any extra clothes could save her life if she couldn’t find shelter when the desert got cold at night. 

Finally, as she was just about to leave the bus having scavenged all that she could find, a glint of metal caught her eye in the foot well of the drivers seat next to Grayson’s body. Peaking her curiosity and knowing that she had to check everything in case it could be of some use to her, Zahyra knelt down next to the dead bus driver and started to try and push him to the side. Using all her strength she managed to roll the heavy body over, leaving him looking even more pitiful, curled up deeper into the bottom of the bus. But thankfully, her efforts were not in vain when Zahyra realised that glint of metal was a small knife Grayson had been hiding in his boot. Withdrawing the weapon, Zahyra ripped a strip of cloth from Grayson’s t-shirt and fastened the knife around her waist next to the jacket she’d taken from the dead boy. 

Now armed with all the supplies she could find – save for checking the pockets of the dead girls who lay outside the bus, something Zahyra just couldn’t bring herself to do – she was as prepared as she ever would be to begin her journey to find her brother. 

The sun had now risen, so Zahyra knew she had about an hour of sunlight before it went behind the clouds that now hovered above every landscape, a prolonged aftermath from the nuclear devastation over a hundred years ago. Then there would be another couple of hours of sunlight in the afternoon before night fell. The days were extremely short now, especially during these colder months, with only about eight hours of light – and half of them being like a midday dusk, thanks to the ever-present clouds that mapped out the skyline. 

Looking around the bus, the tyre tracks from the mutant convoy were still visible in the sand, which appeared to have turned around and retreated the same way it had come. Zahyra knew this was the way she would have to go too, if she had any hope of finding her younger brother. Following the tracks with her eyes she saw they led back to the mountains, what she had originally believed to be the source of the dancing shadows a few hours ago. The mountains were now her destination, which Zahyra was at least grateful for, as they would provide her with shade and shelter as she got nearer to them. 

The only building she could see was a ramshackle shed a number of miles away in the direction the bus had been heading, with what looked like old tanks outside it – so perhaps an old gas station from The Before Time. Realising she could see for miles in each direction Zahyra thought of this as another one of the small benefits of her situation: she would be able to see anyone coming from a way off, meaning she could make a plan for how to deal with it. Although, she then thought, it also meant that anyone else around could see her coming from a way off, and make a plan for how to deal with her. Knowing this Zahyra shuddered, but she also knew she had no choice, she was going to do this whether it was a wise decision or not, although in reality she knew it wasn’t much of a decision to make at all. 

With a deep breath and one last look around the area Zahyra steeled herself and set off into the distance. She was alone and frightened of what the desert would bring, but not without a purpose. If it was the last thing she did, she would keep her promise to Asher and she would be with him again. 

After an hour of walking in the blinding sun, the midday dusk was finally beginning to provide Zahyra with a little bit of shelter. She had long ago eaten the half loaf of bread she’d scavenged from the ruins of the bus, and had almost finished one of the bottles of water as well. She normally spent most of her days outside, relishing the few hours of daylight the world now got, but even she had never experienced the heat of the sun like this. Her mouth was constantly dry, her eyes stung from squinting into the distance and her feet were starting to form blisters from walking on the uneven, sandy ground. Luckily, by her estimation she was about half way to the closest mountain and could still see a rough imprint of the tyre tracks the mutant convoy had left behind. She wasn’t walking directly along the tracks however, just in case another vehicle was suddenly to appear on the same route. 

When she finally made it to the mountainside, she sat down and rested behind a little bush. There was small amount of vegetation here and to her delight she managed to find some berries on the underside of one of them, nestled in amongst the thorny branches that poked at her as she sat. Regardless, she was thankful for the shade, so put up with the poking of branches in her side. 

Whilst she sat, she checked the wound on her shoulder, which had finally stopped bleeding now and re-dressed it with a fresh strip of fabric, again torn from her faded green sweater. She finished the first bottle of water, but made sure to keep the bottle in her pocket would she have the chance to refill it later. After sitting for a while, Zahyra knew she should keep walking whilst the clouds were blocking out most of the sun and rest in the hotter afternoon hours. But with her body running on only a few hours sleep, and those technically being whilst she was unconscious, she simply couldn’t force herself to get up. Instead she curled into the bush, pulling the spare jacket she now had around herself, and dozed off into a deep sleep. 





Chapter 4

The sound of an engine zooming past woke Zahyra with a start from where she’d been sleeping. Darkness had fallen and she instantly knew she’d slept for too long. With a yawn she began to stretch, before immediately feeling the twinge in her right shoulder and stopping from the pain. Her head hurt much less thanks to the rest she’d had, but from the bustle of activity around her, Zahyra wished she had woken up hours ago. 

When she had originally lain down in the small cluster of bushes Zahyra now sat in, willing for her eyes to adjust to the darkness surrounding her, it had been midday dusk. That meant she’d slept through the two to three hours of sunlight afterwards and was now stuck in the middle of the desert wastelands for around fourteen hours of darkness. She shivered, pulling the extra jacket tighter around her body. Things were not looking good. Although from what she could remember of her surroundings – and what she could vaguely make out in the darkness – there weren’t any buildings near to where she had stopped earlier that day. But the sounds comings from around her led her to believe there was definitely some sort of activity going on nearby. 

Another vehicle sped past her hiding place at that moment and the bushes Zahyra was using as cover were temporarily illuminated by the SUVs headlights. Panicking she forced herself to shuffle further down into the bushes, scratching her face on one of the thorny branches that stuck out from above. Minutes seemed to pass silently as Zahyra waited to see if she had been discovered in the spotlight, although realistically it was only a matter of seconds. 

She desperately tried to keep her breathing quiet and even, not knowing what kind of mutants could be out there right now searching for Zeros like her. If any one of them could see in the dark, or had echolocation, sonar or anything like that, she was going to be caught for sure. When she was finally certain the coast was clear, she manoeuvred herself back out from underneath the bush and squinted into the darkness. She wished she could see in the dark like Grayson had done the night before – not that it had done him much good Zahyra remembered sadly. Her heart sank as she thought of everyone who had been murdered on her bus, including her friend Thorn and one of the other young girls she’d recognised. 

She sat motionless in the dark, fear coursing through her veins as she struggled to decide what to do. On the one hand, she was fairly well hidden amongst the bushes, on the other it would only take one slightly inquisitive mutant to look her way and her cover would be blown. After about twenty minutes of waiting, listening and watching the darkness around her, Zahyra admitted to herself that she was going to accomplish nothing by sitting in the dark. Plus the longer she waited the longer Asher was alone, with the mutants doing god knows what to him – she dreaded to think. 

Gathering all her courage she moved out from the bushes, her eyes now fairly well acquainted to the darkness around her. To her right was the mountain face, which would provide her with the most cover from whatever and whoever was out there. To her left there appeared to be the continuation of whatever track the mutant convoy that had destroyed her bus had taken last night. She knew this was the route she had to take. But as she could see no more than a few meters ahead of her, Zahyra made the decision to edge towards the mountain face and creep along that until she came across something more discerning. Or until the track she knew she had to follow was no longer in her line of sight. She had no idea what she would find at the end of this beaten track: gangs of mutants waiting to pounce, a mutant camp, Asher… she pictured her younger brother’s innocent face and prayed it was the latter. 

Silently and with more care than she’d ever taken before she knelt up so she was standing. At full height she was only a small five foot four inches, but the bushes around her only reached half her height at best. Crouching she knew she would be better hidden, but at full height she could move quicker and make her way to the mountain wall at a faster pace. Stealth versus speed. In an instant, Zahyra opted for speed. Carefully and quietly she checked she had everything with her: the boys jacket she’d taken from the bus she now wore, Grayson’s knife was fastened tightly around her waist, the blade of which she had wrapped a few leaves around and tucked into the back pocket of her cargo pants. Finally her two water bottles were forced into the larger pockets of the boys jacket, meaning both her hands were free from holding them – not that her right arm was much use, the cut on her shoulder still stinging with every movement. 

Then, knowing she couldn’t afford to wait any longer, Zahyra burst into a quick jog away from her hiding place and towards the mountain. There was about four hundred meters of barren wasteland between her and the mountain, with absolutely nothing to hide behind or duck underneath. If any mutants were to spot her whilst she was out in the open, she was surely done for. But she had been one of the fastest sprinters in her camp, often beating the boys who were just a year younger than her. She knew she should make it there in just a couple of minutes. 

As she ran she did her best to tred as lightly as she could, thankfully made easier by the dense sand beneath her feet. Although it did mean she couldn’t run as fast as she wanted to. Her breathing was ragged and tired from the stress of everything she had been through over the last twenty-four hours, but luckily those few hours of sleep and the surge of adrenaline from the pressure of her situation meant she had the energy to run. That, combined with her sheer determination, willed Zahyra to keep moving. Twisting her head as she ran Zahyra attempted to increase her field of vision, getting ever closer to the sheer mountain face in front of her. Recalculating the distance, Zahyra believed she had covered about three hundred meters when disaster struck and the unmistakable sound of an engine in the distance vibrated through her eardrums. Panicked, she frantically dropped to the ground. 

Sure enough, the headlights belonging to one of the mutant’s SUVs appeared around the corner and Zahyra pressed her body further into the sand beneath her, willing herself to become invisible or melt away into the ground. She all but stopped breathing and closed her eyes praying that – as every child believes – if she couldn’t see them, they couldn’t see her. Thankfully, the headlights swung over her body where she lay for just a fraction of a second and moved off into the distance, the sound of the engine slowly going out of her earshot. 

Zahyra let out a long breath and slowly opened her eyes. It was dark again, and the SUV was gone. Whether she couldn’t be seen where she was or whether she had just been lucky, Zahyra didn’t want to hang around to find out. Leaping to her feet she ran faster than she ever had before, completing the last hundred-meter sprint in under a minute and falling heavily to the ground against the cool mountain wall. 

Catching her breath she looked around her, realising in dismay that this wasn’t the sheltered and hidden location she had hoped for. Mutants driving down the road would now have a clear view of her as she leant desperately against the rocky mountain wall behind her. Knowing she had to keep moving Zahyra rose to her feet and clung to the side of the mountain as she slowly jogged in the direction the SUV had been coming from, right into the waiting arms of the developed mutants, she thought. But she knew she didn’t have a choice. 

Once again as she ran she kept her eyes and ears trained for any sign of another SUV, or any of the mutants on foot, but this time she was lucky. Then, rounding the corner she saw a set of three ramshackle huts in a line and about fifteen mutants standing outside. She stopped, dropping to the ground again. The mutants appeared to be laughing, shouting and drinking, while a few more of them stood closest to her were smoking some pungent type of leaf. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. Knowing there would almost certainly be more inside in three huts, Zahyra crouched sunken against the rock face, desperate and bewildered about what to do next. 

She realised that if she could sneak past the three closest to her – the ones who were smoking – she could make it round behind the huts and climb onto what looked like an indented ledge on the mountain. Zahyra toyed with this idea for a moment, trying to decide whether being trapped up on a ledge was a better idea than being free to run away on the ground. Finally she defined that it was, as she would be more hidden and as she hoped what the mutants were drinking was some sort of alcohol, they wouldn’t have their wits about them to notice her. 

She watched the three smokers for a minute longer, discerning that whatever it was they were smoking wasn’t enabling them to remain in their right minds, as they swayed from side to side and burst into reels of throaty laughter after almost everything that one of them said. So with what must have been her umpteenth deep breath of the day she remained low in a squat and started to slink slowly around the wall. 

Remarkably she made it to beneath the ledge in the mountain with ease, not making a sound or causing any of the mutants to look her way once. She had always been an excellent climber, so clambered up the rock face and onto the ledge she had chosen, leaving her about ten feet above the ground below. It was just deep enough into the mountain for her to lie on her front, legs stretched out behind her, meaning almost none of her body was visible and she could easily curl up further back to become more hidden. The ledge was dry as well, and the mountain face cascading up above her provided her with some protection from the wind. This would be as safe a place as any to rest, Zahyra knew. 

However, now that she was there, hidden away and closer to a large group of advanced mutants than she had ever been before, curiosity got the better of her and she couldn’t resist leaning over to hear what they were saying below. 

“…And did you see how big his eyes got when we showed him?” One of the mutants croaked from down below, taking a swing from the foul smelling liquid they were all drinking. “He almost couldn’t believe it.”

“I know, dunno what those runts were doing out there at night, but we sure showed ‘em.”

“Wish I’d been there,” the third one in the group chimed in. Zahyra gasped when she saw him, he was wearing a ripped vest, which had clearly started off its existence as a t-shirt, but he’d ripped the sleeves off so they were torn away and ragged. The reason for Zahyra’s gasp was the burnt in number 5 she could see on his right arm, just visible under the light from the fire pits that were dotted around the group. 

He was a Gen 5. The first Zahyra had ever seen. His arms were huge with muscle and his body was toned so she could tell he was well built underneath his torn clothing. The cold truth that she was hiding above a Gen 5 mutant caused her to shiver with fear. They were the most developed mutants alive by far and Zahyra dreaded to think what would happen if he spotted her. She would surely be killed she thought; whether she passed for a Gen 1 or not, they wouldn’t care at all. The Gen 5 had continued speaking and Zahyra quickly zoned back in to catch the rest of what he was saying. 

“…would’ve shown ‘em a thing or two. You just bring the lads back?”

With another stifled gasp Zahyra realised they must be talking about the raid on her bus from the night before and trained her ears in so she could catch everything they said. Hoping they’d reveal the location of where they’d taken Asher and the rest of the boys.

“Yeah,” the first mutant replied, Zahyra now noticed he was marked as a Gen 4. The other mutant in the group was turned away from her, so she couldn’t see how advanced he was, but from the company he was keeping, he couldn’t be lower than a Gen 4 himself. “Handed ‘em over to the chief, like I said, he couldn’t believe the catch.”

“Take ‘em over to the camp did he?”

“Yeah, got a few more the night before as well, a nice new collection for us to break in.”

The three mutants burst into some deep laughter at this comment and Zahyra winced at the thought of whatever ‘breaking them in’ meant. It couldn’t be good that’s for sure. Now that it was confirmed to her that Asher had been captured, her resolve to rescue him was stronger than ever. Wherever that camp was that he’d been taken to she had to find it. 

Leaning over again Zahyra listened carefully, with the hope that one of them would reveal the location of the camp. Wandering around in the dark looking for Asher in a wasteland filled with mutants didn’t appeal to her one bit, but she knew it would likely be the outcome. Then something happened that instilled her entire body with fear. 

“Got a light, Brick?” One of the mutants she’d seen smoking earlier called over to the group she was listening in to and started to walk over towards them. He held in his hand a pipe filled with whatever they were smoking, now extinguished by the wind. 

“Here you go lad,” the Gen 5, Brick, replied and snapped his fingers to create a spark between them. Then in the palm of his hand, a small fireball formed, the flames flickering in the wind that blew against the mountain wall, but burning bright and dangerous none the less. 

The smoker walked over, stuck the end of his pipe into Brick’s palm and inhaled, lighting it, he then nodded in thanks and returned to his group. The Gen 5 could make fire! Zahyra had always assumed that this was a mutation that some more developed mutants would carry, but had obviously never witnessed it before. She sank back into the mountain with terror. An ability to control fire was undoubtedly one of the most dangerous, and she was hiding no more than a few meters away from it. 

Now shaking, Zahyra curled up into herself forming a small ball. She was in way over her head. Surrounded by twenty or more mutants, the most advanced she’d ever experienced, with abilities that could kill her in under a second. Not only did she have no idea how to even get out of the place she was now trapped in, but also she didn’t know which direction to continue searching for Asher in. He was in a camp somewhere and that was literally all she knew. Her mind drifted back to the camp they had left and she knew with absolute certainty whatever camp Asher was now in would be nothing like that. She wondered about what the mutants had meant by breaking the boys in and knew it couldn’t be good. Asher wasn’t a strong boy and in reality he wasn’t particularly brave either. She could picture his face now, scared and unaware of what was going to happen to him. Zahyra knew his brain would be working overtime trying to figure out a way he could escape. She hoped their efforts would intertwine and between them they’d manage to break him out. But just her, a Zero, up against what could easily be hundreds of Gen 4 and 5 mutants; she’d rather spend a lifetime alone in the desert than do that. 

Not that quitting was an option. She had never been a quitter and wasn’t going to start now. Asher’s life was on the line and only she could save him. She had a responsibility to him as his big sister. She was supposed to protect him and she’d let him be taken from her. Sitting alone in the mountain face, she wished with all her might that she had not strapped Asher into that seat belt on the bus. She wished that she’d put it on and she’d been the one left behind – even if that had resulted in her death. At least Asher would have been thrown from the bus. At least he would be alive. 

Then, shaking her head at this thought Zahyra realised how stupid she was being. What would Asher have done if he’d woken up in the sand and found her dead beside the bus? She could barely deal with the images of the dead girls that kept flashing through her mind every time she closed her eyes, Asher would never have managed. 

A tear slid down her face as she thought of what would have happened if she’d found Asher’s body that morning. Nothing was worse than death: she knew that. At least they were both alive, despite their horrible situations. And they would be reunited again. Zahyra steeled herself, forcing herself to stop crying and focus on the task at hand. Nothing in the wastelands was easy, but there was a way and she would figure it out. 

Not daring to listen in to the mutants for any longer, Zahyra closed her eyes and willed for sleep to come, to spare her from her living nightmare for just a few hours. Then in the morning when it was light, she’d find a way to save her brother. How she did not know, but she knew she could do it. She had to. 

Miraculously sleep did find Zahyra, her body still exhausted from the past few days. When she woke up on the ledge she stretched again, discovering her shoulder was finally beginning to feel a little better. It wasn’t infected, she thought with relief – that had been a real worry she’d refused to admit to herself the previous day. An infected arm in her condition would really make the task impossible. 

Leaning over the ledge she saw that most of the mutants from the night before had gone. In fact, only the three smokers remained, asleep on the floor where they had been stood only a few hours ago. She listened for a moment and then hearing their faint snores in the distance knew she had to move now or she’d be stuck on the mountain for another day. 

Ensuring she had everything with her, Zahyra slipped her legs over the edge of the ledge she was on and twisted her body around so she was facing the mountain. She found her footing easily and as quickly as she dared but as quietly as she could, shimmied back down the rock face and landed safely on the ground below. She immediately dropped into a crouch, once again making herself as small as possible and shot a darting gaze around her. The three mutants were all still asleep, so gathering her wits about her Zahyra made off in the opposite direction to how she’d entered the camp last night. Snaking around the back of the three huts first, carefully checking in each direction as she went to make sure she hadn’t been noticed. 

When she reached the end of the third hut, Zahyra’s heart fell as she saw a stretch of open road ahead of her. It seemed to go on for at least a mile before it curved around a corner meaning she couldn’t see what lay ahead. Two SUVs were parked up on the other side of the track, which Zahyra assumed must belong to the sleeping smokers behind her. Although realising that each SUV seated six mutants, she worried that there were several more inside the huts she was now unnervingly close to. However checking her peripheral vision she knew there was no other route that she could take. It was either ahead into the unknown, or back to the sleeping mutants and she had no idea how long they’d remain unconscious for. Clinging to the side of the mountain face as if for dear life, Zahyra began to make her way out into the open. 

As she ran she thought of her brother, continuously repeating the mantra to herself that she was coming for him, that she was going to save him. As fast as she could Zahyra closed down the mile between her and the bend in the road, slowing to a jog as she reached it. With her eyes closed she took the step that she knew would enable her to see around the corner and then holding her breath she opened them, not a clue in her mind about what she would find. 





Chapter 5

Deflated, Zahyra’s heart seemed to sink down to her knees when she witnessed the sight in front of her. All she could see was miles and miles of the sandy track she’d been following. It seemed to go on forever, with no other buildings or any visual milestones in sight. Bewildered, Zahyra wondered if she’d taken a wrong turn, but knew she hadn’t, as there had clearly been nowhere else to go. With just half a bottle of water left and not having eaten anything since the few berries she’d scavenged the night before last, Zahyra was exhausted, tired and without hope. 

Letting the bleakness of her situation wash over her like a cold shower, Zahyra gritted her teeth and continued soldiering onwards into the unknown. She remained as close to the mountain wall as she could, using it for shade against the hot sun that was now blinding her. She had an hour to endure until the midday dusk fell, but with every step she took she became weaker and more desperate. Just save Asher, she kept repeating to herself, just save Asher. 

After about an hour of walking in the middle of the desert, Zahyra had all but finished her few remaining drops of water. The sun was beating down on her with a vengeance and with nothing to see but the glow of the orange sun against the orange sand, Zahyra began to sway from side to side, heatstroke starting to take an effect. 

Her mind focused on a mental picture of her little brother; carefully going over how his face had looked the last time she’d seen him. He had been so peaceful, sleeping against her on the bus. Everything had seemed so easy then compared to now. They had been safe and on the way to be reunited with their mother at the safe haven. Now Zahyra didn’t have a clue where she was, she didn’t know where Asher or her mother were and worst of all she didn’t know if she’d ever get to see either of them again. As sadness seeped through her body, thinking her situation could undoubtedly not get any worse, the obvious happened and an SUV appeared in the distance, heading straight for her. 

With absolutely nowhere to hide, Zahyra was stranded. Alone in the middle of the wasteland with who knew how many mutants driving towards her. Her mind drifted back to the Gen 5 she had witnessed the night before with the ability to make fire and she froze with fear at the thought of someone like that finding her. Zahyra knew she only had a minute at most before the SUV reached her and that was no way near enough time to run or hide or manage to escape. 

She looked up at the mountain wall behind her but couldn’t see anywhere that was easy enough to climb up, or even if she could climb there were no crevices like there had been by the huts that she could hide within. The mutants had surely seen her now, as she started to hear cries and woops in the distance, their voices resonating off the rock face and echoing back to her. 

In desperation Zahyra pulled the knife she’d taken from Grayson’s body from her back pocket and shook off the leaves she had wrapped around the blade to keep it from tearing through her cargo pants. Even though she was now armed, Zahyra felt no more prepared for whatever she was going to face when the SUV reached her, a fate that was mere seconds away from coming to fruition. 

“Well, well, well…” One of the mutants jumped from the passenger seat of the SUV as it drove in a little semi circle in front of Zahyra, pushing her back up against the mountain so she had nowhere to run. “What have we here?”

The mutant had the clear branding of a number four on his right arm, a dark circle tattooed around it in an attempt to make it stand out. While lower ranked mutants favoured a cluster of tattoos around their branding in order to disguise the number as best they could, some more developed mutants opted for tattoos which would highlight their ranking, using it to try and belittle the lower ranked mutants around them. He also had a full head of hair cascading down below his shoulders, even longer than Zahyra’s, which as he walked towards her he grabbed hold of and tied into a ponytail. 

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open in terror involuntarily, frozen to the spot as another mutant put the SUV into park and jumped out of the driving seat. Luckily it was just the two of them, but Zahyra still knew she had little hope of fending the pair of them off. 

The driver of the SUV was a Gen 3, but his body was bulging with muscles bigger than Zahyra had ever seen so she knew he was strong. “Looks like we’ve caught a runner,” he smirked, slamming the door behind him, “what…” he paused, a menacing look in his eye, “…are we going to do with her?”

The Gen 3 dragged out the words in his question, the look on his face confirming what Zahyra already knew – whatever they were going to do with her wouldn’t be good. Breathing in and sticking out her chest Zahyra swallowed before beginning to address the mutants. She wanted to sound strong but knew the voice that escaped her was that of a scared little girl. 

“I want to be taken to your camp,” she squeaked, causing the two mutants in front of her to look at one another then double over with laughter. The Gen 4 slapped his knees whilst the Gen 3 propped himself up against the bonnet of the SUV, deep throaty reels of laughter bubbling out of his mouth. 

“Holy shit we have got a live one here, Xav,” the Gen 3 spluttered, doing his best to cease his amusement. 

The Gen 4, Xav, suddenly snapped into complete silence and began to walk towards Zahyra. She shrunk into the rocky wall behind her, clutching the knife behind her back so it was out of view. Xav leaned in so he was inches away from her face, she could smell his rotten breath and see the hairs curling out from his nostrils. Forcing herself to be strong however, Zahyra slowly raised her eyes so she was staring right into his. 

“I said,” she coughed, “I want to be taken to your camp.” 

“You’ll speak when you’re spoken to,” Xav suddenly shouted at her, grabbing her by her right arm and throwing her to the floor. Zahyra squealed in pain, the cut on her shoulder starting to sting from the instant the mutant touched her. The knife slipped from her grasp and slid a few feet away from where she now laid, her face dirty with sand. 

“Thought you were going to put up a fight did you?” Xav questioned her, reaching down and picking up the knife from where it lay, “That was not a wise decision.” Holding the knife in front of him Xav took a step forward, towering over Zahyra as she lay dejected on the ground. 

“Hey, hold up Xav,” the Gen 3 interrupted, putting a hand on his friends shoulder, “why don’t we have a bit of fun with her first?”

Xav turned to smile at his companion, “I knew I kept you around for a reason, T,” he grinned, handing over the knife to the Gen 3 who promptly threw it through the open window of the SUV. “Let’s have a bit of fun then, on your feet girl!”

Zahyra paused uncertain of what to do, but realising she had little choice in the matter slowly rose to her feet, supporting herself against the mountain as she did. Resolving that she had to appear as strong as possible Zahyra refrained from checking the cut on her right shoulder, even though she could feel it had started to bleed again from being thrown to the ground. With a stiff upper lip she stood facing the two mutants, daring them with her eyes to go ahead and do whatever they were going to do with her, but to just get it over with. 

“So why d’ya wanna get to our camp so bad girl?” The Gen 3, who Xav had called T asked her, “You know it’s not a nice place for little girls like yourself ey?”

“Maybe she wants to give the lads a treat,” Xav laughed, eying Zahyra up and down, “although she’s not giving much away with her outfit. Won’t even show us your brand will ya?” 

At this comment Zahyra flinched and glanced down at her right shoulder, the blood from her reopened wound was starting to seep through the makeshift bandage she’d tied around it that morning. Underneath was the fake branding her mother had burnt into her arm over six years ago, on the day after what was supposed to be her Turning Age Ceremony. At that moment in time Zahyra knew she was going to have to reveal her branding to them, as if she didn’t do it herself they’d definitely make her. Then just as she was about to speak, Xav piped up again. 

“Hey… you’re not a Zero are you?” he asked aggressively, anger starting to rise up in his eyes as if the person he blamed most for all his mishaps was standing right in front of him. 

“I’m Gen 1,” Zahyra said, trying to sound confident as she pulled her sweater off and tied it around her waist next to her jacket, wincing from the pain caused from moving her shoulder. She hated having her branding on show, not only because she knew it was fake – although there was no way anyone else would be able to tell from looking at it – but also because even with it she was still a low level mutant. She knew being a Gen 1 was nothing to boast about. 

“Ugh, pathetic!” Xav spat on the floor, turning away from Zahyra in disgust. 

“Aw man, would’ve been so much more fun if she was a Zero,” T whined next to him, “whadd’ya wanna do with her now Xav?”

Zahyra looked up at Xav, the Gen 4 clearly being the one in charge out of the two of them, and clearly being the one who would make the decision regarding what to do with her. In despair, she began to plead with him. 

“Please mister,” Zahyra started, slowly moving her gaze to lock eye contact with Xav, “I just wanna go to the camp. It’s scary out here, and I’ll work hard there and do whatever you want. Please just take me to the camp.” 

Xav turned away from her after this comment and started to walk back to the SUV, clearly disappointed in what he was seeing and hearing from her. The second mutant, T, looked from Zahyra to Xav twice, then turned and walked off after him. The two of them stood by the vehicle in quiet discussion. Zahyra couldn’t hear what they were saying, but knew they must be talking about what to do with her. Petrified, she stood and waited. 

Then to her surprise, Xav climbed into the SUV and drove away, leaving her stranded with the Gen 3 mutant in the middle of the desert wastelands. The sun had finally reached its peak in the sky and was beginning to hide behind the clouds so midday dusk was upon them. This was Zahyra’s only silver lining in her bleak situation, as she leant against the mountain breathing in the cooler air that was already beginning to circulate through the winds and tried to figure out what was going to happen to her next. 

“You’re useless,” T finally spoke up locking eyes with Zahyra and shooting her a smirk. “So Xav said I could have ya.”

This comment instilled more fear in Zahyra than she’d felt since her camp had been attacked over two days ago – and she’d been through a hell of a lot since then. As soon as she heard these words her fight or flight instinct kicked in: there was no chance she was just going to stand there and let this mutant ‘have her’. She still didn’t know what his mutation was, but he was a Gen 3 so Zahyra believed she at least had a chance – she was going to try and escape. Fighting T wasn’t an option; he was built bigger than a tree and Zahyra was hoping that because of this, he wouldn’t be able to run very fast. She just had to get the timing right and therefore made the bold decision to engage the mutant in conversation. 

“Oh nice,” she said, deciding to make a play for his ego and pray this would be the correct route. He didn’t seem very smart so Zahyra hoped he was at least full of himself, “I much prefer you to that other guy, I’m glad.”

“Ha!” T laughed, “You certainly won’t be glad by the time we’re finished.” 

Zahyra’s face fell. Clearly encouraging him with flattery hadn’t been the right decision, and if anything T looked more ready to ‘have her’ than he had before she’d spoken. 

“Let’s get to it then,” T slurred, taking a step towards her. Zahyra knew it was now or never, so waited until T was about to learn in and grab her and then ducked out of his reach at the last minute. 

“Wha…”

Zahyra didn’t hang around to hear what T was about to say, righting herself with the help of the mountain she then began to sprint into the distance – the same way she’d been heading before the two mutants intercepted her. She can’t have had more than a two second head start before she heard a cry from behind her and the sound of heavy footsteps on her tail. 

“Get back here you piece of shit! You’re mine!” T boomed behind her, but Zahyra closed her eyes and sprinted as fast as she could. Panting and sweating she continued to make ground on the Gen 3 behind her, his footsteps becoming shallower in her ears with every step that she took. Then she heard him stop completely, and a smile broke out over her face. He’d given up. She’d got away. Zahyra glanced back and saw T standing close to where she’d started running from, he really had stopped chasing her. She slowed a little but still kept running, determined to put as much distance between the two of them as possible, then out of nowhere she stopped, hitting something head on and crumbling to the ground. 

Knocked unconscious for a couple of seconds, when Zahyra came to the first thing she heard were T’s footsteps jogging towards her. She didn’t have a clue what had just happened, whether she’d tripped or ran into something – even though there was absolutely nothing around her. 

“You seriously didn’t think you could escape me, runt?” Zahyra heard T call out, as he got ever closer to where she lay. Knowing she couldn’t waste a second Zahyra jumped to her feet, doing her best to ignore the ringing she now heard in her ears and the throbbing pain in her head, and started running again. But no sooner than she had reached her stride and was starting to pick up pace she smashed into something again and found herself in a heap on the floor. Thankfully she retained her consciousness this time and looked around to see what she had fallen into but again could see nothing. She took off for a third time, but had barely taken a step when she was smashed in the face and sent falling to the ground once more. 

“You not figured it out yet?” T shouted at her, still slowly walking in her direction, “Force fields,” he grinned in a singsong voice. Then, to demonstrate the mutation he was clearly very proud of, raised his hands and pushed them out towards Zahyra. There was a whoosh through the air and then Zahyra noticed a shimmering wall just to her left. He had been building force fields in front of her – that had been what she kept running into! 

“You’re stuck girl, you’ve got no where to go.” T had now almost reached her, but Zahyra knew she had to keep running. She waited until he was within arms length and then grabbed a handful of sand and threw it into his eyes. The Gen 3 mutant cried out in anger when the fistful of sand stung him and he doubled over into a crouch. Zahyra took this as the perfect opportunity and swung her legs round behind her, knocking T’s out from underneath him so he too ended up on the ground. She then jumped up and started running again, zig-zagging as she went to try and dodge any more force fields that T would throw at her. 

However once more she made it no more than about a hundred yards before she hit a wall and fell backwards onto the sand beneath her. She quickly got up and tried to move off to her right, but another force field blocked her path. She turned left and the same thing happened. 

“You’re finished now girl!” T yelled from behind her, jogging to catch up to where she now stood trapped by his force fields. There was a burning anger in his eyes, stirred in with the bloodshot red the sand had caused. His breathing was heavy through gritted teeth and Zahyra could see she had made matters a thousand times worse by running so many times. T kept his right hand raised, his palm pointing in Zahyra’s direction so she gathered this was how he controlled the force fields. Why couldn’t he have had a mutation like sonar or something useless, force fields were about the last thing she wanted to be dealing with right now. 

“I am going to destroy you,” T hissed breathily, enunciating every word carefully as he started slowly walking towards her, his right arm still reaching out in front of him. With all hope lost Zahyra flinched as he grabbed hold of her right shoulder pressing down with all his strength on the wound. He then dropped his right arm so the force fields fell, but instead grabbed her other shoulder with it as well so he was holding her steady in place. 

“We’re gunna have some fun now you little shit,” he spat into her face, and all Zahyra could do was close her eyes and pray. Suddenly a flash of searing pain glanced across her face and she was thrown backwards onto the ground. Her hands instinctively went to her face where T had hit her, her cheek already tender and bruised. In half a second the Gen 3 was standing over her again and dealt a swift kick to her ribcage, causing her to double over in pain on the ground. 

“You’re. Gunna. Be. Sorry. You. Ever. Met. Me.” T snarled, punctuating each word with another kick to her ribs. Zahyra was certain something was broken now, and could hardly move because of the pain. Then out of nowhere, she heard the sound of another vehicle and started to weep at the thought of her torture getting worse.

The sounds did at least still T for a second, as he looked around to see what was approaching. In this split second Zahyra breathed as deeply as she could, trying with all her might to regain her breath and opened one of her eyes. In the distance there was a motorcycle zooming towards her, with what looked like just a single mutant riding it. Immediately she thought of Xav, who must have come back to see how T was doing and to help him finish the job. 

She looked up at T, who was panting above her trying to catch his breath from the foul kicks he’d been dealing her. He had at least paused now as he waited for the motorcycle to get closer, further confirming to Zahyra that it was Xav and T was waiting to see if there were any instructions for him before he would finish her off. Zahyra continued to cry silently, she had failed in her quest to save Asher and in their mission to get to the safe haven. She still had no idea where her little brother was and she was most likely moments away from death. She didn’t even know if Asher was alive or not and this thought burned through her with more pain than even the fake branding her mother had given to her. She had truly failed everyone. 

Through her crying she heard the motorcycle draw to a stop beside them, and then a loud bang rang out deafening her. Two strong hands grabbed her from behind and while she attempted to twist round to see the face of whoever had hold of her, her ribs hurt too much to allow for such movement. She was pulled to her feet and then pushed forward towards the motorbike; still she couldn’t see the face of the assailant behind her. Zahyra was then forced onto the seat and the mutant who had driven the motorbike over to them let go of her and sat in front. She tried to speak but couldn’t form the words in her mouth so just clung onto her saviour in front of her for dear life as they revved the engine, put the bike into gear and sped away from the scene. 

As they drove away, the bike curved slowly around a corner and Zahyra tilted her head back to look behind them. On the ground she saw T lying lifelessly in a puddle of blood. Zahyra gasped. Who was this mystery rider she was now strapped onto the bike with? Why had they murdered T? Where were they going? And what were they going to do to her?





Chapter 6

 Zahyra drifted in and out of consciousness as she clung to the mysterious person she assumed was a man in front of her on the motorcycle. The pain in her head, shoulder and ribs was all getting too much for her, combined with the dehydration she was suffering from and the heatstroke she was almost certain she’d developed that morning she was not in a good way. Sweat clung to her brow as they sped through the vast deserts that surrounded them, all the while her eyes drooping after a few seconds and not allowing more than a minute of consciousness at a time. 

In her fleeting moments of clarity as they rode, Zahyra tried to analyse the man as best she could from behind. He wore a thick black leather jacket that stuck to her hands as she held onto it, making them feel clammy and horrible. She wondered how he was managing in the heat with the jacket on, as the midday dusk was now slowly beginning to roll over into the hours of afternoon sun. Naturally the jacket had sleeves, which meant she couldn’t tell what ranked mutant he was and therefore if she needed to be afraid of him or not. Although she hoped since he had saved her and killed the Gen 3 mutant with what she assumed must have been a gunshot, rather than his mutant powers, that he was a low ranked mutant like herself. He could even be – she dared to dream – a Zero just like her. 

As Zahyra fantasised about her rescuer (or capturer, she reminded herself) being a fellow Zero she took in the rest of his attire. There wasn’t much to see unfortunately: he accompanied the jacket with black cargo pants similar to hers and black boots to match. On his head be wore a motorcycle helmet, so Zahyra couldn’t even see what colour his hair was, she imagined it was dark however, to match the rest of his outfit. For some reason with her arms around him she felt safe. Through his jacket she could tell that he was strong and clearly he was brave too as he killed a Gen 3 mutant to save her life earlier. The big question Zahyra still couldn’t understand was why he had done that. What made her life more valuable than the mutant’s and why did this stranger deem it his responsibility to save her. 

Feeling herself getting drowsy again Zahyra’s eyes started to close once more. The sun was now beginning its decent and therefore midday dusk was drawing to an end and the full strength of the sun was upon her. Still just wearing a t-shirt, with her sweater and jacket tied around her as the two mutants had made her do earlier, the rays of the sun found direct contact with her skin and she could feel it like a hot fire. Willing for the feeling of the heat to go away she closed her eyes, allowing her body to lose consciousness once more to save her from all the pain she was feeling. 

This time when she came to the motorbike was slowing to a halt, the engine feeling softer beneath where she sat. Opening her eyes she was forced to squint, the sun still beating down from above – by it’s height in the sky Zahyra reckoned there was only another hour of daylight however, so thought that whatever the reason was for them stopping, it was a good enough time to do so. Then she noticed a small hut in front of them, which the motorbike gently came to a stop next to. A million thoughts ran through her head about what could be in that hut, about whether it would be safe or not and her body tensed against the man in front of her. 

As if feeling her muscles contract against him, the man slowly leant over to one side, dragging his left leg over the motorbike behind him so he was standing beside it. This was it, Zahyra thought, she was finally going to find out who this man was. A little wave of fear trickled through her, but she realised she was more excited to find out who he was. After all, he had saved her. She watched closely as he took off his helmet and placed it on the handlebars in front of her, then his gaze lingered on the helmet before looking up and meeting hers. 

His hair was dark as Zahyra had imagined, but was shaven very close to his head so just a thin, fuzzy layer of it remained standing upright. He had a beard too, which matched the style, close shaven to his face but still creating a dark shadow over his face and down to his neck. What stood out most about him however were his piercing blue eyes, as blue as the pictures of the oceans Zahyra had seen painted in books. He stared at her with his blue eyes for a moment, as if mentally taking everything in about her then opened his mouth to speak. Zahyra paused, uncertain what he could say. 

“I’m Cain,” he muttered in a monotone voice. And with that he turned and walked away into the hut behind him, leaving Zahyra sitting stunned on the back of his bike, still completely in the dark about the mysterious man who had rescued her. 

“What the…” Zahyra mumbled to herself. She was entirely taken aback by the man who had rescued her, apparently named Cain. A million thoughts ran through her head as she tried to decide what to do next. She still didn’t know if he was dangerous, or what was waiting inside that hut. The biggest question of all to her was what kind of ranked mutant he was, as knowing that would ultimately allow her to figure out if he could be trusted or not. Caught off guard by a yawn Zahyra admitted to herself that right now she didn’t really have a choice but to trust him. She was still badly injured, dehydrated and other than him, completely lost and alone. 

Very gingerly she swung her left leg over the body of the motorcycle and pushed herself up to a standing position using her left arm. Another wave of pain shot through her ribs and chest, causing Zahyra to lean back against the motorcycle. She slowly lifted up her shirt to find a magnitude of bruises all over her chest and stomach, she could even make out the clear boot imprint the mutant, T, had left behind. 

Wincing as she pressed her hand against some of them she was almost certain her ribs would be broken. Add that to banging her head several times and the cut in her right arm being reopened she was in no fit state to go anywhere or do anything. Except, she knew, she would have to go inside. Before she moved she pulled her sweater back over her head and put the jacket on as well. The mutants earlier may have seen her Gen 1 mark, but she had no idea if Cain had seen it yet and decided to keep it hidden in the hope that he hadn’t. She would only show him hers if he showed her his.

Slowly she edged towards the door of the hut and pushed it open with her one good arm. The sight inside was far from what she’d been expecting. Cain sat on an animal skin rug on the floor in front of a fire, boiling a pot of something that smelled delightfully like home to Zahyra, reminding her of her mother’s rabbit stew. Towards the back of the hut there was a pile of blankets: clearly the sleeping area and to her right Zahyra noticed a couple of boxes of pots, pans and various other junk. It felt so homely and almost instantaneously Zahyra was transported back to the hut she had shared with Asher and her mother – this shared very similar aspects, although much smaller and crammed all into one room. 

Realising she was standing in the doorway gaping and probably appeared quite rude, Zahyra took a step towards Cain. 

“I wanted to thank you,” she started, deciding for the time being she wasn’t in any danger and she owed this man for saving her life. 

“Sit. Drink.” He interrupted, handing her a mug of water and gesturing to the floor next to the fire. Zahyra accepted the glass graciously and gulped it all down before sitting across from Cain in front of the fire. He instantly took her mug and refilled it from a basin next to him before handing it back to her. 

“What you did back there,” Zahyra started again, “I can’t thank you enough. I was certain I was…” she trailed off, uncertain whether she could say out loud that she thought she was going to die just a few moments ago. 

Cain looked at her and nodded in response. “You hurt?” He asked, pointing to her arm where the blood was still flowing so fast it was beginning to seep through both her sweater and stolen jacket. 

“Oh, yeah,” Zahyra nodded, “I don’t suppose you have any bandages do you? I’ve been pretty badly bruised as well.”

Cain rose to his feet causing Zahyra to edge backwards a little, surprised by his sudden movement. As she did so she glanced up at him and could’ve sworn she saw a look of remorse in his eyes, but then he turned away and Zahyra was left unknowing. Cain wandered over to the assortment of boxes on the other side of the room and rummaged around in them for a minute before pulling out a pair of grey t-shirts. They looked to be too small for him, which was obviously why they remained unworn, but would be perfect for tearing into bandages for Zahyra’s injuries. 

Holding the t-shirts he walked back over to the fireplace and seated himself back next to the basin. He handed one of the t-shirts to Zahyra and kept one for himself, which he then started tearing into strips and laying on the floor between them. Zahyra opened her mouth to thank him but then caught his eye and simply smiled instead, before looking down at the t-shirt in her lap and starting to tear it in a similar fashion. 

Once there was enough fabric between them for Zahyra to wrap around her ribs and her shoulder she picked them up and then looked around the room cautiously. As it was just one big area, there was nowhere private she could take her shirt off to reapply the bandages. 

“Um, I’m just gunna,” Zahyra trailed off, indicating towards the door so she could step outside and have a little privacy. 

“No. Stay.” Cain responded in his same monotone voice, then swiftly rose to his feet and walked outside of the hut himself. 

Zahyra was bewildered by this man’s actions. He spoke very few words but seemed to have a gentle heart. Perhaps he had been badly hurt in the past, which was why he lived in such seclusion. But then there was that nagging feeling at the back of her mind wondering how he had come to find her in the desert and why he lived so close by to such an aggressive bunch of mutants. 

All this ran through Zahyra’s mind as she quickly stripped off her clothing and robotically changed the bandage on her shoulder. Strapping up her ribs took a little more effort as she struggled to hold one end of the bandage in place whilst wrapping the other around herself. However after several failed attempts she succeeded and carefully re-dressed herself as to not tug at any of the fabrics. 

Now she was strapped up and dressed Zahyra knew she should go outside and invite Cain back into his hut, but she couldn’t resist having a look around. This man was so strange. From the men she’d known previously, all the lower ranked mutants in her camp had been so friendly, always open to conversation and willing to share their stories. Then from her experience with more evolved mutants over the last day, they all seemed so outwardly aggressive and violent. Zahyra was certain Cain was low ranked, a Gen 2 at most. 

Stepping around his hut Zahyra noticed it was very minimal, with nothing but the bare essentials on show. She stepped over to the boxes where Cain had retrieved the t-shirts from and in amongst the pots, pans and other pieces of fabric Zahyra noticed old photographs and letters alongside peculiar little metal trinkets she had never seen before. She was about to reach in and grab one of them when she heard a cough from outside. Swivelling round as fast as she could Zahyra was relieved to notice Cain had not come back inside whilst she was sneaking around and was still waiting for her to give him the all clear. 

“Just a minute!” She called out walking back over to the fireplace and picking up the remaining scraps of fabric. She placed them on top of a raised wooden bench nearby and then walked out of the hut to see Cain again outside. 

“Thanks,” she said as she went back outside, the last minutes of daylight creating a warm glow over the desert, allowing Zahyra to see it in a different light to how she had done so far. In this hew it looked almost beautiful, with the sun setting against the sand and the mountain. “I feel much better now.”

Cain nodded and started to walk back inside his hut, ushering for Zahyra to turn around and walk back in front of him. He really was a man of very few words. Once inside Cain made his way back over to the fireplace and resumed his seat from before; Zahyra followed. 

She tried on several occasions over the next few hours to start up a conversation with Cain but every time she was rebutted with just a few words. As the evening drew on her opinion of Cain began to drop. Yes he had saved her but since then he had not spoken more than five words in a row to her. He could clearly speak, and had the manners to be polite to her, so what was his problem. 

They ate a silent meal of rabbit soup together, which had been what Zahyra suspected was cooking away in the pot above the fire. Then when she started to get tired again as night progressed Zahyra lay down on the floor in front of the fire and closed her eyes, muttering a word of goodnight to Cain who remained sat across from her. For someone who didn’t say much he sure did a lot of staring – every time Zahyra looked up at him she found his eyes trained on her, analysing every inch of her body and face. 

As she lay in front of the fire on the ground Zahyra couldn’t help but feel as though she was still being watched so snapped her eyes open. Sure enough Cain was sat across from her, but as she went to open her mouth to speak to him he jumped in first. 

“Bed.” He said firmly and then pointed to the pile of blankets that were curled up into a makeshift bed in the corner of the hut. Zahyra’s eyes widened as she thought he was suggesting she get into bed with him. Cain must have quickly realised what she was thinking and waved his hands in front of his face in response. 

“No. No. You bed. Me stay here.” 

Zahyra then realised she was being offered the bed, to which she tried to politely decline. But as Cain insisted and she had little strength left to compete with him she merely thanked him once more and made her way over to the blankets in the corner. Once she reached them she was thrilled to feel a soft animal skin rug against her back, a luxury after sleeping in the sand and on a mountain ledge the nights before. Wrapping herself up in the folds she quickly found a comfortable position and drifted off into her first relaxing and voluntary nights sleep since she’d left her camp days ago. 





Chapter 7

The next morning Zahyra woke with the sun on her face. In the distance she could hear the sound of wood being chopped and she could smell something cooking. She sighed peacefully and felt safe. As she took in the sounds and smells around her she was vividly reminded of home and thought fondly of her mother. 

Through the night she had managed to wriggle out of her sweater somehow and was surprised to find it neatly folded on the floor beside her along with her jacket, which she’d taken off the night before. It took her a moment to remember what had happened to her and where she was, then when the memories returned to her she flinched, pulling the blankets around her closer to her chest. 

Realising that it must have been Cain who had folded her sweater for her, she also realised he had probably seen her branding and now knew she was a Gen 1. Still unsure of what rank Cain was Zahyra felt uneasy at this information. Their relationship was now very one-sided; as she knew close to nothing about him whilst he had saved her from mutants, fed her and now discovered her ranking. Suddenly Zahyra didn’t feel as safe in the hut as she had done mere seconds ago. 

Pulling on her sweater but leaving the jacket on the floor Zahyra started to make her way outside into the morning sun. Before she’d even pushed aside the rug that hung in the doorway she could feel the heat of the desert radiating up from the sand. Looking to her left she found her boots and slipped them on as quickly as she could, still fairly immobilised by her varying injuries. Although her head and shoulder did feel a lot better, the bruising on her ribs had got much worse overnight and her chest was now awash with dark purple, blue and green colours. None of the bruising was black at least, that was a good sign. 

Finally moving outside Zahyra found Cain around the side of the hut chopping wood. He was wearing his black boots and cargo pants the same as the day before and a long sleeved grey top. She mused over the decision of his to wear a long grey top, the back of which she could see was already drenched in sweat from chopping wood in the hot sun. To Zahyra this was a clear indication of him wanting to hide his branding from her, but what she didn’t know was why. Whether he was a low ranked mutant and wanted to save face in front of her was one option – although if he had already seen her ranking she didn’t understand why saving face would matter anymore. He’d also saved her life the day before, so didn’t exactly need to do much more to make him appear strong in her eyes. 

The other option for him hiding his branding was, Zahyra shuddered, that he was a high ranked mutant and all of this had been part of some elaborate trap. She pushed this thought to the back of her mind instantly, wanting so badly to be able to feel safe here like she had when she first woke up. Pondering the reasoning for Cain wearing his long sleeved grey top she stood and watched him chop wood by the side of the hut. The sweat glistened in the sunlight on the back of his neck before it dripped down staining his top. He worked hard and fast, not once stopping to take a rest in all the time Zahyra watched him. After a moment she ducked back inside, returning with a mug of water. Slowly she walked over to where Cain was still frantically chopping wood for the fire. 

“Hey,” she said softly but then jumped back in shock spilling some of the water from the mug as Cain quickly swivelled round brandishing his axe. “Oh, sorry,” she continued, “just thought you might like some water?”

Cain instantly lowered his axe when he saw her, looking ashamed by his display of hostility. He bent down and rested the axe against the rock on which he had been chopping wood and sheepishly walked over to her. 

“Thanks,” he smiled, taking the mug from her and downing the water in two large gulps. He then stood staring at her for a moment, unsure of what to do next. Zahyra noticed his awkwardness and opened her mouth to speak again. 

“I er, just wanted to thank you again for yesterday,” she said, “you er, well you saved my life.” 

Cain shrugged in acknowledgement then placed the mug on the ground beside him and took another step towards her. 

“Better?” He asked, pointing towards her ribs. 

“A bit yeah,” she nodded, “still hurts but could have been a lot worse.” 

Cain smiled then, a look of tenderness crossing his face. Then he turned about to go back to his axe once more. Not wanting to miss an opportunity to have a proper conversation with him Zahyra spoke quickly, trying to learn something more about this mysterious man who had saved her life. 

“Wait,” she started, then paused not knowing entirely what she wanted to ask him herself, “um… h-how long have you lived here? It’s a nice place,” she paused again, “quiet, but it’s nice.”

Cain turned back around to look at her, seeming surprised by her want to continue a conversation. 

“Three years,” he answered bluntly. But then stilled facing her as if inviting more questions. 

“Oh wow, by yourself?” Zahyra asked. 

“Yes.”

Zahyra didn’t really know how to prolong the conversation with it being so one-ended, but Cain remained staring at her so she swallowed and continued to question him. 

“How old are you?” She enquired inquisitively. 

“Nineteen.”

“Oh,” Zahyra paused. He was only three years older than she was, and therefore must have left his parents at sixteen like most children that age did. He looked much older, which she then said to Cain, only receiving another smile in response. Then, wanting to know more details about her surroundings and if she was anywhere near to the mutant camp where her little brother was being held she continued her sentence. “And er, where are we exactly? Like I know it’s the desert, but is there anything else nearby?” 

Cain looked a little offended by this question and scrunched up his face in response before finally giving her an answer. 

“Desert.” He nodded, “Just me.”

“Ah, um,” again Zahyra didn’t know how to continue, but took a deep breath and decided she had to tell him the truth if she had any hope of getting out of there and finding Asher. 

“The thing is,” she swallowed, “my little brother… he was taken.” Cain looked unaffected by this statement so Zahyra continued, “He was taken by the mutants, the one’s you saved me from. I was wondering if you knew where they would have taken him, and well, if you could maybe show me? Or take me there? I have to find him.”

At this Cain started to shake his head violently. “Not safe,” he muttered, “not safe. Stay.”

“I know,” Zahyra argued, “but I have to save him! He’s all alone, and we were supposed to be going to meet our mother. I can’t just leave him, I have to get to him, I have to…” she trailed off tears beginning to form in her eyes. 

Cain looked bewildered by the sight of her starting to cry in front of him and froze in place, unsure of what to do. “Not safe,” he muttered again to himself, uncomfortably standing in place watching Zahyra cry. 

“You don’t understand!” Zahyra burst out, sniffing and wiping her eyes before turning and running back into the hut. 

Cain remained motionless for a moment, shocked by what had just transpired in front of him. Then he reached down, picked up the mug and followed Zahyra inside. When he entered his hut he found her sat on the pile of blankets in the corner desperately trying to stop crying. She heard him come in but remained facing the wall, not wanting him to see her cry or make eye contact with him. 

Cain walked over to the fire with the mug still in his hand and filled it with water from the basin. He then took a few steps towards the makeshift bed where Zahyra sat and placed the mug on the ground near her, before turning around and walking back to the fire where he sat, poking a knife into whatever he was cooking in the pot that day. 

“I’m sorry,” he whispered after a minute, not looking up from the pot he was stirring. Zahyra turned slowly around in the pile of blankets to face him. He still didn’t meet her gaze but continued to speak, “The camp is… far away. Not safe, but…” he paused, each word out of his mouth sounding more uncertain than the last, “I take you.”

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open and she sniffed once more. 

“You’ll take me?” she asked hopefully, rising from where she sat and walking over to the fireplace to sit down next to Cain; he still wouldn’t look at her however. Slowly Zahyra placed a hand on Cain’s arm which was outstretched into the pot, holding the knife he used to stir its contents. He flinched at the contact but remained stirring, his eyes focused on the contents moving around the bowl in a circular motion. Cautiously he withdrew his arm, placing the knife on the ground between them. Zahyra’s hand was still touching his sleeve. 

“Thank you,” she whispered, removing her hand and setting it down in her lap. She then stared at Cain, willing him to talk more and explain what he was going to do, how he was going to get her to the camp. 

“When do you think we can go?” Zahyra asked cautiously, hoping and praying it would be today, or sometime very soon at least. “Can we go now?”

Cain shook his head in response, “No, wait. I…” he trailed off, uncertain of how to finish his sentence. Zahyra jumped at the silence, pleading with him to take her to her brother. 

“It’s been too long already since I saw him, I need to know he’ll be safe. I need to get to him quickly! Please Cain…”

“How old?” Cain interrupted.

“What?”

“How old is your brother?”

“Oh,” Zahyra responded, “he’s nine, but,”

Cain cut her off again. “Safe then.” He replied firmly, starting to stand and move away from the fireplace. 

“No!” Zahyra interjected, putting her hand on Cain’s arm again and willing him to stay with her and explain what he knew. “He’s not safe! The mutants took him and I don’t know what they’re doing to him. We need to get there now! We need to save him now!”

Cain looked down at her, half crouching so her hand remained on his arm. Sighing he started to speak again, his eyes suddenly full of both wisdom and sorrow. 

“He’s nine, so he’s safe.” He spoke, his voice unexpectedly filled with eloquence and emotion, “I will take you, but not yet. You need to rest. Get strong. Then we will go.” 

With that Cain stood up to his full height and walked back out of the hut leaving Zahyra confused and shocked as she remained sat in front of the fire. The way he had just spoken to her was so different to everything she’d heard from him since they arrived here. He had almost spoken in proper sentences for one, rather than just punctuated words in his deep, monosyllabic tone. He had seemed to care for her, and for Asher too. Unknowing of what to make of the situation, but relieved at least that Cain had said he would take her to Asher Zahyra relaxed a little. It just had to be soon. There was now less than two weeks until Asher’s tenth birthday, something that Zahyra had refrained from telling Cain. 

Zahyra decided she would question him more later, but for now she just sat in front of the fire, watching the flames dance in the slight breeze that snuck in under the hanging rug in the doorway. Tiny specks of ash floated a few inches above the fire, swirling around in the air just as they had done above the fire in her camp the night she’d named Asher. Watching the ash gave Zahyra hope. For the first time since the bus crash in fact she had real hope for finding Asher and she would not let it get away from her this time. 

She remained in front of the fire for a while longer, mesmerised by the flames and the small flurries of ash they created. She thought of her family and being reunited with them. She also thought of Cain. Who was this man? Her feelings about him changed with every new interaction they shared. First he saves her life but then refuses to engage her in conversation. Then he seems to care for her, checking up on her injuries and giving her food and water. Now he had also shown that he cared for her brother too and this filled Zahyra with optimism. 

The one thing she couldn’t push out of her mind however was who he really was. The fact his branding remained a mystery to her meant she could never feel completely at ease around him. Every fibre in her body wanted to believe that he was a good man and that he would help her get back to Asher, but not knowing the truth about him meant she couldn’t trust him completely. Nor could she quell that seed of doubt in her mind that this was all a trap. 

An hour passed before Cain returned inside the hut, his arms full of firewood and his body drenched again in sweat from labouring. It was midday dusk now but there was still a sweltering heat outside, the vastness of the desert wastelands providing little relief to those stuck in it. 

Cain dropped the firewood in a bucket beside the door and walked over towards Zahyra. He leant down and filled a mug of water, which he drank thirstily, then refilled it and drank again. After he’d quenched his thirst he offered the mug to Zahyra, which she accepted graciously. He then sat next to her and checked the contents of the pot above the fire. 

“Hungry?” he asked peacefully. 

Zahyra nodded, her stomach growling in response. She had not realised how hungry she was until he’d asked that question. She’d survived on so little since escaping her camp. Cain pulled the pot away from the fire and took it over to the wooden table in the corner of the room. There he produced two bowls, filled them with the liquid and beckoned Zahyra over to him. They sat in silence for a while drinking from their bowls, savouring every mouthful of the delicious broth. 

“What is it?” Zahyra asked between swigs, unable to place the flavour exactly. 

Cain lowered his bowl from his mouth and grinned at her, a playful twinkle appearing in his eye. “Beetles.” 

Zahyra stopped drinking, her eyebrows raised at his response. Normally she would’ve spat it out in disgust, the thought of eating insects had always repulsed her, even now when food was so scarce. But Cain had done something to the broth to make it taste so exquisite that the thought of eating bugs didn’t bother her as much as she’d thought it would. 

“Wow,” she replied surprised, “well it’s delicious. Thank you.”

Cain smiled again in response, demonstrating once more his set of perfectly white teeth. They contrasted heavily against his dark skin and beard, which Zahyra mused would have given him an almost childlike appearance had he not been so rugged and well built. If Cain himself hadn’t told her that he was only nineteen she would certainly have not believed it. 

“Work now.” Cain blurted out taking Zahyra by surprise. She wondered what he meant by this, more chopping wood perhaps or hunting for food. He quickly put her thoughts to rest. 

“Be back tomorrow.”

“Wait! You’re leaving?” Zahyra exclaimed. She had emphatically not expected Cain to leave her here, what would she do all by herself in the desert. What if someone else found her? Worry began to rush through her at the thought of being out here alone, her eyes widened and Cain could see from her expression she was beginning to panic. 

“Don’t panic.” He said firmly. “Safe here. No one comes here.” His words did little to reassure Zahyra who all of a sudden felt unsafe and nervous. Her breathing grew more ragged and she moved one of her hands from the table onto her chest to try and still the pain that it was causing in her ribs. 

“Don’t panic.” Cain repeated and then cautiously moved his hand over the table so it rested on top of hers. He took a deep breath and looked Zahyra straight in the eyes before continuing. “I need to work. Few more days and then save your brother. Okay?” 

Zahyra didn’t like being left alone in Cain’s hut one bit but at the mention of saving her brother again she relaxed and tried to breathe out all her worry. 

“Okay,” she replied without breaking eye contact with Cain, the striking blue of his eyes causing her to feel more relaxed as she gazed deeply into them. 

“Okay. Good.” Cain stated, looking away from her and beginning to gather up the bowls from the table. “There’s more,” he said indicating to the pot, “for you when I’m gone.” 

Zahyra nodded in response, her eyes taking a fleeting glance to the rest of the beetle broth in the pot and then returning to look at Cain. He had risen from the table now and was walking around the hut gathering belongings for his work. Zahyra watched him as he did so. He picked up his leather jacket that he had been wearing the day before and threw it on over his long sleeved grey top, then he grabbed a long rag from beside the bed and wrapped it around his neck like a scarf. He filled a water bottle from the basin and tucked it into one of the side pockets of his cargo pants and put what looked like a very stale crust of bread in another. Then he walked towards the boxes filled with pots, pans and other random things and pulled out two sharp knives. Zahyra gasped when she saw these but covered her mouth quickly so Cain didn’t notice. He slid each of the knives into some sort of casing and then pushed them down into his boots, one in each. Finally he reached above the door and withdrew his gun. 

Zahyra’s eyes widened as she realised she had completely forgotten about him possessing a gun. A gun he had used to shoot a mutant the day before. He tucked the gun under the waistband of his cargo pants and pulled his top down covering the handle. 

“Tomorrow,” he said looking over at Zahyra, who could do nothing but nod in response. And with that he was gone. Zahyra listened as she heard his motorcycle rev to life outside and then drive off into the distance. She listened carefully until it was no longer within earshot and then leaned back in her seat. This was it. She was alone in a stranger’s hut in the middle of the desert. All she could do was wait and hope, pray, that he would return tomorrow. 





Chapter 8

Zahyra busied herself immediately, hoping that keeping her mind occupied would allow her to evade thinking about her situation. Looking around Cain’s hut there wasn’t much to work with, but she decided to try and brighten the place up a little.

Starting in the sleeping area she gathered each of the blankets and moved them to one side. Then she picked up the heavy animal skin rug and dragged it outside where she began beating at it with her hand, clouds of dust particles raining off it onto the sand below. She did the same to each blanket in turn, ensuring they were all as free from dirt as she could possibly make them. She put the animal skin rug back where it had lay before and arranged the blankets over and around it in a neat and orderly fashion. 

Satisfied with that area she moved onto the fireplace and the table, although truth be told there was very little she could find to organise. She hung the pot of beetle broth back on the fireplace so that it would keep warm for her to eat again later that evening, and possibly tomorrow depending on what time Cain returned. 

Zahyra racked her brain over what kind of work he could be doing through the night. As it involved him taking two knives and a gun she doubted very much that it could be a pleasant line of work. She shuddered remembering how quickly everything had been over with T the other day, one gunshot and it was all done. 

Did Cain feel any remorse shooting the mutant or was that just another day at work for him? She hadn’t been looking at the time so she didn’t know how he had reacted or what kind of actions he had taken leading up to pulling the trigger. Zahyra wanted to believe that Cain only took the gun out with him for protection, but then why did he need two knives to accompany it as well? 

Shaking her head she knew it was doing her no good to dwell on the topic. He had saved her life with that gun and if he didn’t have it she would have been the one lying dead in the sand, not the Gen 3 mutant. He seemed like a nice enough guy to Zahyra, and aside from her not knowing what his ranking was she had no reason not to trust him, so mentally gave him the benefit of the doubt and moved on. She finished organising the eating/dining area, pulling a few cobwebs from the walls and lining up the cooking instruments that sat in front of the fire. 

The cleaning at that point had started to take its toll on her injured body so Zahyra stopped to rest and inspect her wounds again. Her chest and ribs were still badly bruised although as she felt them tenderly with her fingertips she decided it was unlikely any of her ribs were broken; a couple fractured at most. The cut on her arm was finally healing properly now as well, after being reopened in her fight with the mutant T the previous day. She redressed it with one of the torn up rags and discarded the old bloody one in the fire. 

All of this had taken Zahyra no more than an hour and there was still about thirty minutes of sunlight left before it would grow dark and the long night would set in. Looking around the rest of the hut there were just the boxes of random assorted items that were left to sort through, although Zahyra didn’t know if she should do that as there may be personal items hidden away inside them. Instead, deciding to make the most of the last few minutes of sunlight she slipped outside and took in the surrounding area of Cain’s hut. 

Around one side of the hut was the flat rock that Cain had been chopping wood on earlier that day. Sat beside it was a basket of wood covered by a lid that looked to have been weaved from grass, similar to the basket. The axe, Zahyra noticed, was nowhere in sight. In the distance on that side of the hut there was a small collection of trees where Cain clearly travelled to collect branches to chop down into smaller firewood. 

On the other side of the hut there was the mountain face in the distance but they’d travelled much further inland on the motorbike yesterday than Zahyra had realised and there was quite a distance now between her and the rocky wall. For this she was glad, as clinging to that mountain face had done her absolutely no good in the end. She stood and watched however, as the sun slowly drifted down in the sky and hid behind the mountain, then a sharp chill rushed over her body and she hurried back inside to the warmth of the fire. 

For the next couple of hours Zahyra paced around the hut. She ate some more beetle broth and rearranged the blankets once more; she even attempted to sweep the floor with the remaining rags her and Cain had torn up for her to use as bandages. Although it was now dark, for the first time since leaving her camp Zahyra was not tired and her inquisitiveness slowly began to get the better of her. 

Giving in to herself she got up from where she sat in front of the fire and made her way over to the boxes. She knew she shouldn’t rifle through Cain’s personal possessions but she was beginning to ache with boredom and there was very little else she could think to occupy her mind with. Resolving to lay everything out in a line that she withdrew from the boxes so she could return things in the right order, Zahyra set to work. 

The first box she emptied proved to be remarkably uninteresting. It was merely filled with pots and pans, scraps of metal and clothes. She found a few tools at the bottom but nothing of interest whatsoever, it almost seemed a waste of her time she grumbled, repacking everything in the correct order. Her levels of anticipation at an all time low she began taking things out of the second box in the same meticulous fashion – just in case. It started off very similar: an old frying pan and a pair of boots, followed by two worn out blankets that were so moth-eaten Zahyra didn’t understand why Cain was still keeping them. 

As she was laying the blankets down on the floor a photograph slipped out from between them. In the picture there was a young boy that Zahyra quickly recognised as Cain. She thought he looked about ten or eleven years old, but then she noticed that he wore a vest in the picture and no branding was visible on his right arm. In that case Zahyra deemed that the photograph must have been taken not long before his tenth birthday. 

There was a cheeky smile plastered over his face and a twinkle in his eye Zahyra hoped she would see some more of. 

Cain was stood in between two other boys that looked like twins and could only be a year or two younger than he was. They must be his brothers. Behind the three young boys were their mother and father, Zahyra squinted at the picture and made out that Cain’s father was a Gen 3 but couldn’t figure out the branding on his mother’s arm. They looked like such a happy family and Zahyra wondered why Cain kept this picture hidden away inside a box rather than on display. If Zahyra had a picture of her family with her she would undoubtedly look at it all the time, for now the images in her memories would have to do. 

Putting aside the picture she wondered why Cain had left his family. It looked like a great crowd to grow up in, but then Zahyra knew a lot could change in six years. She wondered then whether it was the result from his Turning Age Ceremony that had sealed Cain’s fate to leave his family. Maybe his ranking didn’t fit into the rest of the family’s and he was forced to leave, or maybe he left because he thought they were beneath him. Once again Zahyra had to stop herself from spinning a web of possible tales about Cain and what kind of mutant he would turn out to be. She glanced at the picture once more, taking in his childish grin and focused on that, a happy child. 

Then she thought of Asher who must be a very similar age to the Cain in that photograph and wished with all her heart that she could save him and take a similar picture when they were reunited with their mother. Her dreams of the safe haven still floating around in the back of her head. 

The remaining contents of the second box passed by without any further highlights and Zahyra carefully repacked that one as well, making sure the picture was hidden just like before amongst the blankets. Once this was done she crawled over to her neat nest of bedding and tucked herself in, thinking of course about Asher and what he would be doing right now. With these thoughts in her head she willed for sleep to come and take her away, but unlike the night before it wasn’t so welcoming and Zahyra lay on the blankets listening to the nighttime sounds of the desert. 

Minutes passed and Zahyra stared at the ceiling above her. The fire was still crackling softly in the room with her, but her ears now twitched in response to every little noise she heard outside. What sounded like a pack of wild dogs were howling in the distance, their barks and yowls echoing off the mountain wall making it sound like there were hundreds of them. Accompanying this was the whooshing sound the wind made as it crept through the gap at the bottom of the doorway and snuck into the hut alongside her. Listening to these outside noises Zahyra wrapped herself more tightly in the blankets, cutting off the breeze that tickled her toes and flickered against her back. She slept in her sweater as usual but was still cold and frightened on what she could only assume was just a normal desert night. 

The three nights prior to this one she had either been unconscious or so exhausted she just crashed out oblivious to what was going on around her. But tonight she was not so tired, her body had not been through much at all that day and she lay frightened in bed, her mind soaring through everything that could possibly be out there in the desert. Everything that could possibly go wrong. 

Sleep must have found her eventually but something caused her to wake with a start in the middle of the night. Pulling the blankets towards her body Zahyra opened her eyes wide, willing herself to be able to see more in the darkness – for the fire had all but died out. She strained her ears to listen for what had woken her but heard nothing. An eerie silence swept over the room and she wriggled down beneath the blankets even further, trying to make herself invisible as she had done in the sand to hide from the headlights of a mutant SUV two nights before. 

Zahyra was learning fast that the desert was not somewhere she enjoyed spending time, least of all at night and especially not alone. Despite his strange mannerisms and his unwillingness to engage in conversation Zahyra wished that Cain would hurry back. She closed her eyes again thinking about him, about all the mysteries that already revolved around him despite her only having known him for little more than a day. 

As the dozed off once more she willed him to be there in the morning when she woke. She willed him to be ready so they could go and save Asher. She willed her body to recover quicker so they could make the journey. A few hours later when the morning sun began to peak into the hut and Zahyra awoke she was crestfallen to discover that she was still completely alone. 

She forced herself to rise from her nest of blankets and occupy herself, knowing that if she kept busy the time would pass much quicker. Her only problem was that there was very little do to, aside from jobs that required physical labour, which in her state she was unable to perform. She tidied the bedding area once more and poured herself another bowl of beetle broth from the fire. She noted that the broth was all but finished now, so something else would have to be made for later that day. Sadly in her state she knew she could not hunt so returned half of her portion to the pot for Cain to eat when he finally got back home. 

The rest of the day passed slowly, midday dusk came and went as did the few hours of sunlight afterwards. Cain eventually returned home after darkness had fully set in, Zahyra had caved an hour earlier and finished off the rest of the food she was supposed to be saving for him. When he entered the hut there was an air of desperation surrounding him, but relief seemed to wash over his face when he noticed Zahyra curled up in the blankets in the corner. She was reading an old book she’d found by the fireplace that had been so covered in dust she originally thought it was a rock. She snapped the book closed when she noticed him come in and rose to her feet to greet him. 

“Hey,” she smiled, “welcome back.”

Cain looked at her, breathing heavily for a moment and then eventually returned her smile. He removed his jacket and folded it across the table, then walked towards the fire and bent down to look at what remained in the pot. 

“Oh I’m sorry,” Zahyra started, “I kind of ate it all…” she finished hesitantly. Immediately scolding herself internally for eating all the food when she knew Cain would be returning eventually. To her surprise he looked up and smiled at her then beckoned her to follow him outside. Strapped to the back of his motorcycle there was a wild dog, its eyes lolled back in its head and its tongue hanging out of its mouth slightly. Zahyra gasped when she saw it then looked up at Cain who had a proud grin on his face. 

“Supper.” He remarked complacently as he began to untie the ropes keeping the dog on the bike and carried it inside. 

Zahyra had never eaten wild dog before. She’d seen them killed of course when they had invaded her old camp, but the elders had always refused to eat them saying it would bring bad luck and invite them back again. She followed Cain inside and spent the next couple of hours helping him prepare the animal for eating. Cain first showed her how to remove the skin so he could make it into a rug like the others in his hut. Zahyra thought this was particularly disgusting, learning how to skin an animal, but she knew Cain was going out of his way to teach her things that could come in useful one day so she did her best to put her feelings aside and pay attention. 

Eventually they had the animal prepared and skewered two large chunks of meat, which Cain then propped up over the fire. Once they were cooked he handed one to Zahyra and took the other himself, instantly talking a huge bite out of it and sucking in at the juices. Zahyra watched as drops of blood trickled down his chin and dropped onto the ground where he sat. He was almost animalistic when he ate, tearing off huge chunks of flesh with his teeth. Cain paused after a couple of bites, noticing Zahyra hadn’t eaten any hers yet. 

“Eat.” He directed her. “Good.”

As Zahyra’s stomach growled at her she pulled herself away from watching Cain and sunk her teeth into the piece of wild dog she had in front of her. Her eyes widened as the flavours bounced around her palette and the moisture from the meat began to ooze out of the sides of her mouth as had happened to Cain. She ripped off the chunk of meat in her mouth and licked her lips whilst chewing to try and catch any of the flavour that was running down her face. Without a doubt she knew she had never tasted meat this tender and savoured every mouthful as she devoured the skewer in record time. 

It quickly became Cain’s turn to watch her eat and he marvelled at her ferocity. By the time the two of them had both finished eating they were dirty with blood and giddy from the full meal. Zahyra lay back on the ground in front of the fire, her stomach bloated and her mouth salivating. 

“That was incredible,” she panted after a moment, feeling an overwhelming sensation of fullness in her tiny shrunken stomach that she hadn’t felt in over a week. Cain laughed in response. It was a sweet, wholesome laugh that Zahyra hadn’t heard before. She smiled, thinking it sounded sincere. “Thank you,” she added looking up at Cain from where she lay. 

The rest of the evening passed with a blur. Zahyra remained on the ground for a while longer, watching Cain as he tidied up the rest of the food and stored it somewhere. She offered to help but he immediately turned her down and to be honest, she was more than happy to remain where she was after a meal like that. When the time came for them to retire to bed she tried once again to let Cain have his bed back and once again he declined. They settled instead for him taking a collection of the blankets with which Zahyra helped him make his own little bed in front of the fire. 

As she closed her eyes that night Zahyra felt relaxed and happy. None of the desert sounds that had frightened her so much the night before seemed to bother her and she drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep. 

The following two days and nights passed with remarkable similarity. Cain went out to work once more but only for a couple of hours and he brought back another book for Zahyra to read, for she quickly finished the one she found in his hut. They ate copious amounts of wild dog and worked on the skin of the animal until it was a fitting rug, which they lay in front of the fire. 

In the evenings Zahyra told him stories about what her life had been like before with her mother and Asher. Cain listened intently and contributed occasionally, but only in small sentences or one-word answers when he wanted to know more about certain things. Zahyra willed him to share stories about his life but he refused to divulge, often becoming reclusive when she asked and phasing himself out of the conversation. After a while she gave up, happy to tell him more about herself instead. 

All the worry she had in her mind about not being able to trust Cain seemed to fade away and she found herself coming to depend on him more and more as each day went on. It seemed incredible to her how comfortable she quickly felt around him and how she almost felt like she had known him for much longer, even though it had only been a matter of days. 

Zahyra continued to work on her strength while they remained at Cain’s hut, the bruising on her ribs still dark and unattractive but thankfully much less painful. And the wound on her arm was all but a scratch now. On the fifth evening that she spent with him, Cain invited her out to go hunting for food, the remains of the wild dog having been finished that morning. 

He handed her a spear he kept somewhere outside his hut, although not anywhere Zahyra had noticed when she was looking around a few days before. They walked through the desert towards the woods a couple of miles from Cain’s hut just after the sun had gone down, so the air was cooler but not yet too cold to be outside in. Once there Cain encouraged Zahyra to be the lead hunter, and she set them on a trail in search of rabbits. The expedition ended successfully as Zahyra speared one right through the back; two had gotten away from her earlier but she triumph of killing the third one even with her damaged ribs filled Zahyra with pride. 

She curled up in bed later that night with another full stomach and a smile on her face and then she heard Cain say something that brightened up her day even further. 

“Tomorrow,” he whispered into the darkness. Zahyra sat up in her bed unsure whether she’d actually heard him speak or it was her mind playing tricks on her, but then he spoke again. 

“Tomorrow we will find your brother.” 

Zahyra sank back down into her blanket nest, a grin plastered across her face from ear to ear. She had proved that evening whilst hunting that she was strong enough and she knew she was now ready to do this. The thought of finding her brother tomorrow filled her with so much excitement she could hardly sleep, but knowing she’d need her strength for their journey forced herself to close her eyes and dream of her little brother. Very soon they would be together again. 





Chapter 9

The next morning Zahyra woke early. Cain was still sleeping in front of the dwindling fire, his chest heaving slowly up and down as he breathed, the faintest of snores escaping his mouth. Zahyra carefully leaned over him and added more wood to the fire, then grabbed a blanket from the nest where she slept and crept quietly outside. 

She sat down against the front wall of the hut and wrapped the blanket around herself to watch the sunrise. She used to do this from time to time with her mother and father when she was little, before Asher had been born and her father abandoned them. She never slept very well when she was younger so would be awake before sunrise almost every morning, which would often mean she woke her parents up before sunrise too. Although they would regularly scold her and try to get her to go back to bed there were also times when they got up and went outside to watch the sunrise with her. 

Zahyra was always amazed by how big the sun looked as it edged its way up and over the horizon, shooting rays of bright colours over towards her and her parents. It was at times like that she had wished she could see a wider colour spectrum that everyone else, hence why she often pretended that was her Gen 1 mutation when anyone asked. 

She thought back to these memories now and then felt sad realising she had never taken the time to watch the sunrise with Asher. Once he was born and her father left Zahyra had been forced to grow up very quickly. Gone were the times when it was okay to wake her mother in the early hours of the morning and gone were the times she could cry and beg her to watch the sunrise with her. At only seven years old Zahyra had to pretend she had matured much faster than everyone else and that her childish tendencies had sadly left along with her father. 

She didn’t mind it for the most part, enjoying the responsibility of having a younger brother to care for and look after instead. But as she sat outside Cain’s hut now watching the sunrise once more she longed to be a little girl snuggled up between her parents on a crisp summer morning again. Her moments of being childish were long behind her and she was about to embark on the toughest journey of her life to find her brother. She didn’t know where she’d be for the sunrise tomorrow morning, or for any of the mornings after but she was reassured by the fact that wherever she was the sun would continue to rise, and there would be more sunrises for her to see in the future. 

She would finally watch a sunrise with Asher, and maybe tell him about his father. She believed he was old enough now to know about him, after all, there was only a week until his Turning Age Ceremony – a fact she had deliberately delayed telling Cain for a reason even she could not explain to herself. Perhaps because it put a timeline on them finding him, or perhaps because she simply didn’t like talking about the Turning Age Ceremonies, as her own had been a sham. She knew however she would have to reveal the truth to Cain eventually, especially if he was going to be accompanying her on this journey. 

As if he knew he was being thought about Cain chose that moment to walk outside of the hut and slide down the wall next to Zahyra. She jumped a little at his presence, lost in her own thoughts about both him and her brother. They didn’t say anything to each other for a while, just sat and watched as the sun rose to its point in the sky. Then as the desert air began to heat up Cain nudged her with his elbow. 

“Hungry?” He asked, “Big day.”

Zahyra nodded and followed him inside. They ate a quick breakfast of the remaining rabbit meat from the one Zahyra had killed herself the night before. It was probably all in her head but she thought this rabbit tasted better than any other rabbit she’d eaten in the past, almost as good as the wild dog from a few days ago. It was undoubtedly just because she’d killed it herself, but Zahyra was certain this was one of the tastiest rabbits out there and took it as an omen that their day would be a good one. 

After they’d eaten Zahyra went over the mental checklist of everything they would need for their journey. Cain had helped her the day before but the list was still remarkably small considering the lack of possessions the pair of them seemed to have between them. Cain had his gun and a knife, the other knife he’d given to Zahyra seen as she’d lost Grayson’s in the fight she’d had with the Gen 3 mutant some days before. They both also had two bottles of water each, a few torn rags of clothing to use as bandages and some meat, which they had been drying out over the days beforehand. Aside from that it was just the clothes on their back that they carried with them. 

Neither of them really knew how long the endeavour would last. Zahyra assumed Cain knew where they needed to go, although it wasn’t something they’d actually talked about very much. She had of course explained everything that had happened to her, and all she had overheard whilst hiding above the mutants in the mountain. 

Cain was very shocked to discover how she had spent that night and how close she had gotten to the Gen 5 mutant who could create fire. After hearing this story Cain warned Zahyra that she would have to follow his lead entirely if they ran into any higher ranked mutants and for the most part she should just keep her mouth shut and stay out of sight. Zahyra was originally surprised by this remark, but understanding that Cain probably had more experience dealing with developed mutants than she did stopped her from putting up much of a fight to his suggestion. 

As they walked out of Cain’s hut that morning, still in the early minutes of sunlight Zahyra took another look around the minimalistic room. It really wasn’t much but she had felt safe here for the first time since leaving her camp and a part of her hoped she would see it again one day. 

When she turned back around Cain had already mounted his motorcycle and was holding his helmet under the crook of his arm. He had told her they would ride over to the shelter of the forest whilst the sun was hot, but then he would hide his motorcycle there and they would have to complete the rest of the journey on foot. Zahyra didn’t really understand why they couldn’t ride the whole way to wherever they were going, Cain had said it would take them two days on foot and she believed this was wasted time they could easily make up if they rode there. 

But Cain had been fairly emphatic about walking so she didn’t put up much of a fight, again not wanting to argue as she knew very little about what to do or where they were going. She also needed to constantly remind herself that Cain had no forced allegiance to her or her brother, nor did he have to help her so to argue with him wasn’t the wisest of decisions. 

Smiling at him Zahyra climbed onto the back of the bike behind Cain and wrapped her arms around his torso. He silently slid his helmet on and revved the engine into life causing the seat to vibrate beneath where the two of them sat. Zahyra held onto Cain tightly and snapped her eyes shut. This was only her second time on a motorcycle and the first she had been drifting in and out of consciousness so hadn’t really grasped what was going on. In all honestly she was a little bit scared. 

“Ready?” Cain shouted over the roar of the engine. Zahyra said nothing but nodded against his back, certain he wouldn’t be able to hear her timid little voice over all the sound the bike was making. Then all of a sudden it lurched forward taking her by surprise and they were careering away from Cain’s hut and towards the small forest in the distance. 

At first Zahyra kept her eyes closed and remained perfectly still, afraid that if she moved at all she would fall off the back and be left behind. Eventually however, her curiosity won over her like it always did and she gradually opened her eyes. 

Watching the environment zoom past her mesmerised Zahyra. The wind bashed into her body at this speed and the flecks of sand picked up and irritated her eyes causing her to squint. Despite there being a distinct lack of scenery for Zahyra to inspect at this pace she still gazed on in amazement as even the slightest of landmarks flashed by her. Sadly her ride was over before she had even properly begun to enjoy it and the engine of the motorcycle began to quieten down from an angry roar to a quiet purr, before stuttering and switching off altogether. 

They had stopped just on the outskirts of the forest, the ground within it probably not safe to drive over Zahyra mused. She climbed off the bike first this time and then turned around to look at Cain with a wide grin on her face. He took one look at her and burst out laughing, causing Zahyra to look around in confusion. 

“Sorry,” Cain exhaled between reams of laughter, “no helmet.” 

Zahyra remained confused for a moment before Cain gestured to her hair and she realised it was sticking up and all over the place from the force of the wind whilst they’d been on the bike. Embarrassed she did her best to flatten it down and regain a bit of dignity, slightly annoyed that Cain had laughed at her after she’d had such a fun time on their ride over. 

Whilst she sulked momentarily and rectified her appearance, Cain pushed the motorcycle into the forest and positioned it carefully between two trees. Once it was standing safely on its own he dragged some larger branches and leaves over to it and laid them over the bike, hiding it slightly from prying eyes. It was by no means hidden and would easily be found were someone looking for it directly. But if anyone just did a quick sweep of the area they would likely miss it meaning it would hopefully be there for when he returned.

Following this Cain turned to Zahyra and started making a path through the forest, indicating for her to follow. She did so, although still feeling slighted by his laughter. Her mood passed quickly however and she returned to her usual pattern of chattering incessantly around Cain, hoping something would encourage him to share more information about himself and his life. Eventually even she was running out of topics to talk about so she decided there was no time as good as that to bring up the truth about her brother. 

“Um, how long do you think it will take us to reach Asher?” she started, wanting to ease into the conversation subtly. 

“Two days.” Cain replied simply. He had not spoken much at all since they started walking, in fact even less than he normally did. Over the last few days since Zahyra had managed to convince Cain to help her find her little brother he had slowly been opening up around her. He’d not told her anything specific about his life, but she’d noticed he did speak in longer sentences and he was becoming more open with his feelings. This had dissipated since they had left his bike behind and Zahyra really hoped this mission would not be a step backwards in her getting to know Cain. 

“Okay,” she continued, “so like two days ‘til we get to where he is or two days until we can get him out? What’s the place like anyway? This camp?”

“In two days we arrive.” Cain said bluntly, ignoring Zahyra’s last questions about the camp where Asher was being kept. Zahyra sensed he knew a lot more about the camp than he was letting on and for once she was determined to keep pressing him about this matter so she had as much information about the camp as she possibly could do before they arrived. 

“How long do you think it’ll take us to get him out?” She pressed anxiously. 

“Depends.”

“On…?”

“The situation.”

Zahyra rolled her eyes at Cain’s response, she was clearly getting nowhere with him. Frustrated she went silent again for about half a mile, trudging through the woodland slowly and doing her best to avoid the larger tree roots and stumps she could easily trip over. It was midday dusk now and the dense foliage above her didn’t allow for much light to break through to the woodland floor, meaning she couldn’t see that far ahead of her and had already tripped several times, much to her embarrassment. 

As she walked she mulled over all the possibilities about what could be happening to Asher, and how his situation would change in seven days time. Finally she swallowed her pride and knew she had to tell Cain the truth about how close to his Turning Age Ceremony her brother was. She jogged for a few steps to catch up with Cain, who had been walking a few paces in front of her. When he noticed her presence alongside him he slowed down so they could walk side by side, which they did in silence for about a minute before Zahyra broke it. 

“He’s ten in a week,” she whispered, unable to lift her eyes from the ground to make eye contact with Cain. She felt him stop walking beside her though which meant she had to turn around and face him. 

“What?” He asked quietly, looking her dead in the eyes. 

Zahyra began to panic, “I didn’t know how to tell you,” she started, “I didn’t know whether it was important or not!”

Cain was visibly becoming more alarmed in front of her eyes and Zahyra continued to ramble on in an apology. 

“I thought we’d get to him beforehand really, I didn’t know I’d have to wait this long for my ribs to heal and…”

Cain cut her off mid sentence, “A week?” he asked flatly. 

“Yeah, exactly a week today,” Zahyra replied sheepishly. She knew she should have told him earlier but had avoided it for this exact reason. She knew he wouldn’t react positively. 

Cain stood in silence for a second then shook his head and continued walking without saying a word. 

“You should have told me before,” he muttered after a few minutes, still shaking his head as he went. 

Zahyra didn’t know how to reply to him anymore, so simply apologised again and kept her head down, avoiding his eyes. They walked on in silence for another couple of miles until they reached the end of the forest and emerged once again into a desert wasteland. The desert in this area seemed less intense however and there were still several tress dotted around as they walked. In the distance Zahyra thought she could see the tops of some buildings, but couldn’t make them out in the midday dusk. 

Surely enough however they reached the buildings after another few miles and Cain suggested they rest there for a couple of hours whilst the sun was at its hottest in the afternoon. Zahyra quickly agreed with this suggestion, her body tired from all the walking and her clothes already dripping with her sweat. 

Cain led her inside one of the buildings which had been completely hollowed out years ago and now remained as just an empty shell. Still it provided shelter from the sun which was all they needed. Sitting down Cain handed Zahyra a few pieces of dried meat. She devoured them hungrily and then rested her back against the wall and closed her eyes, hoping to get a few hours of sleep before they undoubtedly continued their walk into the night. To her surprise her rest was interrupted after just a couple of minutes by Cain clearing his throat and preparing to talk. 

“Do you think your brother will be a Gen 1 like you? Or better?” He then paused for a moment. “Or worse?” 

Zahyra was thrown off her guard by these questions, and took a minute to think about her response. Firstly she was pleased to hear Cain talking in proper sentences again and also pleased to hear that the anger he had felt when she told him the truth earlier seemed to have faded from his voice. But she was also shocked to discover that he knew she was a Gen 1, or at least branded as one, as she had tried her hardest to keep her branding hidden since they had met. 

This annoyed her, as she still didn’t know what ranking Cain carried and therefore felt the relationship between the two of them was now rather one-sided. Finally she felt a little worried by the question as she was beginning to think Asher would be a Zero like she really was, but was certainly not prepared to reveal that truth to Cain. 

“Um, probably like me,” she muttered quietly after a moment, keeping her eyes closed and her head lolled back against the wall. There was quiet for a moment more until once again Cain broke the silence. 

“If he’s a Gen 1, we should be okay,” Cain finally said and then rested his head against the wall similarly to Zahyra’s and started to close his eyes. Zahyra on the other hand snapped her eyes open at this information and pressed to find out more. 

“And if he’s not? How much do you really know about happens in these camps, Cain?” She asked, frustration rising in her tone. Cain leaned forward now and looked at her, marvel twinkling in his eyes. 

“They are training camps,” Cain began, “or… labour camps.” He paused for a moment almost expecting Zahyra to interrupt him but for once she remained quiet and listened intently to him speak. “Gen 3 and above are trained to fight. Gen 1 and 2 are made to work, to maintain the camp, cook food and other things…” 

Zahyra nodded, encouraging Cain to tell her more. 

“If your brother is Gen 1 he will be put into labour, which is good,” Cain smiled at her, “easier to break someone out of,” he finished with a wink. 

“What if,” Zahyra started nervously. She didn’t want to ask the question but she knew she had to know all the possibilities. 

Cain interrupted her this time, predicting what she was going to ask. 

“Zero’s are killed.” He said matter-of-factly, “But you should not worry. You are Gen 1; your mother is Gen 2. Asher will be Gen 1 or maybe even 2, for sure.” 

He smiled at Zahyra doing his best to reassure her but this information stilled her heart in her chest. Of course Cain did not know that Zahyra was a Zero so thought it very unlikely her brother would be, but she obviously knew the truth. 

She closed her eyes again and leant back against the wall. They would have to get to her brother soon or he could be dead. She had prayed all her life that Asher wouldn’t end up like her and now she prayed for it harder than ever. Outwardly, and in front of Cain, she did her best to remain calm in light of the new information he had told her, but inwardly she was a mess. 

They remained sat in silence for a long while, waiting for the heat of the afternoon sun to pass outside. Zahyra heard Cain drift off eventually and begin to snore softly but she was unable to rest, her mind racing a mile a minute going over the new information she had learned. 

When the sun had finally set just under two hours later and Cain woke up beside her Zahyra was even more exhausted than she had been before. She smiled at Cain however, knowing she couldn’t let him notice her inner panic and started to rise from where she now lay on the ground. 

“Ready?” She asked Cain who gave her a nod in response. There was no time to waste and Zahyra was eager to get on the move again as quickly as possible, her brother’s life now literally hanging in the balance. 





Chapter 10

The sun was just setting below the horizon as they exited the building, meaning the temperature was ideal for continuing their hike. Cain led the way continuing in the same direction as before. Zahyra wondered how he knew where to go as everything looked the same to her, but she remained quiet and didn’t question his judgement. The air between the two of them was still feeling slightly frosty. 

What she’d just been told about Zero’s being murdered at the camp had frightened her to her very core. Zahyra almost felt like every time something seemed to start going her way and things were looking up, a massive bombshell would drop and things started to get worse again. Her track record wasn’t that great when you examined it. 

On a bus to the safe haven: attacked by mutants. Discovers where her brother is being held: attacked by more mutants. Begins journey to rescue brother: finds out he could be killed in a matter of days. Realistically she hadn’t been the luckiest person over the previous week. The fact that she couldn’t even talk about her worries made matters worse as well, but she refused to reveal to Cain that she was a Zero and therefore that her brother could be one too. 

Not only had she been trained her whole life to keep it hidden from everyone, but she also still didn’t know what ranked mutant Cain was and resolved not to reveal anything more about herself until she knew more about him. 

She had contemplated asking Cain what rank he was when he brought up that he knew she was a Gen 1, but amidst the conversation about Asher it really didn’t seem like the right time. She knew she could just come out and ask him, but she was scared of what the answer would be. Despite how much not knowing frustrated her, it did at least allow her the relief of blissful ignorance. 

All of her instincts told her Cain had to be a fairly poorly developed mutant like herself from the way he had acted since she’d known him. It was just his secrecy about keeping his ranking hidden that made her suspect he could be more developed than he let on. Twinned with the unpleasant suspicion she couldn’t shake that everything he had done so far was part of an elaborate plan to trick her – although she couldn’t imagine why he would want to do this. Unless he knew she was actually a Zero… Zahyra quivered, refusing to entertain the thought any longer. 

The two of them continued to trudge slowly through the desert and all the while Zahyra bit her tongue to stop herself from nattering away in front of Cain. She was worried she’d let some information slip that she wanted to keep private and as Cain made no efforts himself to start a conversation the silence had to suffice. 

Zahyra noticed as they walked that the desert sand beneath her feet was becoming less like the fine, smooth sand around Cain’s hut and more dark and dirty. The tiny orange and yellow grains of sand became mixed in with darker flecks of rubble and the texture gradually changed from soft to hard beneath her feet. After several miles they appeared to no longer be walking on desert sand, but more of a dirt road similar to what she had been accustomed to around her old camp. 

The surroundings steadily began to alter as well as what had once been a vast nothingness of desert gave way to more trees and broken down buildings. Eventually Zahyra came to the assumption that they must be nearing civilisation in some respect and prayed it was the camp where Asher was being kept – although it had taken them less than a day to reach when Cain had originally said it would take two. 

“Where are we?” She asked inquisitively, her throat feeling scratchy and dry both from breathing in the dirty desert air and from not talking for so long. 

“Outskirts of some city,” Cain replied, “our camp for the night.”

Peering through the darkness around her Zahyra didn’t feel like they were approaching a city, but sure enough as they continued to walk the miles ahead of them the outlines of more buildings began to rise up in the distance. Many of the ones that remained standing were taller than any she’d ever seen before and Zahyra gasped at the sheer number of them when they were finally close enough to witness the full remains of the city. 

Most of the buildings had naturally crumbled to the ground, but what looked to be about a third of the city remained standing. Trees had begun to grow in amongst them creating a sharp contrast between nature and man-made structures. The skyline reminded Zahyra of one’s she’d seen illustrated in books and she scrunched up her face remembering the names of them: Manhattan, Las Vegas, The Big Apple. She liked to imagine she was looking at one of them now, her journey through the wastelands providing her with a little glimpse at ancient history. 

Realising she had fallen several paces behind Cain she jogged to catch up with him, passing the shells of cars on the side of the dirt road which gradually gave way to cracked tarmac with faded yellow lines running down the centre. 

“What was this place?” Zahyra asked in amazement. 

“Dunno.” Cain replied, switching between speaking in full sentences and his monosyllabic drone. “Not safe further in though.” 

Cain veered off to the left and Zahyra followed him, wondering why they wouldn’t get to venture further into the city. She was excited by everything she saw and itched to discover what else she could find in the centre of the once incredible city. It seemed to go on for further than she could even comprehend, never in her whole life had she witnessed something on this scale. The camp she had lived in for most of her life had been pretty cut off from society, the larger cities apparently being where the more developed mutants chose to live. Although Zahyra did wonder how a city of this scale had managed to avoid being a target during the bombing many years ago.

Remembering this Zahyra nodded in a delayed response to what Cain had said about it not being safe further in. Of course there would be advanced mutants in the centre of the city ruins and following the experiences she’d had with Generation 3’s, 4’s and 5’s in the past week she certainly didn’t want to run into any more of them. 

Moving more quietly now, as Zahyra didn’t want to test fate and had no idea how many mutants or how far in to the city they would be, she followed Cain past more buildings and rubble until he stopped in front of one. 

“This looks good.” He mumbled and wandered inside, his hand hovering above his gun in the waistband of his cargo pants. Zahyra assumed this was just a precaution but felt around her waist for the knife that was tied there in case and slowly followed him inside. 

The interior of the building they were in was strange. Although it was luckily uninhabited Zahyra noticed, removing her hand from her knife and looking around. They had entered through wooden double doors, incredibly still intact after the nuclear warfare and years of hardship that had followed. In front of them was a straight walkway with rows of benches either side of it. At the front of the room there was the remains of a brightly coloured window, now half shattered and creating a draft running through the room. Below the remains of the window was a shallow bowl on a podium filled with water. Zahyra didn’t understand what this building had been used for, but hazarded a guess at some form of lectures or speeches, perhaps an old meetinghouse like the one they had built in her previous camp. The bowl of water at the front made no sense to her, but so few things from The Before Time did that she disregarded it almost instantly.

Cain walked ahead of her to the front of the room and then sat down on one of the wooden benches. Zahyra followed again and sat opposite him on the other side of the walkway. Neither of them said anything for a while, Zahyra was busy admiring her surroundings. There were a couple of intact windows on the wall closest to her and they were filled with more multi-coloured glass arranged in a way that created pictures. One showed a man standing next to a tree with a sheep beside him; the other featured a woman cradling a baby. Zahyra stared at these with fascination, wondering what they meant and why such beautiful pictures had been created in glass; such a fragile medium. She also wondered what other pictures had been present on the windows that no longer had any glass, particularly the large one at the front of the room. She believed that would have been the most magnificent of them all. 

Cain broke her train of thought by offering her some more dried meat. She chewed on it thoughtfully whilst imagining what kind of glass pictures she would create if given the chance. Family was the instant thing that came to mind; causing the tranquillity she had felt admiring the windows to fade as she was brought back to reality by the absence of hers. 

“I’m gunna try find more food.” Cain spoke up from the other side of the room. Zahyra turned to look at him and nodded, not wanting to offer to accompany him into the city. The idea of running into advanced mutants frightened her, although she knew she would have to face them sooner or later on her journey. Besides she was enjoying being in that room, it made her feel peaceful for some reason, as if nothing could harm her. 

Cain didn’t say anything more to her as he left, although Zahyra did notice him pause once or twice and look over at her, as if he was thinking about talking. Once he was gone Zahyra sighed and tried to relax more in her seat. The wooden benches were hard and unyielding beneath her so she wriggled around to get more comfortable. Eventually she lay down along it so she was hidden out of sight unless someone was standing at the end of her row. She closed her eyes and recounted how her journey had led her to this place. How everything was so immensely different to what it had been just a week ago. She tried to concentrate on Asher, on creating a plan for helping him escape, on what they would do together when they were reunited. But try as she might her mind always drifted back to Cain. 

He still dumbfounded her in almost everything he did. She truly didn’t know how to feel about him. On one hand he was often rude to her or refused to engage in conversation. He kept his mutation level and indeed whatever his mutation was a secret from her almost on purpose, often wearing long sleeved tops in the heat when any other man would want to wear something cooler. She also didn’t feel like she could trust him completely, like there was some big secret he was hiding that she would never find out. That could be his mutation, or something much worse; Zahyra didn’t want to dwell on it. 

On the other hand however he had saved her life and taken her into his home where he’d fed her and made sure her injuries had healed. He had come on this journey to find Asher with her and not once asked for anything in return. He was giving up his time for her and there were moments when she looked at him and couldn’t help but smile. Without his secrets Zahyra thought he could be a completely different man, if only she could figure out a way to make those secrets obsolete. 

The two opinions of Cain battled in her head for a while, like an angel and a devil on her shoulders. In the end she could reason with both of them and had to accept that he was made up of both parts: good and bad. Although she still believed all his bad lay in the form of secrets, something she had to admit she was a bearer of too and therefore could not judge him too strongly for. 

Cain returned about an hour later. He’d managed to forage two extremely old cans of food. Zahyra had no idea where he’d found them as she had only eaten canned food once before when she was about seven or eight and knew they were a rarity these days. Cracking them open she decided it was a good thing they were no longer in popular demand, as the contents of both were oily and unpleasantly flavoured. The first was labelled ‘chicken in white wine’ but didn’t really taste of anything, least of all chicken. The second just said ‘spam’. Zahyra had no idea what spam was and after her first taste of it she resolved she would never eat it again, even in the most dire of situations. Sitting in that cold room Zahyra yearned for her life from just a few days ago, talking happily with Cain and eating wild dog. That moment seemed so distant to her now, the ambiance between Cain and herself less than pleasant. 

After this disappointing meal, during which very little was discussed between the two of them, Zahyra went back to the bench where she had been before and lay back down. Her mood had already been distinctly melancholy and the sorry excuse for dinner hadn’t done much to improve it. Wrapping her sweater and jacket around herself she shivered, the gaping hole in one side of the building providing little shelter from the chilling wind outside. 

She didn’t understand why Cain had chosen this building; realistically it seemed the least effective hiding place for them to spend the night, although she had to admit she did feel surprising safe there, as if someone was watching over them. Still she cursed Cain under her breath for choosing it, refusing even in her head to give him the upper hand and tucked her legs up to her chest to try and retain more body heat. 

At that moment in time the first hand about how she felt about Cain – the devil on her shoulder – was certainly winning out. 





Chapter 11

A heavy hand over her mouth woke Zahyra in the middle of the night. Her eyes grew wide in panic and she struggled to scream, the hand over her mouth muting her. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness she realised the hand belonged to Cain and raised her eyebrows at him suspiciously. He slowly recoiled his arm in response, but put a finger to his lips instead urging her to be quiet. 

Zahyra noticed now that Cain was crouched down in the footwell of the bench where she lay. The room was so dark because the fire they had lit in the early hours of the morning for warmth had been extinguished. There was also an air of hostility about Cain and she realised that there could be no good reason for him waking her in the middle of the night. As if silently understanding that she needed to be quiet and follow Cain she nodded into the darkness and Cain pulled her down off the bench into the footwell next to him. Zahyra nudged him in the ribs indicating that she was awaiting an explanation of some sort for what was going on. 

“Patrol.” Cain whispered next to her, panic radiating through his voice. “The fire…” he trailed off. They must have noticed the light from the fire they lit. How stupid of them. 

A thousand questions tore through Zahyra’s mind: how many mutants were out there? What abilities did they have? What would happen to them if they got caught? How would they get away…? Hopelessness started to seep through her as she remembered once again how close they were to reaching Asher and how yet again another obstacle had got in her way. 

Cain rested a hand on her knee in an attempt to calm her then motioned with his head towards the end of the row of benches where they were hidden. He wanted them to move. Zahyra swallowed and readjusted herself, ready to follow Cain out into the unknown. She noticed he had his knife drawn in one hand and cautiously she reached around her waist and did the same. 

She’d never actually used a weapon before and was only trained in very minimal hand-to-hand combat from the few self-defence lessons they’d held at her camp. When it came down to it she was very uncertain that she’d be able to use the knife to physically harm someone, but she knew at least she had to look prepared to do so. She had thrown plenty of knives at animals before, it was just the thought of aiming at something other than her supper that worried her.

The two of them crawled on their hands and knees to the end of the benches. From what Zahyra could hear the mutant patrol approaching them was still outside the building. For a moment she paused and wondered whether advanced hearing was Cain’s mutation but the thought only lingered in her mind for a second, as she knew there were plenty more pressing things to consider at that time. 

Reaching the walkway in the centre of the building Cain turned to his right and began crawling towards the front of the room. The entrance was in the other direction so this confused Zahyra, but without a clue what to do by herself she followed him anyway. To her relief he led her to a small door she hadn’t noticed in the corner and pushed through it, extending to his full height once he was through. 

“What’re we gunna do?” Zahyra asked in a whisper, using the wall to steady her as she too climbed to her feet. The passageway they were in was darker than the main room and Zahyra struggled to see Cain who was no more than a foot away from her. She thought there must still be about an hour until sunrise and didn’t fancy spending it trapped in this confided space. 

“We need to go through the city.” Cain said sounding stern but still slightly unsure of himself. Zahyra started to protest but felt his hand land on her arm, silencing her. “They will try to surround us,” he continued, “starting from the outskirts so there’s no easy way out.” 

Zahyra bit her lip when she heard this, realising it was of course the smartest way to capture something. Cut off their way out and they’re forced to wander further into the trap. It’s a method they had used back at her camp for trapping rabbits and other small game. Terrified, she realised they were now the game that was being hunted. 

“At least you’ll get to see more of the city,” Cain smiled into the darkness. Zahyra knew he was trying to lighten the mood but nothing could dampen the panic and fear she was feeling. 

“Let’s go then,” she finally replied, just wanting to get out of the dark passageway as quickly as possible. 

They walked in the darkness for about five minutes, following the twists and turns of the passageway as it led them deeper into the centre of the city. Zahyra walked into walls and bumped into the back of Cain many times, unable to see anything in her surroundings. Cain, to her surprise didn’t trip once, just as he hadn’t in the forest the day before. She again wondered if his mutation allowed him to see in the dark or whether he was just skilled in sensing what was in his way. When they reached the end of the passageway she heard Cain stop in front of her. She could see his knife still gripped tightly in his hand, illuminated by the faint moonlight from outside. 

He edged out of the exit and peered in all directions around them, checking for any sign of mutants in the near vicinity. After a minute he declared the path to be clear and ushered Zahyra out of the passageway behind him. 

“Don’t make a sound,” he whispered, “and follow me exactly.” 

Zahyra nodded, her fear multiplying now that they were out in the open. As her eyes readjusted to the moonlight she gasped in amazement at the buildings that surrounded her. On all sides they rose higher than most trees she’d seen, light reflecting off the few windows that remained intact. She didn’t have time to admire them for long however as Cain took off in one direction and she jogged behind him to keep him. 

She didn’t know where he was going or what would be waiting for them along the way and winced as she realised once again she had to put all her trust in Cain whilst she knew absolutely nothing herself. She knew they had to be quiet but he could have at least told her something about what their plan was. 

They weaved through side streets past broken down cars and abandoned buildings, both crouching low as they jogged trying to minimalise their figures. Zahyra couldn’t help but marvel at the buildings as they went, each new one fascinating to her in the design or style. Even the paint, despite it being cracked and faded amazed her by the array of different colours it came in, causing her to almost wish it was daylight so she could see them and the city in their full glory. It still confused her how the entire city had been left practically untouched by the bombs.

Suddenly Cain stopped in front of her and knelt down to the ground pulling her down with him. She started to open her mouth to ask what was going on when she saw two mutants crossing the street in front of them through the broken back window of the car they now hid behind. Her wonderment at the place they were in instantly vanished and was replaced again by the icy grip of fear she was growing so accustomed to. Slowly Zahyra reached around her waist again to withdraw her knife, which she had reattached to her body as they manoeuvred through the streets. 

Cain was kneeling beside her, his own knife still in his hand. Zahyra noticed his knuckles turning white from his grip and wondered how experienced he was in hand-to-hand combat. He still had his gun of course, but using that would alert more mutants to their presence and reduce their chances of escape. 

Cain looked at Zahyra, a steely look of confidence mixed with apprehension in his eyes. Giving her a nod he started to move slowly out of their hiding place and further down the street towards where the mutants now stood on the corner. Taking a deep breath Zahyra followed, unsure of how the next couple hours of their lives would pan out. 

They used cars for cover as they moved, creeping from one to the next as quickly as they dared. Twice Zahyra kicked a bit of rubble on the ground whilst out in the open and both times she froze, her eyes locked on where the mutants stood. Luckily neither of them looked her way, the sound thankfully not reaching them. Definitely not advanced hearing she thought, sighing to herself. When the two of them reached a car no more than ten feet away from where both mutants still stood Cain pulled Zahyra in close and whispered into her ear.

“Stay here. Watch. Let me know if anyone else comes.”

Zahyra’s eyes grew wide and her mouth fell open. She had no idea what Cain was about to do but as he moved off from where she crouched she realised he was going to confront them. Both of the mutants had their backs slightly to the pair of them, but there didn’t seem to be a clear way to approach without one of them noticing. 

She watched as Cain skilfully crept ever closer to them, his knife glistening in his right hand. Then all of a sudden he burst into a sprint and ran straight towards the two mutants, still making close to no sound as he ran. Zahyra watched spellbound as he jumped in between them and slashed his knife clean across one of their throats. 

Her legs trembled beneath her and her own blade clattered to the ground as she watched the mutant fall to the floor clutching his throat. 

Zahyra sunk down below the back of the car when she witnessed this, images flashing through her mind of the dead girls she had found surrounding the bus after the crash. The horrifying look on the little girl’s face whose eyes had stared straight into Zahyra’s soul when she found her blinded her vision and she gasped for air as she hunched up against the car in front of her. 

The way Cain had just killed that mutant without even giving him a chance had truly shocked her. She had expected it to happen of course, but she didn’t expect the first time she had witnessed death up close to be so impersonal and calculated. 

Cain had killed like a trained assassin, knowing exactly where to stand and exactly where to pounce. The mutant hadn’t stood a chance. Hearing the sound of a struggle Zahyra managed to right herself behind the car and look again at the scene Cain had initiated. He was on the ground now, the first mutant’s lifeless body lying a few feet away from him. The second mutant was between Cain’s legs kicking his own legs in horror. Cain’s arms were around his neck cutting off his oxygen. Even in the dim moonlight Zahyra could see the mutants face turning pale, the energy leaving his legs and his body eventually becoming still.

Tears formed in Zahyra’s eyes at the murders she had just witnessed. She tried desperately to rationalise them to herself; they had been advanced mutants; they would have killed her if Cain hadn’t killed them first. But the truth couldn’t escape her that neither of these mutants had attacked them. Neither of them had shown any sign of violence or even that they were on a hunt. No, Cain had just crept up and murdered them mid-conversation and now they were lying dead on the ground because of her. All because of her quest to rescue her brother. 

Full sobs began to shake through her body, causing her to hunch over and hug her knees to her chest. How many lives were going to be lost as a result of her brother being taken from her? When would she reach the point where the ends no longer justified the means? 

With tears blurring her vision and hysteria causing her body to shake Zahyra didn’t notice Cain return to where she now sat. She did however feel him pull her to her feet and help her walk down the rest of the street, around the corner past the two dead mutants and into a building on the next street over. As he led her she continued to cry and shake her head, willing for what she had just seen to be a dream or something she had just imagined. Once they were safely inside the next building Cain sat her down on the floor with her back to the wall. He then sat cross-legged in front of her and took both of her hands in his. 

“Hey, he said softly squeezing her hands, “it’s okay.”

Sobs still shook through Zahyra’s body and she refused to lift her head to look at him. Instead she kept her eyes focused on his feet until she noticed a blood splatter on his right shoe and then simply snapped her eyes shut instead. Cain stayed holding her hands for a couple more minutes then let go with one of them and instead took hold of her chin to raise her face up to his. Slowly Zahyra opened her eyes and looked at Cain, a mixture of hatred and thankfulness jousting for position in her head. 

“They were part of the hunting party,” Cain said confidently and then reached into his pocket and pulled out a red armband, which he handed to Zahyra. 

“If you see any mutants wearing one of these,” he looked softly at her, “they’re in a hunting party. Those mutants will kill on sight if they have to, okay? Those mutants are not safe.”

Zahyra nodded and sniffed back her tears wanting desperately to believe what he was saying. 

“I wouldn’t have killed them if not. I promise.”

Again Zahyra nodded as she ran her fingers over the taught red armband. What Cain was saying to her made a lot of sense, and he did seem genuinely sincere. 

“Promise?” She asked between sniffs. 

“I promise.” Cain said staring into her eyes. He then took the red armband from Zahyra and slid it over his hand and up over his right bicep. “This should at least help us to get out easier now,” he said in reply to her questioning gaze, “are you ready to get moving? It’ll be sunrise pretty soon.”

For a third time Zahyra moved her head gently up and down, her ability to speak escaping her for the time being. Cain stood and then helped her to her feet. 

“We need to get out of the centre before sunrise,” he said, “so we have to move fast okay?” He didn’t wait for Zahyra to respond but instead withdrew her knife from one of his boots, having salvaged it from the ground where she’d dropped it. He went to hand it back but Zahyra shook her head in response so instead Cain returned it to his boot with a reassuring nod. He then took her hand again and led her to the door of the building, peaking around it before walking out onto the street. 

They ran in the opposite direction to the bodies, which Zahyra was eternally thankful for, not wanting to see those lifeless eyes peering up at her. Knowing that they had been part of a hunting squad made her feel a little bit better about Cain killing them, although she still wasn’t happy about it. 

As they ran she admitted to herself that she was going to have to deal with her fear of death fairly quickly. She’d seen enough of it over the past week to come to terms with it, it was just the up close and personal killing that had shocked her. Her confidence that she could kill someone like that if she ever needed to was officially broken. However she resolved that if she couldn’t kill herself she was at least going to have to become okay with other people killing for her – although that thought didn’t bring her much peace either. 

As they continued to run Zahyra tried to put all these thoughts to the back of her mind and focus on Asher. If they were on schedule like Cain had originally said then they should reach his camp tomorrow. Then she figured maybe another day or two to figure out how to break him out and implement that plan. In reality it really wasn’t long until they’d be together again. 

Knowing this Zahyra decided that if a few more mutants had to die in order for her to get to her brother before his Turning Age Ceremony that was okay with her. Ideally she wouldn’t have to kill any of them herself, but now that her mind was focused on Asher she knew she’d kill a thousand mutants if it meant it would save his life. 

She picked up the pace a little until she was jogging alongside Cain. She knew that she shouldn’t really to avoid them being seen but with this new determination inside her she wanted to reassure Cain that she was feeling okay. 

“Hey,” she said as she fell into sync with his jogging pattern. He slowed down a little so they could run more easily, allowing for Zahyra’s smaller stride and smiled at her. He didn’t say anything however and Zahyra wasn’t really sure what she had to say to make up for what had just happened so instead they just ran beside each other for a while longer. 

“Better?” Cain asked her eventually through his ragged breathing. He was limping slightly which Zahyra hadn’t noticed before, probably something he picked up from his fight earlier. 

“Yeah, thanks.” Zahyra replied, “You okay?” She then asked, indicating to his limp. 

“S’nothing,” Cain winked at her, then turned back to look where he was going, knowing they had to concentrate in order to get out of the city. 

Zahyra didn’t add anything else to the conversation and let herself fall back a few paces so she was running behind Cain again. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to talk to him, but it was hard work maintaining a conversation whilst running and they also shouldn’t draw any more attention to themselves than they already had. 

Sooner or later she knew someone would find the bodies of those two dead mutants and then every mutant in the city would be on high alert looking for them. Although thankfully no one knew what or who they were looking for. The mutants had only seen their fire and Zahyra assumed they didn’t know whether it was one man, a group of people or even a bunch of children. The fact that Cain was wearing one of the hunting party’s armbands made matters much easier as well, as it meant he could blend in. Zahyra only wished he’d removed another armband for her, although she’d not yet seen any female advanced mutants on her travels. 

“Hey!” A voice suddenly called out in the distance. Zahyra saw Cain’s feet skid to a halt in front of her in response and then he turned and grabbed her arm, pulling her left down a different street to the one they’d been jogging down. 

“This way! Two unknown mutants on foot!” 

Zahyra heard the cry coming from the street they’d just veered off and realised someone had spotted them. She looked over at Cain who had managed to draw her knife from his boot as he ran which he was now holding out to her by the blade. She grabbed the handle and then Cain withdrew his gun from his waistband and continued running with that in his right hand. No use trying to be quiet now Zahyra agreed in her head. 

“Down there,” Cain abruptly spoke, pointing to a small alleyway about twenty meters further down the street. They reached it in a matter of seconds and Zahyra sprinted right into it first, taking the corner before Cain could. Once in the alleyway she stopped for a moment and looked in panic at Cain as he appeared next to her. 

“What are we gunna do?” She asked feverishly, adjusting her knife in her hand as she spoke. 

“Keep running,” Cain panted, “fight if we have to.” 

Zahyra didn’t like the sound of that but muttered an agreement. Cain then stepped past her and led the way at a slight jog down the alleyway, which ended quickly on the street opposite to the one they’d just been running down. He paused for a moment trying to get his bearings and then took off again at a jog, Zahyra close on his heels. They ran in resolute silence for about sixty seconds until they heard angry voices once again. 

“Got ’em! North Campbell Road!” Zahyra heard one of the mutants shout. She looked around but couldn’t see anyone, then to her horror saw a man flying in the sky in front of her, about fifteen metres above her head. 

Cain pulled at her arm and they weaved through several more streets trying to get away but all the while the man flew above them shouting out each new route they took. Gradually Cain’s pace slowed beside her and he leaned across to try and whisper something to her, although with the ragged breathing from the two of them and the sound of their feet pounding on the ground Zahyra struggled to hear him and it took several attempts for her to understand what he was saying. 

When they rounded the next corner a line of about six mutants were waiting in the middle of the street. Zahyra looked at Cain who nodded to her and began to sprint directly towards them. Zahyra herself faked a trip and fell to the ground, rolling underneath the shells of one of the cars beside her. As Cain had predicted the man who had been in the sky came down to land and joined the other mutants who Cain was running directly towards. They were all focused on him so Zahyra used this opportunity to sneak out from underneath the car and edge her way into a building that Cain had pointed out to her. Once she was there she was supposed to keep running and hide but she couldn’t help but watch the scene that was unfolding at the other end of the street. 

Cain had killed two of the mutants on arrival but was now locked in close combat with a third. They looked equally matched on strength but Cain somehow managed to trip the mutant up with his foot and he fell backwards onto the ground, his head making an almighty thud as he landed. Then something seemed to snap in Cain; his breathing became noticeably heavier and he began to clench and unclench his fists. A fourth mutant approached him and Cain picked him up like a rag doll and threw him against the side of a building. It was almost as if his strength had multiplied and his reasoning had disappeared with it. He looked insane. Like he’d overdosed on some drug and was now high with aggression and anger. 

Zahyra grew more frightened as she watched Cain. Before when he’d killed he’d been precise and patient about it and looked like he was well trained. Now he just looked violent and was going crazy attacking the other mutants with no skill or care for whether he got injured in the process. In minutes he’d murdered them all, most with only his bare hands. His gun was on the floor where it’d been struck from him early in the battle. 

With all of them dead Zahyra stepped out of the building where she’d been hiding and waited for Cain to turn around and notice her. When he did Zahyra saw the anger still visible in his eyes. His chest heaved as he squinted into the distance looking right at her. Zahyra took a step forward, moving closer to him but then stopped in her tracks as Cain let out an ear-splitting roar and began to charge towards her. 

Terror blanketed her very being at that moment and Zahyra’s instincts took over as she turned on her heels and started sprinting as fast as she could away from Cain. 





Chapter 12

Pain continuously stabbed through her still healing ribs as Zahyra ran, every thud of her feet on the ground feeling like someone had hit her in the chest. Although her injuries had been improving, they were not up to the standard of running around all day, especially when she was physically running for her life. Zahyra could hear Cain behind her, his pace matching if not beating hers and gaining on her. Unsure what had happened to him Zahyra knew at this moment in time she just had to escape. Questions could come later. 

There seemed to be something raw and animalistic about him now, like something had snapped inside him during that fight meaning he could no longer identify friend from foe. Knowing she couldn’t out run him for much longer Zahyra’s eyes scanned her surroundings for somewhere she could hide. There was an alleyway just ahead of her on the left so she quickly changed direction and ran as fast as her legs could take her. One side of the alleyway appeared to be the back of buildings, but on the other side there was a wall about double her height. Zahyra knew if she could get over this wall before Cain rounded the corner she would likely manage to escape him. 

Still keeping her pace she looked around for something she could climb onto, unable to make the jump from the ground. In a stroke of sheer luck she noticed an overturned bin a few meters ahead of her and she skidded to a halt beside it. She righted the bin as quickly as she could and climbed up, both her legs and the bin wobbling unsteadily beneath her as she went. Cain was only seconds away from rounding the corner from his footsteps so gritting her teeth and trying to work through the pain in her ribs Zahyra hauled herself up on top of the wall and dropped down over the other side. 

Cain reached the corner just as she was on the top but thankfully she didn’t think he spotted her. Once on the other side she stilled her entire body and held her breath, listening for what Cain would do next. His footsteps drew closer to her position but then continued past her and down the rest of the alleyway. Zahyra breathed a sigh of relief as her plan worked, Cain unsuspecting of her manoeuvre over the wall. 

As soon as he was definitely out of earshot Zahyra sank back against the wall trying to catch her breath. She kept one hand on her chest pressing slightly against her bruised ribs in an attempt to ease the pain. The sun was now rising which illuminated the area she had jumped into – it appeared to be some sort of old children’s playground. 

There was a rusted swing set in one corner with weeds wrapped around it, a jungle gym that had been completely devoured by the wrath of nature and several other small playing apparatus. Zahyra mused at how this place must have once been filled with countless laughing children, chasing each other from one obstacle to the next. For a moment she imagined playing there with the other children from her old camp, pushing Asher on the swings or racing him to the top of the jungle gym. A smile crept over the face at the thought and she wondered if she would ever be able to bring her little brother back to this place one day. 

To do that though she had to first find him, and sadly she could not manage that without Cain. 

Whatever had happened to him had done so in a split second. One moment he was defending her from the mutants, the next he had become one himself. Realising this must be a result of his mutation Zahyra wondered what it was exactly and why he couldn’t control it. 

She also realised that he must be fairly advanced to have such an aggressive mutation and her memories of him mutated themselves at the thought. If he was a more developed mutant like he must be, then there was less chance that everything he was doing for her was to help her and more chance it was part of a trick like she’d originally suspected. This filled Zahyra with sadness, but she knew she had to at least find Cain to garner more of an explanation from him when he turned back to normal. If he turned back to normal… 

She slowly rose to her feet and set out to find him, deciding that if he was still exhibiting this display of rage she would just hide out and watch him until he calmed down. Depending on how long that took. Making her way through the long grass of the playground Zahyra almost stumbled over the small fence that surrounded it. It was so hidden beneath the weeds that she walked right into it, causing her to curse quietly underneath her breath. 

After climbing over it she turned left and started walking adjacent to the alleyway Cain had continued to run down. She had no idea how she would find him in the city, not knowing whether he would have stopped when he couldn’t find her or continued running around like a madman. 

The sun was now beating down above her with a vengeance and Zahyra clung to the few shadows she could find as a source of shade. She was also aware that there was probably still a hunting party out looking for her. Her spirits were low as she meandered through several streets surrounding where she’d last seen Cain and pretty soon she had lost all sense of direction. Each new building while amazing Zahyra with their designs looked remarkably similar, so it was very hard to keep track of which street she’d walked down and which she hadn’t. 

After about twenty minutes the heat from the sun was becoming too much for her and she rounded a corner looking for a building she could hide out in until midday dusk took hold. Taking in the scene around the corner Zahyra instantly froze where she stood, her mouth hanging open in surprise. 

On the ground lay seven dead bodies belonging to the mutants Cain had killed in his attack earlier. The blood surrounding them was congealed and thick, creating deep pools of the crimson liquid. In horror Zahyra noticed that all that blood had only come from two of the mutants who lay beside the pools with their throats slashed. The other five mutants appeared to have all been killed by blunt force trauma to the head, as a result of fighting with Cain one-on-one. Walking around them Zahyra thought one of them looked to be only a year or two older than she was. She gasped in horror as she saw one side of his skull was caved in, the impact looking like it had resulted from a single punch. 

Knowing that Cain could inflict that much damage with his bare hands terrified Zahyra. She had trusted him, slept in the same room as him and eaten countless meals by his side. Not once during all those times did she imagine him being able to kill someone with a single punch. What was his mutation and why had he not told her about it? She felt jaded and unprotected; surely knowing about what Cain was would have done her a favour in their most recent encounter. 

Staggering backwards away from the bodies Zahyra walked into a ruined car behind her and fell to the ground. Her ribs twinged in pain from the impact against the ground and tears started to well up in her eyes. She wasn’t crying from the pain alone, but from the waves of death she continued to witness in this city. 

In total Cain had now killed ten men on their quest to save her brother, if you included the mutant he had shot when they first met. She had resolved earlier to accept the killings and she knew in the end they would be worth it when she was reunited with Asher. But at that moment in time she simply couldn’t see it and with tears now streaming down her face she ran into the nearest building and sunk to the floor inside. 

Sleep must have found her as she sat hidden in the abandoned building as when a noise woke her it was midday dusk outside and she had to squint into the darkness of the room. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness she recognised where she was as an old shop of some description. Aisles were laid out in front of her that looked familiar from old pictures she’d seen when she was younger. 

Zahyra slowly rose to her feet, her ribs thankfully feeling a little better after the rest. Her stomach then gave off a ferocious growl and she put a hand on it, realising how hungry she was. Looking around the room she decided she would check it out to see if anything useful remained that she could use, or eat. She crouched low as she walked between the aisles, conscious that someone could be nearby. 

The first item she came across was a pile of papers fastened together by some very old string that looked like if she touched it would disintegrate. Moving past these as they were no use to her Zahyra continued her search. 

Disappointingly most of the items she found were equally as useless to her: a hollow glass circle with some wires inside, some big black boxes she couldn’t identify and many other items she did not recognise. As she was slowly losing hope and considering leaving to continue her search for Cain she accidentally kicked something that rolled off down the aisle in front of her. Reaching it Zahyra discovered it was an old tin, which undoubtedly meant food of some description. The label read ‘tinned peaches’ and she greedily tore off the lid and began to scoop out the insides with her hand. 

After the first mouthful she mentally took back everything she’d previously said about disliking tinned foods. The peaches were filled with a sweet juice that dribbled down her chin and onto her sweater. Involuntarily Zahyra’s tongue protruded out of her mouth licking her lips and chin trying to savour every mouthful. She scarfed down each peach at record speed then drained the can of its remaining liquids, running her tongue again around the sharp edges in an attempt to devour every last drop. 

Once she was finished she sat back on her heels. That was the most delicious thing she’d eaten in days, only a few points behind the wild dog she’d had at Cain’s hut. Zahyra spent the next five minutes crawling around on her hands and knees searching for another supply of tinned peaches but sadly found nothing more she could eat and was forced to give up. 

Wiping the dust from her clothes that had accumulated from her crawling around Zahyra got to her feet knowing whilst it was midday dusk outside she needed to continue her search for Cain. Now she was effectively back where they had started a few hours ago – close to the horrible display of dead bodies outside – Zahyra could at least retrace the route she had ran to get away from Cain only a few hours before. 

Doing a sweep of the streets before she exited the building, although only very quickly glancing over the dead bodies Zahyra declared that there was no one around and she could step outside. She hurriedly walked away from the mess behind her and down the street she had originally watched Cain start his attack from. Reaching the alleyway again she veered left and started to walk, although she could see from the start that is was unoccupied as it had been earlier. 

She walked slowly past the bin she had used to climb over the wall and into the playground, her mind drifting fondly back to the thought of playing there with Asher one day. At the end of the alleyway there was a street Zahyra didn’t recognise and she realised she must have missed it earlier due to climbing into the playground. Her eyes scanned up and down the street looking for some indication of which direction to go. Each way looked exactly the same until she noticed an overturned car just to her right that didn’t look like it’d been that way for very long. The dust and dirt was unsettled unlike on the other cars and Zahyra grasped that it must have been overturned very recently, almost undoubtedly by Cain. Turning on her heel she headed off towards the right, hoping for more indicators of Cain’s whereabouts. 

It only took her about five minutes until she spotted him. He looked to be asleep in an entranceway to one of the buildings, one of his arms tucked under his head like a pillow. Zahyra stood and stared at Cain for a while, unsure of what to do or how to react. She had no idea whether he was back to his normal self or not and didn’t know what would happen if she woke him. 

After a while she decided to take shelter in the building opposite him, climbing in through a broken window and finding an old, barely standing chair for her to sit on. She quickly scouted around the room when she entered, but it just seemed to consist of more chairs and big tables with electronic devices on them. Uninterested she returned her focus to Cain. 

His sleeping body looked so peaceful as she watched him, it was almost unimaginable that he could turn into such a violent mutant at the drop of a hat. His beard that had just been stubble when she first met him was now bushy and untamed, his clothes were dirty – as were hers Zahyra noticed – and his face was covered in a mixture of dirt and blood as well. Still despite the blood that was present on his appearance Cain could have just been any normal man. It was a shame that Zahyra now knew he wasn’t, and viewed him in a very different light because of it. 

About half an hour later, Cain’s leg twitched and he began to stir… 





Chapter 13

Suspense gripped Zahyra’s heart as she wondered what Cain would be like when he came to. She sat dead still and watched him stretch, yawn then look around himself with a confused and dazed expression. He then jumped to his feet and turned to walk inside the building behind him. He looked inside, walked out and then did the same with the other two buildings either side. A look of panic started to spread across his face as he ran his fingers slowly through his hair and then rested them behind his head. 

To Zahyra he seemed to be acting completely normal. He was panicked and stressed out – over what she didn’t know – but aside from that he was definitely his normal self. There was no hidden aggression or violence in his eyes and his body language reflected more regret than anger. 

Knowing that she had to confront him, Zahyra took three deep breaths to prepare herself and as quietly as she could rose from her chair and climbed back out of the broken window. Cain had gone into another building whilst she left hers and she waited cautiously for him to reappear and notice her. 

“Zahyra!” Cain exclaimed when he saw her and ran across the street to where she stood. Zahyra remained still, but poised herself to flee in any direction if necessary. Cain stopped a few feet in front of her and looked into her eyes. 

“I’m so, so sorry,” he started, “I can explain…”

Zahyra stared at him for a while, not saying anything. He seemed so normal now and very apologetic for what had happened, but she just couldn’t understand it. Nothing she thought of made sense. 

“What happened?” She asked slowly, still not one hundred per cent trusting of the situation, or the man in front of her. 

“Not here,” Cain replied, “let’s get somewhere a little more hidden, okay?”

Zahyra nodded and started to follow him as he began to walk down the street. They walked for about half an hour, naturally Zahyra didn’t have a clue where they were going but really had no choice but to follow Cain. The buildings around them started getting smaller and less impressive, however Zahyra also noted that they seemed less run down than the ones she’d grown accustomed to. 

As they walked she wondered about what Cain was going to say to her about his – what could she call it? – his outburst. Although that really didn’t warrant how extreme it had been. She knew it had to be a result of his mutation, but had never even heard of mutations that caused people to completely lose control of themselves. 

The way he’d chased after her like there was nothing he wanted to do more than rip her apart had entirely changed the way she thought of Cain. Sadly she wasn’t sure if she could ever manage to completely trust him as a result. 

Cain led her to a small patch of green in front of one of the buildings they passed. It looked like it had been a quaint family home at one time, wild flowers bloomed in front of it and a few old children’s toys were visible through the dusty front window. Zahyra wondered why mutants didn’t still live in houses like these, but as the mutations had torn families apart they had also broken down many aspects of civilisation and caused people to revert back to a simpler life. 

Now sitting amongst the long grass Zahyra looked expectantly at Cain, unsure of how he was possibly going to rationalise what had just happened. 

“I’m Gen 4,” Cain began but was instantly cut off by Zahyra gasping and shuffling backwards where she sat. A look of horror etched across her face. She had kind of expected him to say something like that, but the truth of it hit her hard. 

“I’m not an animal though,” Cain continued, “although what happened earlier might have made me seem that way. I swear, I’m not like all the other mutants.”

Zahyra remained silent, unsure of what she wanted to say in response to that so Cain continued. 

“The mutation I have is formally called MATH – mutated adult testosterone hormones. I don’t really understand what that means but from what I’ve learned it’s some chemical that makes men extremely aggressive and violent. I think the chemical levels are based on what a mature man would carry, but obviously amplified to the extreme.”

Cain looked at Zahyra to see if she was going to ask him anything but she was simply staring at him, looking over every inch of his body. 

“It basically makes me angry all the time and I have this overwhelming desire to break things, hit things, sometimes even kill things… But I can kind of control it. I’ve never heard of anyone like me who can do this and I manage to control it most of the time. You know me; I’m not normally an aggressive person. It’s just, when I’m in really stressful situations or I’m in a fight sometimes it takes over and I lose control of myself. 

“When I’m angry I just see red and something snaps and I can’t tell the difference between good and bad. Everything just… I just get consumed with rage. Then eventually I can fight back, kind of inside myself you know? And I can regain control. But when I’m like that… I’m just not safe. But I’m also not myself. Zahyra you have to know that I would never hurt you. It wasn’t me that came after you earlier today. Well it was me, but not the me I am inside. You have to believe me. I’m so, so sorry.” 

Zahyra continued to stare at Cain, almost in disbelief after everything he’d just told her. That was without a doubt the most she’d ever heard him say before and that was enough to shock her to begin with, let alone the information of what he’d actually said. She remained silent, mulling over every detail.

To begin with, he was a Gen 4. They were some of the most powerful mutants around and she was sitting just a few feet away from one of them. However he certainly wasn’t like any Gen 4 she had experienced recently, nor like any she’d ever heard of for that matter. 

The fact he could control his mutation most of the time and was, at that very moment, controlling it in front of her meant that he was different. But beneath all of that he was a monster. He could snap at any moment and turn into the killing machine she’d experienced earlier. How could she trust that she’d be safe around him anymore knowing that? Maybe if he could learn to control it all the time that would make a difference, but he was effectively a walking time bomb just waiting to explode. 

The fact that he’d kept this huge secret from Zahyra for over a week was one of the things she hated the most. Although she also hated herself for thinking that, because she was keeping a very similar secret from Cain. 

In reality she realised her main issue was that Cain could control himself sometimes and then other times not. She had no way to know when something was going to cause him to lose focus. She didn’t even know how often things like this happened. She’d only known him for little over a week. What if his rage taking over was a frequent thing? And if stressful situations brought it out what happened if he had another outburst when they were trying to save Asher? There was no chance in hell she was letting her little brother be exposed to Cain like that. 

But then… what was Asher being exposed to right now? There were only five and a half days until his tenth birthday and the ensuing Turning Age Ceremony. After that he could be killed, turned into a slave or forced into some kind of insane mutant army. 

Pushing her scepticism about Cain to the back of her mind Zahyra knew that Asher was her number one priority. She had to save him and there was no chance of her doing that alone. Like it or not she needed Cain, even if she couldn’t trust him. She was had to be okay with this. 

Looking up from the grass beneath her Zahyra noticed Cain was staring at her, waiting for her to say something. There had been several long, drawn out minutes of silence since he had explained his mutation to her, but now she really needed to give him an answer. All her thoughts seemed jumbled up in her head as she searched for what was the most pressing matter she needed to address. 

How did he control himself? How often would he break down? What should she do if he did break down again? Was there any way to stop it and bring him back? Was she really safe?

Suddenly questions overflowed her brain as she thought about Asher again. How much longer would it take them to reach him? How would they get him out? Was he okay? 

Cain’s voice cut through her thoughts, although she didn’t catch what he said so she raised her eyebrows instead in question. 

“You okay?” He asked again, a look of real concern fixed on his face. 

“I,” Zahyra began, frantically trying to figure out what she wanted to say to Cain. “Does it happen often?”

Cain instantly shook his head, “No, no, hardly ever. Not out of the blue like that at least. Once a month I take off for a few days and deliberately let it out, but I always try to be as far away from anyone else as possible before that happens. I never want to hurt anyone. I’ve had a few episodes like earlier today where I’ve snapped, but not on more than three or four other occasions.”

This relaxed Zahyra a little bit, knowing it wasn’t something that happened every weekend. But she was still very aware a huge threat to her safety was sitting right in front of her. 

“Is there anything I can do?” She asked, “You know, when you snap…”

“Sadly no,” Cain shook his head and looked down at the ground. “All you can really do is get away from me. I calm down after a couple of hours, but until then you just have to hide.”

Zahyra noticed Cain’s cheeks flush red at this statement and realised how embarrassed he was by his mutation. He didn’t choose it. In fact he did everything he could to avoid it most of the time. It was just a curse stuck on him as a result of some stupid mistakes made over a hundred years ago. All of a sudden, Zahyra felt sorry for him.

She shuffled closer to where he sat on the grass and gingerly put her hand on top of his. Cain lifted his head up at that moment and looked at her, deep into her eyes. There wasn’t any trace of a monster in there. All Zahyra saw was the caring man who had saved her life time and time again and was going to help save her little brother’s life too. She smiled at him. A real, genuine smile that said she didn’t care about his mutation and knew he was the man he said he was. The man he wanted to be. 

Cain returned her smile and rolled his hand over underneath hers so it was palm up. Then he slipped his fingers through hers and gripped her hand loosely. They stayed like that for a moment, neither of them wanting to move until a rabbit hopped out from behind a bush in front of them and started grazing on the grass. 

“Hungry?” Cain asked Zahyra with a smile. 

“Starving.” 

Cain slowly let go of Zahyra’s hand and moved it down to his boot to retrieve his knife. He held the tip of the blade between his thumb and forefinger and aimed at the rabbit that was ignorantly unaware just a few meters in front of them. With a flick of his wrist the knife left Cain’s fingers and twirled through the air, finding it’s home in the neck of the rabbit. Zahyra flinched when the rabbit flopped sideways onto the grass, blood beginning to soak up its fur. Normally this wouldn’t have bothered her, everyone needed to eat, but with the amount of blood and death she’d witnessed that day it look her a little by surprise. 

Whether Cain noticed her discomfort at his actions or not he didn’t act on it and simply rose to his feet and walked over to the rabbit. He picked it up by its hind legs and withdrew the knife from its neck, wiping the blade on the grass and returning it to his boot. 

“If you find some firewood, I’ll prep this,” he said indicating to the rabbit in his hand. Zahyra nodded and wandered off around the side of the house in search of some dry wood they could start a fire with. She found plenty right away, snapping several branches off a nearby bush and cradling them in her arms. 

Walking back to Cain she mulled over everything that had just happened. She’d gone from being terrified of him to feeling a strange sensation of trust and happiness. It was very clear to her now that the Cain she’d ran from earlier that day was a completely different person to the one she’d got to know over the last week: the Cain who’d just held her hand. Strange new feelings began to seep through Zahyra as she thought about him and she picked up the pace as she walked, eager to have another meal beside him. 

The rabbit was all prepared by the time she got back to the garden. Cain had found a few rocks to form the basis of the fire pit and Zahyra dumped the wood she had found into the little semicircle. A fire was started within minutes and the two of them ate greedily once the rabbit was cooked. Sadly there was little meat on the small animal however and Zahyra found herself longing for another serving. 

“Tinned peaches would go down a treat right now,” she mumbled to herself. Those really had been incredible. Cain looked at her, raised his eyebrows at her comment and laughed. 

“Found some of them once,” he said, “not a fan.”

Zahyra gasped at him, reminiscing about the succulent tin she had discovered earlier that day. In hindsight she’d not eaten too badly recently, it was a wonder how she was still hungry. 

Cain yawned beside her and got to his feet. 

“It’ll be getting hot again soon,” he said, “how about we head inside and get some rest while the sun is out? Then we can have a long hike in the evening before it gets too cold.” 

Zahyra agreed with him, not wanting to have to get up and walk anywhere as the sun was just about to come out again. In the city surrounded by buildings the heat seemed to be magnified and even the walls were too hot to touch. Albeit, when they were out in the desert the sand had magnified the heat as well. It was only the wooded areas where it was okay to walk around in the daylight and therefore where Zahyra had lived her whole sixteen years. 

Moving inside the house Zahyra spotted an overturned table of some sort, although it appeared to be covered in old blankets. Moving closer she tested it out and discovered it was soft and squishy to the touch. She instantly sank down on top of it claiming her spot and making herself comfortable. Cain simply lay down on the floor, propping up his head with his arm and rolling away from Zahyra so he was facing the door. Zahyra did the same, although more to be looking at Cain than at the door she admitted. She watched his breathing become heavier until it was clear he was asleep, then closed her own eyes and willed herself to get some rest. 





Chapter 14

After about ten minutes of tossing and turning Zahyra concluded her body was still running on too much adrenaline and sleep was not going to come. She slowly slid off the pile of blankets on which she lay, crept around Cain’s sleeping body and exited the house they’d inhabited. The sun instantly burned her eyes as she walked outside and she squinted into it. Scanning the area outside Zahyra was disappointed to not see any suitable shaded places she could sit down in and so was forced to return back inside. 

She sat back on her pile of blankets as quietly as she could and watched Cain sleeping in front of her. It seemed unbelievable that so much had happened in just the last eight or so hours. Her feelings towards Cain were so conflicting now that she didn’t completely know how to act around him. It was clear to her there were two different versions of the man, and they couldn’t possibly be more different. Looking at him now he seemed so peaceful. The quiet little snores that escaped him told Zahyra that he was in a deep sleep, probably recovering from his tyrant earlier that day. 

Knowing what he was and that there was a Gen 4 mutant trying to break out inside of him scared Zahyra. But she knew she couldn’t let it dampen her opinion of him too much. Everyone has secrets – of this she was well aware – and she couldn’t punish the good Cain she knew for the darkness he kept hidden inside of him. 

She also desperately needed him to help her find Asher. She had no idea how long the events of that day would set them back in time before they reached the camp. Just like she had no idea how long it would take them to get in and get Asher out once they found him. When he woke up Zahyra vowed to ask Cain more questions about their journey. Up until now she had just been blindly following him, but the events of that morning had made her think differently and now she needed to be aware of the path they were going to take. She needed to be aware of any other problems that would befall them. 

She mulled all this over in her head for another hour whilst Cain slept, prioritising what she needed to know so they didn’t have to waste more time. She woke him up about twenty minutes before the sun was about to set, ensuring that they would be ready to leave as soon as it was cool enough for them to do so. 

“Did you not sleep?” Cain asked Zahyra in a concerned voice once he was properly awake. He’d slept like a rock, not once stirring the whole time Zahyra had been watching him. 

“Wasn’t really tired,” Zahyra said shaking her head, “besides I knew we needed to get going as soon as possible, so didn’t want to sleep through any hours of darkness.” 

This wasn’t completely true but Zahyra didn’t think it was necessary to tell Cain the whole truth. And it was part of the reason she had stayed up so she left it at that. Cain didn’t say anything more on the matter and they were out of the door a few minutes later, the sun hardly providing any heat as it sank down slowly over the horizon. 

“How much longer ‘til we get there now?” Zahyra asked Cain after only a few minutes of walking, not wanting to spend any more of their journey in the dark. 

Cain didn’t answer her for a second but Zahyra could see his lips moving silently to himself as he worked out the answer in his head. 

“Should be there by midday dusk tomorrow I reckon,” he replied, “depending on how long we have to stop for along the way.” 

Tomorrow. That was a suitable answer for Zahyra. That should give them enough time. 

“And when we get there,” she continued, “how long ‘til we can get Asher out?” 

“That depends,” Cain deliberated, “we’ll have to watch the camp for a while, figure out what the routines are, you know? So I guess we’ll spend a day and a night doing that, then we can try to work out a way in.” 

“Hmm,” Zahyra said to herself under her breath. She wasn’t completely satisfied with that answer, but it didn’t sound like anything she could change so didn’t argue the point with Cain. Besides, she had a couple more questions she wanted answers to and while Cain was in the mood for talking she knew she had to take advantage of it. 

“How do you know the way?” She blurted out as Cain stepped left to move down a small alleyway. They were still weaving through streets in the city but it looked to Zahyra like they were coming to the other side. The buildings were all a lot smaller here and less cramped together. It would appear they had successfully crossed the city. It was a shame really; she’d been enjoying admiring the architecture before all the chaos had ensued. She still hoped that she’d return with Asher one day though, and take him to that playground she had found. 

Cain hadn’t answered her most recent question as he was sticking his head out of the other end of the alleyway, scanning the area for other mutants. Once they were clear and walking down another side street Zahyra asked it again, looking up at Cain as she did so he knew she was serious about getting an answer. He shrugged, swallowed and avoided eye contact with her. 

“Been there before,” he muttered under his breath. He didn’t say anything else however and Zahyra stared him down hoping he would continue. When he didn’t she began to berate him with more questions. 

“You’ve been there before? When? Why? How many times? Why didn’t you tell me this before? What’s it like? Is Asher okay in there? What are they doing to him? When were you–” 

“Stop!” Cain suddenly shouted. Zahyra’s mouth snapped shut in surprise and she stared up at Cain. What was going on with him? Out of nowhere so many secrets were coming to light about his past and she didn’t have a clue about any of them. She really thought she knew Cain, despite only spending a short period of time with him. But with all this new information he was becoming more of a stranger to her than ever. 

“You’ve been there before?” Zahyra repeated, more quietly and calmly this time. 

“Yes,” Cain responded. “We’re not far from the end of the city now, then it’s about half a day’s walk through a forest and the camp is in a clearing somewhere in the middle of that.” 

Zahyra nodded. So he’d revealed the way to the camp, which was something. But now knowing Cain had been to the camp before the directions there were no longer her top priority. She walked silently beside him, hoping he would continue to speak and tell her why he’d been to the camp. She wondered how many times he’d been there and whether his trips had been voluntary or not. 

He must know what went on inside if he’d been there before so why didn’t he tell her what could be happening to Asher. Then Zahyra shuddered, realising he might not be telling her because the camp is so terrible she’s better off not worrying about it until they finally get there. Information is always better than ignorance though Zahyra thought, and continued to walk silently beside Cain hoping he would eventually speak again. 

Sure enough as they walked the buildings around them began to give way to more trees and open spaces. Zahyra was glad to be leaving the city behind and the promise of a forest up ahead reminded her of home. She could see the thick mass of trees in the distance already and smell the pine in the wind. The ground beneath her feet began to feel softer and she relished this as it was much more comfortable to walk on in her worn out boots. 

One thing she was apprehensive about however was walking through the forest at night. 

Back in her camp there had been strict rules about entering the surrounding woods after darkness fell. They were home to packs of wild dogs and other more vicious animals like bears and apparently even large, aggressive cats. She’d never seen a bear or a big cat, but had heard horror stories around the campfire at night about people who had been ripped limb from limb and then just left to die. 

She knew she at least had Cain to protect her and hoped he would do so. But there was also the niggling thought at the back of her mind telling her that Cain was potentially more dangerous than any other animals they would meet in the forest. 

Once they reached the outer-lying trees they stopped and rested for a moment. Zahyra was glad to sit down, fatigue slowly working its way around her body. She wished she had slept when she had the chance earlier but vowed not to mention her tiredness to Cain as she wanted to make as much ground as possible before it was too dark to go on. 

“What now?” She asked Cain as they sat catching their breath. Inside she was torn between wanting to keep going and wanting to rest – she also realised if they kept going they would have to spend the night in the middle of the forest, something she wasn’t very keen to experience. 

“There’s a scout hut about an hours walk in,” Cain replied, “we should make it there before dark and then settle down for the night.”

“Scout hut as in, there’ll be mutants waiting there?” Zahyra asked nervously. 

Cain nodded, his mouth set in a grim line across his face. Zahyra knew instantly this meant they would have to kill however many mutants were in the hut before they spotted them and alerted the main camp to their presence. More killings that she did not agree with, but inside she reminded herself it was necessary to save her brother. 

“There should only be one or two,” Cain continued, noting the look on her face as she considered the awaiting mutants. “And they’re likely only Gen 3.”

“Won’t they have abilities that make it easier for them to find us?” Zahyra asked, “What if they already know that we’re here?”

“I doubt they already know,” Cain considered, “but they will have mutations to help them find us that’s for sure. Don’t you worry though, we’ll be careful.” 

Zahyra accepted Cain’s assessment of the situation and screwed the cap back on the water bottle she’d been drinking from whilst rising to her feet. She nodded at Cain indicating that she was ready to get going again and he climbed to his feet in response. 

“Stay behind me,” he said, “and stay quiet.” 

With that they began moving through the forest. Zahyra was very careful where she stepped; not wanting to snap any loud branches or trip herself up. She was getting better at sneaking around and was pleased with herself as she hardly made a sound whilst following Cain. A few days ago she would have undoubtedly alerted the mutants to their presence with her clumsiness and loud footsteps. 

Zahyra struggled to keep track of time in the darkness as there was no sun to guide her or notable landmarks she could track her speed with. After about what she estimated had only been about forty minutes though a dim light appeared in the distance. Cain stopped in front of her and crouched to the ground behind a tree. Zahyra copied him, settling down behind her own tree just beside him. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen next so when Cain turned around and told her to stay there she was filled with relief. Whatever he was going to do it was probably best she didn’t witness it, especially considering everything that had happened recently. 

She waited behind the tree for no more than fifteen minutes until Cain returned to her. 

“All clear,” he remarked with a grin on his face. Zahyra didn’t ask what had happened in the hut. She hadn’t heard anything or seen anyone come out. In fact the scene had remained perfectly still to her, just the dim light of the fire flickering with the breeze. 

When they reached the hut Zahyra didn’t see any signs of other mutants either. There was no blood or sign of a struggle and if she didn’t know any better she would have assumed it was just an abandoned hut. Walking inside she was greeted by the faint smell of a broth that looked like it had only just been removed from the fire, so at least that confirmed to her there had been someone here. 

“Hungry?” Cain asked her pointing to the pot; “I just took this off the fire outside.”

Zahyra smiled and walked towards where she could see two bowls sitting on the wooden table inside the hut. There were also two mugs of water, one half full, the other almost empty. She didn’t ask Cain what he’d done to the mutants who had just been here; she didn’t really want to know either. She trusted that the coast was clear and they wouldn’t be coming back so simply seated herself at the table and poured some broth into the two bowls. Handing one to Cain as he sat down she relaxed a little bit and dug into the warm liquid. It tasted like a nettle broth; something she had often eaten back in her camp and the flavour was such a welcome reminder of home to her that she nourished every mouthful. 

After they had eaten the two sat in silence for a while. Finally Zahyra plucked up the courage to ask Cain once more about the camp they were going to the next day and why he had been there before. 

“Cain,” she started. He looked up from the floor and over in her direction, raising his eyebrows in response. “Please can you tell me about the camp? How come you’ve been there before?”

Cain sighed and pushed his bowl to one side so he could rest his arms on the table. Taking a deep breath he began to speak. 

“When I was younger, I lived at the camp. I was taken from my family when I was eleven years old and put into one of their training programmes. As a Gen 4, they wanted to train me to become a killer for them. An assassin. My two younger brothers were taken to the camp with me, but they were both only nine at the time. We were kept in separate parts of the camp and I never got to see them. On the day of their Turning Age Ceremony – they were twins, by the way – I was invited to go and watch it. Abel was marked a Gen 4, so he would come into the same training programme as me. But Adam, for some reason, was only a Gen 2. They’d never been separated before and when they heard the news they started crying and fighting against the other mutants. Things got out of control so quickly and I… I just snapped. I went insane and…”

Cain trailed off from his sentence, tears beginning to form in his eyes. Zahyra reached across the table and took one of his hands in hers while looking deeply into his eyes. 

“It was the first time I’d completely lost control,” Cain continued, “I couldn’t see straight and I just started killing.” Full sobs now shook through Cain’s body as he spoke, tears running down his face and splashing onto the table. 

“I managed to break out of the camp while I was in a rage. Then when I came to I was hiding out in the forest, covered in blood. My brothers’ blood. In my rage I’d killed both of them. My little brothers, dead by my hand. I wandered around on my own for years after that. I thought about going back to my parents but I couldn’t face telling them what I’d done. That’s when I seriously started to train myself to be able to control my mutation. I vowed I would never let anything like that happen again. I didn’t talk to anyone for years but then eventually I found my hut and I found work and a way to occupy myself. And then several years later you turned up… I’ve never told anyone that story. Ever. I hate myself so much I can’t stand it. I’m a murderer.”

Cain ended his story there, his body shaking like a leaf. He had turned white and his face was wet with his tears. Zahyra didn’t know what to say, her mouth hanging open from the story she’d just heard. Slowly she got up from her seat and moved around the table until she was on the same side as Cain. Then she sat down and put her arms around him, holding him closely while he cried. 

Minutes passed with just the sound of Cain’s cries echoing around the scout hut. Zahyra kept a firm grip on him, letting her know with her presence that she was there for him. That it was okay. 

“It’s not your fault,” she said quietly, “you can’t blame yourself for your mutation. You didn’t choose it.”

Cain didn’t say anything but held onto her tighter, his head buried in her hair. Eventually he stopped crying and began to untangle his limbs from around her, his whole upper body pressed in close to hers for their hug. Zahyra let her arms slide backwards from his body until her hands were resting on his sides rather than around his back. 

Looking up into his eyes she saw a man who had been forced to commit a horrible atrocity at such a young age. A man who had had no control over his actions, but had spent every day of his life since then trying to make up for it. Cain looked down at her with equal admiration then leaned closer to Zahyra’s face. She could feel his breath on her cheek. Then Cain closed his eyes and took Zahyra’s mouth in his, kissing her firmly and passionately on the lips. 





Chapter 15

Zahyra gasped as Cain’s mouth met hers, her lips parting instinctively. A shiver ran down her spine creating a tingle all the way down to her toes and her body temperature rose, filling her with a burning desire. She moaned softly to herself as Cain’s tongue broke through the gap between her lips and playfully entered her mouth, searching around for her own. A hunger swept through her as she began to kiss back, tightening her grip around Cain’s body as she did so. Then, as soon as she started to reciprocate the kiss Cain pulled away from her, however never breaking eye contact as the two of them remained half entangled in each other where they sat.

A long minute passed where neither of them spoke. Zahyra was overcome with emotions as she sat and stared at Cain. Her mouth was still hanging open from the kiss, her lips feeling wet with saliva. His actions had taken her completely by surprise, but it had undoubtedly been a welcome surprise. She now felt such a longing to kiss Cain again, but the way he had pulled away when she started to kiss him back stopped her from leaning in. She had never kissed anyone before: what if she had done it wrong? What if Cain had changed his mind when she had started kissing him and decided he didn’t want to do it anymore? Confusion swirled around inside of Zahyra, each of her senses battling out to achieve a different response. 

Eventually Cain spoke in front of her, “I’m sorry,” he whispered softly, “I didn’t mean to…”

Zahyra stared at Cain as he spoke, not fully understanding what he meant. Had he not wanted to kiss her or did he just feel bad about it happening? 

“I didn’t mean to take advantage of you,” he continued, “I guess we’re both in a pretty vulnerable place.” 

With that he rose from the bench on which they both sat and looked around the small hut they inhabited. There was only one armchair set up in the corner, which looked to be the makeshift sleeping quarters. 

“You can sleep there,” he pointed to the chair, “I’m just gunna check something outside.” 

And with that he vacated the scout hut, pulling the door closed behind him. Zahyra sat stunned on the bench, staring at the back of the door Cain had just exited through. As if her feelings towards Cain hadn’t been complicated enough before; now he had just kissed her. And not only kissed her but then stopped kissing her. She didn’t know how to feel. 

Perplexed she made her way over to the chair in the corner, walking in an almost dazed fashion after what had just happened. Sitting down she pulled her legs up to her chest and draped a blanket around herself. The look on her face was one of utter bewilderment. Tired and confused she closed her eyes and thought about Cain. 

She had never even considered him in a romantic sense until that kiss. But now something seemed to have awoken inside of her yearning to kiss him again, combined with an insatiable craving for something more. She could still taste him on her lips and in her mouth and still feel the pressure of his body pressing up against hers. Her breathing was ragged and laden with anticipation at just the thought of the kiss. It had been one of the single most exhilarating experiences of her life and she could still feel her heart pumping wildly inside her chest. 

But what Cain had said afterwards about taking advantage of her and being in a vulnerable place tarnished her memories. She had not been aware she wanted to kiss him beforehand but during and certainly now afterwards Zahyra was positive she had not been taken advantage of. In fact she felt like she almost wanted it more than Cain did now. Although, it was true what he’d said about his vulnerability. 

She had seen how much telling that story about his younger brothers had affected him. So much raw emotion was visible in both the words he spoke and the look on his face when he was speaking them. Zahyra couldn’t imagine how horrible it must feel to be the reason for the death of a loved one. She thought of Asher and knew she couldn’t bare it if she was the reason for him being in pain; him being in this camp was already almost too much for her to handle. 

Maybe talking about his brothers had been too much for Cain and he had kissed her in an attempt to try and rebuff his emotional breakdown. Zahyra desperately wanted to run out of the scout hut and find Cain, ask him what had just happened and why he had left. But she couldn’t begin to think about what she would say to him. The awkwardness of the situation caused her cheeks to flush red and she honestly couldn’t predict how she should act when she next saw Cain. Should she even mention the kiss at all? 

Puzzled and overwhelmed with emotions Zahyra struggled to get comfortable in the chair she had curled up in. She wanted to wait for Cain to return so she could see how he would act but the minutes drew out longer in front of her and there was still no sign of him. Eventually sleep consumed her and she dreamt of kissing him over and over again. She re-lived the smell of his skin pressed against her face and the feel of his body beneath her fingertips. She replayed every moment and when she eventually awoke her breathing was hitched and her palms sweaty. 

She had no idea how long she’d slept for but figured it must be morning soon – and today was the day they would find the camp, she gasped. She would finally be able to see her brother again. Looking around the hut she couldn’t see Cain and her heart sank a little bit. She still hadn’t decided what she was going to say to him about last night, or if anything should be said at all. 

Her head now overflowed with thoughts both about Cain and her feelings towards him and her anticipation to see Asher again. Her heartbeat rose as she considered the two men in her life: how important one of them already was and how important the other one felt like he’d become to her. Then, with his timing as exquisite as ever, Cain walked in through the door. 

“Hey,” he said sheepishly, not quite meeting her gaze. Zahyra smiled and retuned his greeting, climbing up from the chair where she’d slept. Her neck was stiff from the position in which she’d sat and she closed her eyes and rocked her head from side to side in an attempt to loosen it up a bit. Feeling a crack she gasped and opened her eyes, finding Cain watching her intently from where he stood. Blood instantly rushed to Zahyra’s cheeks and she felt herself blushing as she averted her gaze to the floor. 

“I was just coming to wake you,” Cain said, his eyes darting around the hut but not once looking at her directly again. “I’ve got a rabbit cooking outside.”

Zahyra smiled in response, her stomach growling in anticipation. Pulling her boots on she followed Cain outside where the meal was waiting for her, fully cooked and cut into portions. There was also a mug of water for her set to the side of a large rock. She sat down and took a sip, smiling at Cain again in appreciation. 

They ate their breakfast all but silently, with only a few pleasantries about the taste of the rabbit being exchanged. Zahyra wanted desperately to speak to Cain about the kiss they had shared but didn’t know how to bring it up and felt an air of awkwardness between them, deterring her from doing so. 

Once the food was finished – with half of the rabbit wrapped in some leaves and packed away for their journey in a bag Cain had salvaged from the scout hut – Zahyra excused herself and went to wash in the bowl of water inside. It had been many days since she’d had a proper wash and her clothes were beginning to smell on her body. She found herself longing for them to wander across a stream of some sort so she could properly clean herself. Then a shiver ran down her spine again at the thought of undressing and washing in front of Cain. These new feelings baffled her so much and she nearly knocked the bowl of water over in shock when Cain loudly entered the hut behind her. 

“We should get going,” he said, again avoiding eye contact with Zahyra. “Will hopefully make it by midday, providing the sun isn’t too hot through the trees.”

Zahyra nodded, her experience in the woods surrounding her old camp telling her they wouldn’t have to stop during the hours of sunlight. Knowing they were just a few hours walk from reaching the camp she was filled with hopefulness regarding seeing her brother again. She didn’t really understand what the camp would be like, or how they would get in. But just knowing she would be near to Asher was enough to spur her on for the time being. She quickly finished washing and the two of them were on their way within five minutes, extinguishing the fire outside as they left.

As they walked Zahyra marvelled at how Cain knew the route exactly. Everything looked the same to her and even when she’d navigated through the woods surrounding her old camp she’d often got lost. Cain seemed so direct in his movements, making sharp turns when they reached certain trees or altering their path to avoid others. She wondered whether he had truly only been to this camp once before, or whether he’d returned after his escape. She kept these thoughts to herself of course, not wanting to cause Cain anymore upset than what he must already be feeling. Zahyra deeply admired him for having the confidence to return to a place carrying such dark memories for him, all to help her save her little brother. 

Thinking on this Zahyra’s admiration of Cain continued to grow. Everything he’d done for her had been in her best interests since the day he’d met her. Nor had he ever expected anything in return. Zahyra wondered whether that was why he had stopped kissing her the night before and his words take advantage of you rung out in her mind. 

She shook her head at the thought of this, perturbed by the sense that Cain had received the wrong impression from her. She was just still so confused by his timing of stopping the kiss. In her heart she longed to be back in the little scout hut, back in Cain’s arms with his mouth pressed up to hers. 

Zahyra was so lost in her thoughts about the kiss with Cain that she didn’t notice he had veered off to the left and changed their direction slightly. A branch caught underneath her foot and she came crashing down to the ground, her arms flailing out in front of her in an attempt to grab onto something to steady her. The forest ground beneath her was hard and unyielding and Zahyra yelped out in pain as a twinge ran through her ribs. 

In an instant Cain was beside her, pulling her to her feet. He watched as she brushed leaves and twigs off her clothing, wincing at the pain it caused her ribs. 

“Are you okay?” Cain asked, concern lacing his tone. Zahyra nodded but winced again as she put a hand to her chest. Her ribs were far from healed, the bruising still painting a picture of bright blues and purples. She blushed as Cain watched her closely, feeling suddenly uncomfortable with his eyes boring into her chest. 

“Sorry,” Zahyra muttered, “wasn’t looking where I was going. I’m fine though.” 

Cain looked at her with a disbelieving stare and held out his hand to her. Zahyra cautiously put hers in his and let him lead her over to the correct path. 

“Shouldn’t be that much longer now,” Cain said letting go of her hand, “couple more hours maybe.”

Zahyra smiled at Cain in response, too embarrassed by her fall and the sudden rush of feelings holding hands with him had caused to say anything more. They continued to walk in silence, Zahyra being more careful now to watch where Cain stood and not wander off by accident. 

As they walked the blanket of trees above them reduced the heat of the sun drastically, but it still bore down with a relentless smoulder. After an hour of walking Cain slowed to a halt in a shaded area and drew out his bottle of water. 

“Shall we rest for a second?” He asked Zahyra, taking a long drink. 

She nodded in agreement. Despite wanting to reach Asher as quickly as possible, she knew there was no point getting dehydrated along the way. Spotting an old tree trunk she sat down and sipped from her water bottle, wondering if this was finally a good time to speak to Cain about the night before. Before she had a chance to however he finished his drink and turned to look at Zahyra. 

“’Bout another hour now I reckon,” he contemplated, “we’ve made pretty good time.”

Zahyra didn’t say anything, unsure of how to respond to that and not wanting to open her mouth in case she blurted out any of the many awkward questions encircling her thoughts. 

“When we get there,” Cain continued and Zahyra perked up and listened to what he had to say closely. “You need to do exactly what I say.” There was a stern look on Cain’s face that told Zahyra this wasn’t going to be an easy expedition. She swallowed nervously and nodded in understanding. 

“How are you at climbing trees?”

Cain’s question took her by surprise. What did her ability to climb trees have to do with anything? She was pretty good, which she told Cain – in fact she was better than pretty good. Climbing trees had been something she and Asher had done for fun in their old camp, seeing who could make it the furthest without getting scared or giving up. She always made it the furthest she recalled with a smile, but kept these more intricate details to herself. 

“Okay good. There’s a wall running around most of the camp,” Cain explained, “so in order to see what’s happening on the other side, we’ll need to climb up to get a better vantage point. It won’t be easy. I would think they’ll have a fair few guards around the perimeter, so do exactly what I say and if I say run, or hide, or anything… just do it, okay?”

“Sure thing, boss,” Zahyra replied with a smile, poking a bit of fun at how serious Cain had become. She knew it was a serious matter, but his attempt at stern leadership had amused her and she wanted to maintain a breezy atmosphere between the two of them. 

Cain smirked at her joke, shaking his head a little as he did so. After another ten minutes of rest and a few bites on some of the rabbit they’d brought with them, the two were ready to head off again. Cain swept the area they’d been sat in before they moved on; double-checking they’d left no obvious signs behind and once satisfied he continued to lead Zahyra in the direction of the camp. 

The next hour passed without incident but Zahyra became increasingly nervous as they drew closer to the mutant camp. The state she would find her brother in was what concerned her the most. She hadn’t asked Cain what kind of living conditions he’d be in but she didn’t imagine they’d be overly enjoyable. So long as he was alive though, she kept telling herself, then he was okay. In the short term that’s all that really mattered. And they would get to him before his Turning Age Ceremony now, which filled her with a huge amount of relief. There were four days left until he was ten, plenty of time to get him out. 

As they continued to walk Zahyra figured they must be almost there now. It had been over an hour since they’d stopped for a rest and midday dusk wasn’t far away. Finally, as the sun was slowly hidden away behind the clouds the sight of a tall wall in the distance crept into view and Zahyra stopped in her tracks to look at it. 

They were still probably about a mile away and yet even from where she stood Zahyra could tell it was huge. She tried to estimate its height but couldn’t work it out from her position and instead scurried forward to catch up with Cain. 

“That’s it?” She asked in a low voice when she was just a foot behind him, falling into the pattern of his footsteps exactly. 

“Yep,” he said in front of her, “keep your wits about you now.”

They began to weave between trees rather than stick to one straight path as they reduced the distance between themselves and the camp’s wall. It seemed to only grow in size as they got closer and Zahyra worried she wouldn’t be able to climb that high in a tree. Gritting her teeth she pushed this uncertainty to the back of her mind: if it meant she would save Asher, she’d climb a tree twice that height and more. 

Zahyra willed her feet to make less noise beneath her as they walked. Cain’s footsteps appeared to be so effortlessly silent so she watched how he walked and tried to mirror it. He seemed to roll his weight around the side of his feet; copying this method Zahyra was relieved to find her footsteps becoming quieter. They still weren’t on par with Cain’s but she was pleased with herself nonetheless. 

Climbing the trees silently would be the trickier part she knew, but again had faith in her ability and knew she would succeed. Cain stopped at that moment and crouched down behind a mass of bushes. Zahyra scurried forward and joined him. They were now only about a hundred feet away from the wall.

“You reckon you can climb that?” Cain asked her, pointing to a tree about twenty five meters away. The bottom of the trunk had distinctly few branches, but once higher up it looked easy enough. Zahyra nodded in response to Cain and continued to assess the tree he had given her. 

“Which one are you gunna climb?” She asked nervously and Cain indicated to another tree about ten meters away from hers. 

“That one. Once you’re up there check out everything you can see inside the camp walls, and try to remember where any buildings are. Also make a note of how many guards you can see and of course keep an eye out for your brother.”

Zahyra realised at this time that Cain didn’t know what Asher looked like, so provided him with a brief description. He listened carefully and then continued once she was finished. 

“Make sure you get back down your tree before the sun comes out, okay? And head back to this point. I’ll meet you back here.”

All of sudden everything became so real to Zahyra and she took a deep breath preparing herself for the task ahead. Cain gave her a reassuring pat on the shoulder and then started creeping forward to the tree he was going to climb. Zahyra took a slightly different route to him and made a beeline to her own tree, reaching it without raising any suspicion. 

Eyeing up the task ahead of her she noted thankfully that there were several diverts in the tree truck, making it easier for her to climb. She poked her head around and scouted the area for guards looking her way. Seeing none she quickly began to climb. 

Adrenaline rushed through her as she went, memories of climbing back home filling her head. She relished the feeling of the wind rushing through her hair and pushing against her body as she got higher up. The bark of the tree felt hard and familiar beneath her hands and her feet instinctively knew which branches were safe as she climbed higher and higher into the treetops. 

It was probably the furthest she’d ever climbed, but this thought didn’t occur to her as she simply focused on seeing her little brother on the other side of the wall. Once she was high enough she positioned herself carefully between two branches, leaned backwards against the truck and gazed intently over the camp walls. 





Chapter 16

As Zahyra looked around the interior of the camp she was amazed by how big it was. There were a total of five large buildings, an area of small fields and dirt plots in the centre and close to a hundred mutants wandering around, all male but of varying ages. 

From the direction she was looking at it there was a long building running almost the full length of the right hand side, two at the furthest end of the camp almost out of her view and the other two at the end closest to her. By this logic Zahyra figured the entrance to the camp was on her left and glancing over this made sense, as there were several SUVs and motorcycles parked on that side of the camp. 

The centre of the camp seemed to be split half into agricultural land featuring the fields and dirt plots for growing food and half that looked like some sort of training ground. It was home to old tyres, a brick wall – which looked to have targets fastened to one side – and a pile of old sandbags lying around it. Zahyra assumed this was where the more advanced mutants trained, and the agricultural half was where the Gen 1’s and 2’s were forced to work. 

There were mutants busying themselves all over the camp. Several boys toiled in the dirt plots, digging up land and replanting crops. A group of slightly older boys were fighting on the other half of the camp, a crowd formed around them cheering and hollering whenever someone was thrown to the ground. The mutant guards were easily recognisable by the uniforms they wore. Dark blue cargo pants with red vests tucked into them. Zahyra gasped when she realised how well built and strong each and every one of them looked, their muscles rippling on their naked arms as they patrolled around the camp. 

Zahyra strained her eyes to try and find Asher amongst all the bodies below her, but the distance was just too far and with each boy dressed in the same uniform – dark blue cargo pants with white vests – it was near enough impossible to tell them apart. Despite this she kept looking, zeroing in on each boy she saw about Asher’s height and build with a mop of dark hair. But there were simply too many. There could be ten to fifteen Asher’s wandering around the camp for the number of times Zahyra thought she’d seen him and so she knew with regret that Cain would have no luck finding her brother either. 

Resolving to do something useful at least Zahyra began to count the number of mutants in distinguishable red vests roaming the camp. They didn’t help her out much and moved around almost as much as the boys. On her first count she got twenty-two, on her second twenty-four and on her third twenty-one. Making the mental note that there were between twenty and twenty-five guards Zahyra prayed that Cain was doing a better job taking down intel. She peered through the treetops to see if she could see him but was met with nothing but darkness. In fact she was lucky the camp was so well lit with fires burning all around it or she wouldn’t have been able to make anything out in the midday dusk. 

Zahyra remained in the treetops for another hour, watching the goings on of the mutant camp. She figured out that the longest building on the right hand side must be the dormitory, as many young boys wondered in and out of while she watched. She kept one eye trained on the door to that building after figuring out it was a dormitory, thinking that Asher either had to be in there or outside somewhere. It was to her utter dismay that she couldn’t find him amongst the other boys and wished she could stay up in the treetops when the sun rose again, illuminating the camp in more detail. 

Sadly when Zahyra started to feel the temperature in the air rise slightly she knew she had to climb back down and meet Cain. Although her vision would be better in the daylight, so would that of the guards and she was no use if they spotted her watching over the camp. 

Climbing back down the tree was a little trickier than climbing up. Zahyra’s arms began to ache as she lowered her body down, reaching around with her feet until they felt something solid to land on. Balancing on the final branch she squinted down to the forest floor. There was still about eight feet of tree trunk below her but she struggled to make out where the indents were that she’d used to hang onto on the way up. Acting on instinct she got about half way down before she slipped, falling the last few feet and landing with a thud on the ground.

She quickly righted herself into a crouch, ignoring the pain in her ribs for the time being and peering out towards the camp walls. Once she was certain none of the mutants had heard her fall she made her way back to the bushes to meet Cain. She got there before him and sank down to the ground rubbing a hand tenderly across her ribcage. The injury was never going to heal at the rate she was going. 

Ten minutes later Cain appeared. Zahyra had noticed him sulking back towards her through a gap in the bushes so was prepared for his arrival. She had kept watch like a hawk since she’d been there, not completely positive she was safe in the forest. 

Cain didn’t say anything when he arrived and just beckoned for Zahyra to follow him. They moved further away from the camp walls and deeper into the middle of the forest, Zahyra walking as closely behind Cain as she dared without tripping him up. 

After about ten minutes they reached a small cluster of trees that appeared to agree with Cain and he pulled himself up onto a low hanging branch, swinging one of his legs over the other side. Zahyra remained on the ground looking up at him expectantly, waiting to hear what he had discovered. Cain grinned apishly down at her, swinging his legs from side to side until Zahyra could bare the silence no more. 

“Well,” she began with her hands on her hips, “what do you think?” 

“It’s definitely doable,” he said after a while, his grin fading to a more serious demeanour, “but the camp is a lot bigger than it was when I was here. It’ll take a bit more checking over than I originally thought.”

Mixed emotions grabbed Zahyra. They were going to get Asher out; it would just take a little bit longer than she anticipated. 

“We’ve got four days until he’s ten… I think,” Zahyra replied racking her brain to make sure she was right about when Asher’s birthday was. With all the travelling around and without her mother to help her she was struggling to remember how many days had passed. Keeping track of things was so much easier in her camp as her mother had tallied each passing week on a dog-eared calendar that hung on their wall. 

“I’d like to watch the camp until tomorrow night,” Cain replied, “then I think nighttime will be the easiest time to get him out. When most of them are sleeping.” 

“I figured out which building the boys sleep in I think,” Zahyra said proudly, “and there were four other buildings, right? Although I don’t know what they’re for.”

“Yeah that’s right,” Cain nodded. “There were four buildings when I was there, so I’m not sure what the other has been built for, but it’s much more advanced than it was all those years ago. Their fleet of vehicles is pretty impressive too.” 

Zahyra recalled all the SUVs and motorcycles she’d seen and agreed with him. The task ahead of them was certainly not going to be easy but she had faith. Now that she was so close to saving her brother there was no chance she’d let him go again. 

“Did you see your brother?”

Zahyra’s face fell at Cain’s question, reminding herself that technically she still had no proof Asher was inside the camp. “No,” she sighed, “I was too far away, I couldn’t make out if any of the boys were him. A few looked like they could be, but I just couldn’t tell…” Zahyra trailed off her voice heavy with regret. 

“That’s okay,” Cain said jumping down from the branch he’d been sitting on. He stepped over to Zahyra and took one of her hands in his while looking her straight in the eyes. “We’ve got time. We’ll find him.”

Zahyra stared back at Cain, tingles rushing over her body as she held his hand. Looking into his eyes she could see he was being honest and she truly believed he’d do everything he could to help her find Asher. She smiled at him and gave his hand a little squeeze. 

“Thank you,” she started, “honestly I couldn’t have done this without you.”

Cain started to let go of her hand, gesturing that it was nothing and he was happy to help, but Zahyra gripped his hand firmer keeping it in hers. 

“I mean it. You’ve been amazing Cain.” 

She looked up at him, unable to silent her desire to kiss him any longer. She moved her eyes from his down to his lips then back up to meet his gaze again as she took a step closer to him, all the while keeping his hand entwined with hers. Rising up onto her tiptoes she closed her eyes and pressed her lips against Cain’s, begging him internally to reciprocate her kiss. After a moment he succumbed to her. 

Zahyra’s lips parted and she felt Cain’s tongue tease between them and playfully enter her mouth. He let go of her hand and instead wrapped his arms around her body, pulling her even closer to him. Zahyra let out a moan and felt a weightlessness float around her body as she melted to Cain’s touch. Their kiss was hungry and desperate, as if they needed each other to survive. Zahyra’s hands felt the muscles ripple in Cain’s back as she held him and slowly slid her right hand around to his bicep. A desire for something more swept through her and she began kissing him like her life depended on it, relishing the electricity that tore through her body. 

Eventually Cain pulled away from her, a look of both confusion and yearning in his eyes. 

“Zahyra I…” he started, but she cut him off before he could finish. 

“You’re not taking advantage of me,” Zahyra said firmly, taking a step back and placing her hands on her hips again. She didn’t know what had come over her but all of a sudden she felt strong and in control. She felt like she knew what she wanted for the first time in a long time and she wasn’t going to sit back and watch it get away. “I like you.” 

Cain stared at her, uncertain of what to say. Zahyra could see the longing in his eyes and she wished for him to act on it, to take her back in his arms and say he liked her too. Seconds dragged out in silence and blood began to rush to Zahyra’s face in embarrassment. Maybe he didn’t like her and she’d got this all wrong. Maybe her inexperience was obvious to him, or she was too young and he didn’t want to get involved. 

“I’d be no good for you,” Cain said after a while, his gaze transfixed on the ground between where they stood. “I’m dangerous.”

“I don’t care,” Zahyra retorted instantly.

“Well I care!” Cain shot back, lifting his head to look at her. “I couldn’t keep you safe and that’s not fair! Think about it Zahyra, you don’t really want this.” 

With that Cain turned away from her and fell down to the ground against a tree trunk, refusing to look at her. 

“You should get some rest,” he mumbled into the collar of his jacket, “it’s going to be a long night.”

Zahyra stood frozen in place for a moment, glaring at Cain where he sat on the ground. He still refused to look at her and had pulled the collar of his leather jacket up around his face. After a minute Zahyra turned and exhaled a loud sigh then walked over to a tree several meters away from Cain and sat down, her back facing him. 

What had just happened? Confusion raced through her. Again Cain had kissed her and this time he had been the one making the decision whether to kiss back or not. Zahyra knew she had felt a connection when they kissed and he had to have felt it too, but why did he keep stopping it. 

She knew realistically that Cain was dangerous, but she’d also seen him have a breakdown once and they’d got through it. Surely if things progressed between them she’d be able to escape from him again. Who knows maybe she could even make him better. She prayed this was something she could accomplish. If there was some way Cain could learn to control his mutation completely then he wouldn’t be dangerous and he would have no more excuses to not talk to her about the two of them. 

Thinking about the situation just got Zahyra more and more wound up. She still didn’t really understand what she felt, but she knew she liked Cain and from the way he kissed her and looked at her, she believed that he liked her too. 

Rolling her eyes to herself Zahyra sighed; she really had just made the whole situation between them even more awkward. The sun was now high in the sky above her so she pulled off her sweater and tied it around her waist with her jacket. The area Cain had taken her too wasn’t very shaded and sweat was starting to form on both her neck and the small of her back. 

Zahyra fidgeted on the forest floor. She was hot, uncomfortable and annoyed. There were simply too many things going on right now for her to manage to rest so she rolled over and looked past a few trees to where Cain was sat. His eyes were closed but his chest wasn’t moving like he was asleep. Internally groaning at herself Zahyra decided she would apologise to him and take back what had just happened. At least until Asher was saved. She knew he had to be her top priority at the moment and if that meant putting her feelings for Cain to one side then that was what she would do. Once he was rescued then she could address the next milestone, but for now she knew she needed to be the bigger person. Dragging her feet she walked over to where Cain was sat. 

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled beneath her breath. Cain opened his eyes and looked up at her raising one eyebrow in question. “Can we just forget about it, please?”

A faint smile broke out onto Cain’s face and he nodded, “I’m sorry too, it’s just…”

“Don’t,” Zahyra cut in, “let’s just leave it, yeah?”

“Okay.”

With that Zahyra dropped to the ground to the side of Cain and rested her head back against a tree trunk. Closing her eyes she willed herself to get a few moments sleep before the night ahead of them. 

*

Before she knew it Zahyra was back in the treetops. Darkness had fallen about half an hour before they’d started to climb again, now in two trees next to each other and about ten meters closer to the camp walls. Although it was nighttime her view into the camp was only slightly worse than it had been earlier that day, with the fires still illuminating those walking around. Cain had instructed her to watch the guards and try to learn their patterns. How many there were, when they switched shifts and the routes they walked. 

She readjusted her position slightly on the branch where she sat in order to have a clearer view. Cain had found some vines before they’d climbed back up which were now securing Zahyra to the trunk of the tree. She didn’t imagine they’d do much if she fell but did at least aid in keeping her in place. She was thankful for this as it had only been an hour and she was already starting to grow tired. Her stomach also rumbled inside her, their attempt at finding supper before nightfall resulting in failure. 

Watching the guards circle the camp at night quickly became boring. There were only five outside at any given time and they swapped duty every two or so hours by Zahyra’s estimate. She tried to keep time by swinging her legs backwards and forwards but lost count on many occasions so was just guessing at the statistics. 

The guards all seemed to have boring jobs. One was stationed outside the long building that Zahyra believed to be the dormitory; another sat on a motorcycle amongst all the SUVs watching what Cain had told her was the entrance gate. The other three simply walked around in a clockwise fashion, often stopping when they reached one another to talk or smoke. Watching the guards walk around in circles grew more monotonous as the night went on and Zahyra found herself distracted by other things in the camp. She also stopped keeping time and began simply swinging her legs back and forth for enjoyment, trying to keep herself from falling asleep. 

She ultimately failed at this task as a loud clatter of pans awoke her with a start, causing her to nearly slip sideways off the branch. She quickly tensed her legs to grip onto the bark and leant forward to lower her centre of gravity. Once she had recovered from her shock she rubbed her eyes and looked back out at the camp. One of the guards was smacking two metal pans together, creating the ruckus that had awoken her. She watched carefully as boys began to file out of the dormitory and into one of the other buildings, realising that must have been a wake up call of some description. 

The first boys to leave the dorms were all much taller and stockier than Asher was so she merely glanced over them as her eyes began to readjust to the twilight surrounding her. The sun would rise in under an hour and she didn’t have long left to stay in the treetops, but she waited with baited breath to see if her little brother would appear. The more boys who left the building the smaller they became so Zahyra was filled with hope that Asher would be one of the last few to exit. 

She blinked for a moment and refocused her vision, the pang of sleep still gnawing at her brain. Then she noticed a small boy a few meters away from the building, walking with his chest puffed out and his hands clenched into fists. She blinked again and leaned forward on the branch, stretching to get a closer look. 

Zahyra was almost certain that was her little brother; still pretending to be big and strong just like she had told him to on the bus. The more she watched him the more certain she was that it was Asher, his hair bounced up and down on his head and his walk looked extremely familiar to her. She got a closer look at his face when he entered the second building and Zahyra let out a breath she didn’t realise she had been holding. It was definitely Asher, she was certain of it. 

Without hesitation she tore off the vine around her body and let it fall to the ground beneath her. As fast as she dared she climbed back down the tree and ran over to the agreed meeting place to wait for Cain. 

Excitement was etched over her face as he approached. She had seen her brother. Asher was alive and well and only a few hundred meters away from her. All of a sudden Zahyra wanted to sprint into the camp and wrap her arms around him, promising herself she’d never let him out of her sight again. 

Cain could see the exhilaration on her face when he drew close enough and grinned at her in response. 

“Found him?” He asked, although he already knew the answer. 

Zahyra clapped her hands together in confirmation and almost began jumping in the air for joy. The mere thought of seeing her brother in a matter of days making her giddy and over-enthused. Cain dragged her back to the safe place they’d rested in earlier and she fell down against a tree trunk almost gasping for breath.

The bit of doubt that she’d been keeping hidden in her mind disappeared completely as she pictured her brother’s face and knew she would be with him soon. 





Chapter 17

“Right, let’s make a plan.” Cain said after Zahyra had calmed down. The smile on her face remained intact as he spoke, unable to diminish the excitement she was feeling. She looked up at Cain encouraging him to go on, also knowing the plan would be pretty much his entire doing as all the intel she had gathered about the camp she was sure he already knew. Plus she had fallen asleep for a large chunk of the night, although she deemed it sensible to keep this information to herself.

“I think it’s best we go in tonight, as obviously guard activity is much lower. What did you think of their rotations?” He looked at Zahyra expectantly and she was forced to think back to what she’d witnessed through the night. 

“Only five guards,” she said confidently, “three of them walking around, two remain in position, by the SUVs and the dorm.”

“Correct,” Cain replied giving her a nod. “Hopefully this means we’ll only have to deal with two of them: the one by the entrance and the one by the dorms, although we would then have to avoid the three on patrol as we made it across the camp.” Cain paused for a moment and thought to himself. “Another option would be to try and enter the camp from nearer to the dormitory, but that would involve scaling the wall somehow – thoughts?”

Zahyra pondered on this for a moment, biting her lip as she thought over both options. 

“If we enter nearer the dorms, that’s probably safer from the guards, right? And I mean, if we can find a tree near enough to the wall we can climb up then there should be a way over?”

“It’s a big drop down you know,” Cain frowned, trying to contemplate in his own head which option was safer. 

“I think we can do it,” Zahyra continued confidently. 

“Alright then. The next problem is the rest of the boys in the dormitory. Many of them will be Gen 3 and above and likely feel happy living in the camp – when I was being trained here I didn’t mind it so much at the beginning, learning to be a warrior is a dream for many of those young boys. That means they may put up a fight if we try and break one of them out. The other issue is the rest of the boys, Gen 1 and 2, they will probably want us to break them out too.”

“Can’t we do that?” Zahyra cut in hopefully. Cain shook is head in response.

“I’m afraid not. It’s going to be hard enough getting one kid out, let alone a group of them. This mission will have to be just for Asher, you understand?”

Zahyra nodded reluctantly in agreement. She didn’t like the rest of the boys being kept in that camp. There were likely a few more from the bus in there still and she knew at least two of them by name. But Asher was her main priority and she hadn’t come this far just to leave him behind. Maybe they could come back another time and rescue some of the others, but for now she was more than happy with just saving her brother. 

“So the issue remains,” Cain continued, “how do we get Asher out of the dorm without alerting any of the other boys?”

“Can’t we just be quiet?” Zahyra said innocently, thinking that was surely the obvious response.

“In a dorm of over fifty boys?” Cain laughed, “You can almost guarantee at least one of them will wake up. And once one of them is up the rest won’t be far behind.”

Zahyra furrowed her brow trying to think of the best way to get Asher out. Waking up the rest of the boys wasn’t a good idea: that was clear to her. But they would have to get Asher out of the dorm somehow. The two sat in silence for a while longer, both running ideas and questions through their heads. Often opening their mouths to suggest something but then stopping, realising the fault within the idea.

“What if we got to him before he went into the dorm at night?” Zahyra asked as she twirled a broken stick between her forefingers. 

“That would reduce the chance of the other boys waking up,” Cain pondered for a moment, a thoughtful look on his face, “but then… No it wouldn’t work, we’d have to deal with a much higher guard presence.” Cain finished, shaking his head. 

Zahyra frowned. There had to be some sort of easy solution. As they thought the sun began to rise above them and soon they were sweating where they sat. 

“Let’s get to some shade,” Cain said, “and try and find something to eat.” 

They moved deeper into the forest. Zahyra dragged her heels behind her as she walked, unhappy with them moving further away from her brother and the reality that they hadn’t come up with a plan for breaking him out. She hoped some food would inspire her, a portion of wild dog right now would really go down a treat. 

There of course was no wild dog, but Cain managed to kill a bird that was hopping around on the forest floor with his knife. They moved even further into the forest in order to build a fire. The smoke from a campfire very likely to get them caught if any of the guards noticed. As a result they kept the flames small and it took a long time for the meat to cook, both their mouths salivating by the time it was ready. The two of them ate quickly and continued to bounce ideas off one another regarding how to break Asher out, but nothing seemed to strike gold and they were left uninspired by the plans each other had. 

When the heat from the sun subsided and midday dusk finally arrived they were just making their way back towards the camp walls when a loud gong sounded from within. 

“What was that?” Zahyra asked Cain, whose face had just turned a pale green colour. The gong sounded horribly familiar to her and she begged Cain internally to annihilate what she was thinking. He didn’t say anything for a second and Zahyra had to push him again for an answer. 

“They’re holding a Turning Age Ceremony,” he replied eventually and Zahyra’s skin turned equally pale in response, her fears being realised. 

“But, he’s not ten for another few days!” She exclaimed, “It has to be for someone else, right?”

“I don’t know,” Cain said, but the tone of his voice did nothing to reassure Zahyra. Together they ran as fast as they dared through the trees and climbed up into position so they could witness what was occurring inside the camp. 

As Zahyra climbed she kept repeating to herself that it was too early. The Ceremony wouldn’t be for Asher. They still had time. Reaching the top of her tree her heart sank when she saw a mutant standing in front of the troop of boys, holding in his hand an Identifier – the piece of equipment used for discovering what mutation everyone carried. 

Identifier’s were one of the few pieces of high-tech equipment everyone still had access to in a world mostly devoid of fancy paraphernalia. Every camp had at least one of them and it was possibly the only law all mutants continued to abide by. It was enforced, of course, by the more developed mutants. They thought it was necessary for everyone to know what rank of mutant everyone else was, hence why branded numbers were also enforced onto everyone’s right arms once their mutation level was identified. 

The device was a small handheld scanner, which apparently scanned someone’s internal organs and brain waves to determine what level of mutation they carried – although in reality Zahyra had no clue how it worked. A number would then flash up on the screen, which the ten year old would be branded with. The result of an Identifier was law. Everyone was only scanned once when they were as close to ten years old as possible, then stuck with their ranking for life. 

Some rumours sometimes circulated that mutations could continue to evolve and advance as the child grew up, but the Identifier’s only worked a month either side of a child’s tenth birthday, based on something to do with the genetic material inside a child’s body at that age. 

This meant no one knew whether the rumours of later developing mutations were true. As Zahyra was aware there had never been any confirmed stories, so she believed the same as everyone – that mutations were developed by the age of ten. Besides, whether mutations developed later or not was irrelevant for the most part, if you were a Zero you were doomed from the off and no one tended to contest their rankings beyond that. 

Furthermore, by the time a child was eight or nine their mutation would be pretty obvious, with those destined to become Gen 3 and above exhibiting signs from earlier ages. Zahyra had once heard a story of a child who was only four years old being able to control the wind and air around him. He had then grown up to be a Gen 5 and ranked with the most dangerous mutants. This had only been meant as a ghost story when she’d heard it, but for some reason it had stuck with her. 

Zahyra had witnessed several Turning Age Ceremonies in her camp growing up, as even the lower-ranked elders believed it important to hold them regularly. They claimed it was for protection, meaning no advanced mutants could slip under the radar and end up terrorising their home. 

Before Zahyra’s tenth birthday her mother had had suspicions she would be a Zero and so stole the Identifer from the hut of one of their camp elders. Scanning Zahyra herself her suspicions were confirmed and that luckily gave her mother enough time to hatch a plan for keeping Zahyra’s lack of mutation a secret. 

Thinking back to the events Zahyra had endured over the last few weeks or so she realised this act by her mother had undoubtedly saved her life. If any of the mutants she had come into contact with had known she was a Zero they would have stopped at nothing to kill her there and then. Her fake Gen 1 branding appeared to offer her more protection than she gave it credit for. 

She snapped back to reality as the mutant holding the Identifier reached forward and grabbed hold of a little boy within the crowd. It wasn’t Asher. She breathed a sigh of relief and desperately looked around the camp to try and ascertain where he was. Eventually she found him, standing alarmingly close to the front of the crowd and watching intently as the mutant guard scanned the little boy he’d pulled from the crowd. 

Despite how far away she was Zahyra thought it looked like Asher was shaking and she bit her lip as nerves shook through her body telling her that he would be scanned next. The process of scanning the first boy seemed to last a lifetime, the boy stood stock still at the front of the camp his arms firmly by his side. He seemed calm enough considering his entire life hung in the balance of the result the Identifier gave to him – but then perhaps he already knew he had a fine mutation and would be kept safe afterwards. 

Sure enough a few minutes later the mutant holding the Identifier looked up from the screen and said something to the boy. Zahyra could see the boy exhale with what looked like relief but she couldn’t be sure. He was then escorted into one of the other buildings in the camp to be branded. 

Zahyra held her breath as she waited to see whether Asher would be called up next.





Chapter 18

Zahyra could feel her body physically shaking as she balanced on a tree branch high in the air, waiting to see if her little brother was about to have his Turning Age Ceremony. Every fibre in her being was screaming that it was too soon; that they had to wait so she and Cain could get him out first. In reality this was a truth she’d been hoping she wouldn’t have to deal with. Turning Age Ceremonies could occur a month either side of the child’s tenth birthday, she had just prayed they would wait until a bit later, not do it before. 

Sure enough her worst fears were realised when the mutant called something out and then stepped forward to grab Asher from the crowd. For a moment everything stopped around Zahyra and time seemed to stand still. She could feel her heart beating in her chest and watched almost in slow motion as Asher was made to stand at the front of the group of boys. His arms were by his sides like the boy before him and he stared dead ahead, straight down the barrel of the Identifier in front of him. 

Seconds turned into minutes as Zahyra watched and waited for his result. Finally the Identifier stopped scanning and revealed Asher’s ranking. The mutant holding it said something to him and a murmur ran through the crowd of boys, then Asher was whisked off into same building as the boy before him. Zahyra remained glued to her branch in the tree. Staring at the space where her little brother had just been stood. 

She hadn’t been able to hear what the mutant had said so she didn’t know what to think or how to react. Then Cain’s voice pulled her out of her trance as he called through the treetops towards her. Looking around she met his gaze and realised he had begun to climb down. Zahyra began to follow. Her mind working instinctively as she moved as in reality it was clouded over with the events she’d just witnessed. 

“Did you hear?” Cain asked her as soon as her feet hit the forest floor. Zahyra shook her head still in a trance over what had just happened. A bewildered look was present on Cain’s face, “Me neither,” he continued, “but we need to act, now.”

The two of them stood still for a while, Zahyra unable to focus on formulating a plan. The forest was still fairly dark in the midday dusk around them, but that wouldn’t last long and daylight would soon begin to break through the trees. 

“We need to wait until it’s dark,” Cain said eventually, clenching and unclenching his fists as he spoke. Zahyra watched him for a moment not saying anything, there was a vein on his neck that she could see pulsating to the rhythm of his heartbeat. 

“Are you okay?”

Cain shook his head, “I er, just need a moment, sorry.” 

He turned away from her and rested both his palms against a tree in front of himself, bending over so he was staring at the ground. Zahyra watched closely as he began to take long, deep breaths in and out of his mouth. His legs were shaking where he stood, creating a rattling sound as the knife in his boot clattered against it. After a few minutes he calmed down and turned back to face Zahyra, his face was red from the event and he was still breathing heavily. 

“I’m sorry,” he started, but was cut off by Zahyra.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” She asked anxiously. Cain took another deep breath and looked at her. 

“Yeah, it’s just… stressful situations like I told you… they make it a bit harder to keep control. I’m okay though, promise.”

Zahyra looked warily at Cain. The idea that he’d nearly just had another mutant breakdown in front of her frightened her to her very core. But she also trusted Cain, and he seemed to be perfectly fine now so she nodded, eager to get back to discussing how they were going to rescue Asher. 

“What goes on in that building they took him into?” She asked after a while, making sure Cain was definitely okay before she returned to the issue at hand. He paused for a moment and thought. 

“I would guess that’s where the branding takes place, so whatever rank he was given will be put to him forever now.” 

Zahyra fidgeted from one foot to the other, “but… we don’t know what rank he got. What if he’s…”

She trailed off, unable to finish the sentence. Cain knew what she was about to say anyway and took a step forward, his arm outreached to comfort her. He stopped abruptly before reaching her though and awkwardly lowered his arm. The tension between them was unnerving and Zahyra blushed at both her want for attention and the resounding lack of it. 

“If he’s a Zero,” Cain began as Zahyra’s eyes snapped up to look at his, pleading with him to give her some sort of good news, “they won’t kill him until tonight. Really we should get back in the trees to see if he comes out of the building or not, that will give us our answer. But the sun…”

Without waiting to hear what Cain was about to finish saying or even responding to him, Zahyra turned around and began climbing back up the tree she’d previously inhabited. Her ribs stung as she climbed, pushing herself to move faster than she’d ever done and willing for Asher to be let out of the building and integrated back into the group of boys. 

Cain shouted at her to wait from below but she was already too high up to turn back down, instead she gritted her teeth and kept on climbing. Once she’d reached the spot she’d been sat in earlier she positioned herself carefully between the branches and strained her neck to see beyond the camp walls. The air was much hotter up here and she winced realising it would be daylight again soon, meaning her position in the treetops wouldn’t be as hidden as she’d have liked. 

Gazing down into the camp Zahyra looked at each boy carefully, now all back doing their daily chores or training. She assessed each one, making her way clockwise around the camp until she had confirmed that Asher was not among them. However neither was the boy who had his Turning Age Ceremony before him, so that gave her hope they were both still inside the building. 

Suddenly Zahyra heard a rustling of leaves beneath her and looked down to see Cain in the same tree, just a few meters lower. 

“Zahyra, we’ve got to get out of these trees before the sun comes out,” he hissed while nervously looking around for guards patrolling the wall. 

“How will we know if he comes out of the building?” Zahyra shot back instantly, not wanting to leave her post no matter how exposed it made her. 

“We can go around the other side, where the view is more obstructed. Just please, come down before someone sees you. You’re no use to your brother dead.” 

Zahyra glanced down at Cain’s pleading face and then back to the camp. Asher was still inside the building as far as she knew and ultimately Cain was right – if someone spotted her in the trees it would make matters a thousand times worse. 

“Alright,” she replied begrudgingly, “out of the way then.”

Cain started to climb back down the tree beneath her and with one last look over the camp walls Zahyra followed him as fast as she dared. Once they were both on the ground they took off running through the trees, Cain taking the lead to somewhere around the other side of the camp. 

As she ran Zahyra prayed that Asher would still be safe by the time she got another look into the camp. She just wanted to see him, whether that meant he was out working the fields in the slave labour regime or beating up smaller kids in the training area. No matter what he was doing she just needed him to be safe, she needed to see him to put all the worry and fear to the back of her mind again. 

After about fifteen minutes of running in a curve around to the right Cain pulled up and put his hands on his knees to catch his breath. Zahyra stopped beside him and looked around, the area looking exactly the same to her and she wondered again whether Cain had been here more than once before. 

“Can we climb here?” She asked between breaths while assessing the trees surrounding them. They were a bit harder to climb with none of them having branches that she could reach from the bottom. 

“Yeah,” Cain panted, “the main entrance is near here, so they won’t be looking in this direction for anything – I hope. This should be the safest area to watch from.”

Zahyra didn’t need to hear anymore and rubbed her hands together as she tried to choose a tree to climb. Too many minutes had already passed without her knowing what was happening to Asher and it was likely going to take her several more to get to the top of one of the trees. Cain tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to one on his left, indicting it should be the easiest for her to climb. There was still no easy way up however so he laced his fingers together to form a net. Zahyra cautiously put her foot into it and Cain thrust her as high up into the tree as he could manage. Grabbing hold of a sturdy branch Zahyra swung for a moment before pulling herself up and onto the branch. She looked down at Cain and smiled at him in thanks, then immediately began to climb as fast as she could, a picture of her baby brother’s face engraved in her mind. 

The heat was blinding at the summit of the tree, the sun burning down on her from directly above. With difficulty Zahyra removed her jacket and hung it over her head to try and create some shade, but even that made her sweat profusely. 

She desperately looked around the camp again, longing to see her little brother standing with one of the other boys. After several thorough checks however she had to conclude that he was still inside the building. She then noticed in horror that the boy who had been scanned before Asher was now standing outside it, proudly displaying his branding to three other boys. They high-fived one another and ran off to the training area, the boy taking a few swings at a hanging punch bag on his way over. 

Zahyra trained her eyes on the door to the building she’d seen him and Asher be taken into. How long ago had that boy been released? Surely Asher should be out soon as well if he was just being given a branding inside. The longer she watched and waited the more nervous Zahyra became: it shouldn’t take this long for a simple branding to be given. 

Tears started to bubble up inside of her as she allowed herself to seriously consider the possibility that Asher was a Zero like herself. She’d known it was a possibility, of course she had, but she’d desperately tried to convince herself that he would develop a low level mutation just before his tenth birthday. Now as she watched the closed door to the building holding her brother, she knew that had not been the case. 

Zahyra was forced to close her eyes to stop the tears spilling out. She had promised herself she would remain strong on this journey and too many tears had already been spent. Cain had said they dealt with the Zero’s at nightfall – she couldn’t bring herself to say that they killed them – so they at least had a few more hours to try and break him out. No, she thought shaking her head, they would get him out; there was no try about it. 

Wiping her eyes and looking around her Zahyra realised that Cain was in a tree right beside her and he was watching her cry. She instantly blushed and sniffed away the last few tears before making eye contact with him. The treetops were so close together they could probably touch if they each stretched out their arms and Zahyra was tempted for a moment, desperately wanting someone to hold her and say everything would be okay. The awkwardness between her and Cain following the two times they’d kissed stopped her though and she forced herself to look serious instead. He eventually noticed that she was trying to grab his attention and shuffled up a few more branches so it was easier for them to talk without having to shout. 

“Head down,” he cried out just loud enough for Zahyra to hear. She paused for a moment wanting to watch the building for a while longer, just in case Asher appeared. “He’s not coming out,” Cain called over again, a trace of sorrow noticeable in his voice. 

Hearing that Zahyra had to swallow to stop another sob from breaking free of her body and wiped her eyes once again. She pulled her jacket down from over her head and loosely tied it around her body, the sleeves blowing freely in the wind before she fastened them down. 

With one last look over the camp walls she scaled back down the tree, the motion coming very naturally to her after all the time she had spent climbing recently. When she got to the bottom branch, still well above the ground she wrapped her arms around it and lowered her body down. After swinging for a moment she eventually let go and landed softly on her feet before falling forwards into a roll. 

Cain landed on the ground at the exact same time as she did and walked over to Zahyra as she remained curled up on the forest floor. He gently picked her up and guided her deeper into the trees to a more secluded area where they could talk. 

“We’ll get him out,” Cain said firmly as soon as he believed they were safely hidden away from the camp guards. “I promise you Zahyra, we’ll get him out.”

Zahyra looked up at Cain from where she sat on a tree stump, her eyes already red from crying. 

“They’re going to kill him,” she stuttered, almost unable to allow the words to come out of her mouth. 

“I’m not going to let that happen,” Cain replied sternly. “No more innocent boys should die in that camp,” as he spoke there was a wistful look in his eyes as he remembered his brothers. Choking back a sob he forced himself to continue. “Asher will be taken out of camp tonight and brought into the forest, we’ll get to him before anything happens and you two will be together to watch the sunrise tomorrow morning.” 

Zahyra’s eyes widened when Cain mentioned her watching the sunrise with her brother. How did he know that was something she regretted never having done? Putting the thought to one side she nodded at what he said, saving Asher from a few guards in the forest actually sounded a lot easier than breaking into the camp, maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing he was being branded a Zero. Although she wished he could avoid the actual branding. That would haunt him for the rest of his life. 

The two of them discussed their plan for rescuing Asher through the next hour of sunlight, the air too hot for them to hunt or do anything else. Zahyra forced Cain to go over every detail again and again until it was committed to both of their memories and she was certain it would be successful. In reality it did seem a lot easier than having to break into the camp but they were also relying on a lot of things that they had no control over and could or could not happen.

The number of guards presumably would be small as it was just one powerless little boy they had to deal with. However Cain was unaware of what the protocol was regarding how they got rid of Zero’s, only knowing that they were escorted out of the camp at night. 

He warned Zahyra that there would likely be a couple of mutants with him that had abilities that could help them in the darkness, due to situations in the past where boys had tried to run away or their friends from within the camp had tried to save them. He did his best to reassure Zahyra that they would be able to avoid these mutants and still save Asher, but her confidence steadily declined as the evening rolled in. 

Once the sun had set Cain caught, killed and cooked another small bird for the two of them to eat. Zahyra’s appetite was lacking however and she only managed to nibble on the meat Cain provided for her. Her stomach was in knots over what was about to happen and she failed to focus on anything but the task ahead. 

As soon as darkness had completely fallen they crept back through the trees towards the camp entrance. Cain wanted them to wait further back but Zahyra refused, unable to take any more chances with the rescue of her little brother. 

They hid in the treeline about fifteen meters from the entrance gates, watching and waiting for them to open and her brother to be led out. The gates were made of wooden poles, each sharpened to a point at the top and Zahyra shuddered thinking about what they were trying to keep out. Or, perhaps worse, what they were trying to keep in. 

As time passed she grew more and more nervous, hopping as quietly as she could from one foot to the other to keep herself alert. Cain told her the mutants would lead Asher out on foot, not wanting to waste fuel on what they deemed a trivial excursion. Her mouth grew dry as she waited and her knuckles were sheet white from the firm grip she held on her knife. Whatever fears she’d previously had about these mutants were forgotten as she waited poised behind the trees, ready for an attack. 





Chapter 19 

The creaking of gates drew Zahyra’s attention back to the present. They’d been waiting for over twenty minutes and her once ready-to-pounce stance had turned into her leaning lethargically against a tree. Hearing the noise however she tightened the grip on her knife again and squinted into the darkness. The forest around her was all but pitch black, save a few waning flickers of light from inside the camp that occasionally broke through the wooden slats of the walls. 

Cain touched her on the shoulder and indicated she ought to crouch down, making the pair of them better hidden amongst the trees. She was all too aware that the escorts with Asher would likely have mutations to help them spot any adversaries, so anything they could do to make them less visible was worth it. 

After a moment longer she heard footsteps approaching and judged that – like Cain had guessed – there could be no more than two mutants with her little brother. 

The thought of being able to hold him in her arms again filled Zahyra with joy. It had only been about a week and half but after spending every day of her life with Asher since he was born it felt like she’d been left with a hole inside her. She had almost forgotten what he smelt like: a sweet mixture of grass and burning wood with notes of honeysuckle, almost like it had absorbed into his skin from the years by the campfire and playing in the woods. It would take a while for Zahyra to see woods as a happy place again, her memories tarnished by the place they were in now. 

She pictured Asher’s face and saw her mother and father within it too. Another hole burned inside her for both of them, the one for her father hardened around the edges as if that void would never be filled again. Being reminded of her mother Zahyra knew that even once she had Asher back their quest would be far from over. This was only stage one and she knew that the safe haven would have to be their next destination. Wherever that was. 

Rustling in the bushes to the right of her stopped Zahyra’s mind from reminiscing any further and she sunk even lower to the ground as a pair of burly shoulders came into view amongst the foliage. Looking up she saw the mutant’s head and noticed he was completely clean-shaven with menacing, dark tattoos crawling all over his skin. A second mutant followed behind, leaving a gap of about five meters between him and the first. A gap, Zahyra assumed, that must be filled with her brother. 

She looked over to where Cain was crouched next to her and tried to form a question with her expression, asking him what they were going to do. He shook his head in response and put a finger to his lips, watching the mutants as closely as she was. 

They walked straight past the two of them and Zahyra felt herself inwardly sigh with relief at them not being discovered. After a moment Cain began edging forward, still in his crouched position and followed them down their path. Zahyra took a deep breath and tried to remember how she had learned from Cain to walk silently. No more than a few days had passed since then but so much seemed to have happened her mind was struggling to hold onto important pieces of information. 

With the noise of the wind amongst the trees she managed to creep as quietly as she believed humanly possible behind Cain. Walking in such a low crouch quickly began to make her lower back and knees ache but she gritted her teeth and kept going, knowing she’d willingly walk like that for the rest of her life if it meant she could save Asher. 

After no more than a couple of minutes they drew to a halt and Zahyra skidded over to behind a large tree trunk where Cain was concealing himself. They had reached a clearing point in the forest where the trees naturally gave way to an open triangle of grass. The moonlight found a gap in the leaves above and illuminated the area, creating an eerie glow and causing shadows to look disproportionate and scary. Zahyra knew even that would be enough to frighten Asher, let alone everything else that was going on around him. 

She saw her brother then as he was viciously thrown onto the ground in front of her. It took all her self-control not to gasp and run out towards him but something managed to help her remain still. Assessing the mutants she realised neither of them had a weapon and she grimaced at the thought of how they were planning to kill her little brother with their bare hands. Her knife was still poised in her own and Cain had his drawn out in front of him too. Between them they had agreed using the gun would create too much noise and it was better that no one knew they were there. 

“Your turn or mine?” Zahyra suddenly heard one of the mutants say to the other. She was sure she could depict excitement in his tone and that made her stomach churn with anger. 

“Mine I reckon,” the second mutant said with a smirk, cracking his knuckles as he spoke. 

Asher’s head was down to the ground between them but his body was noticeably shaking. How dare they discuss who was going to kill him in front of him Zahyra thought, barely able to contain herself. Cain put a hand on her shoulder to steady her and she realised her breathing had hitched into deep, purposeful gulps. 

“Nah you sure?” The first mutant asked again, “Could’ve sworn this one was mine.”

“We could share him?”

“This little rut? Barely enough for one of us!”

“You’ll have to let me have him then,” the second mutant said, now moving his neck from side to side to crack that as well. The first raised his hands in the air and shrugged before turning and walking back into the forest. He muttered something underneath his breath that Zahyra didn’t catch but it caused the one left in the clearing with Asher to reach down and pull him to his feet, staring the young boy in the face. 

Zahyra was so close she could hear her little brother’s crying as he kept his gaze firmly on the ground and refused to meet the mutant’s eyes. 

“You’re no fun,” the mutant grumbled and began to make a fist with his right hand, “this’ll be a quick one I guess lad.” 

As he drew back his fist Zahyra could no longer take it and with a desperate cry she jumped to her feet and charged down the gap between herself and the mutant in seconds. She felt her body impact his with a jarring force and could smell dirt and smoke on the mutant’s skin. 

The large man had barely recognised Zahyra before she instinctively raised her right arm and plunged the knife she was holding deep into his chest. He opened his mouth to say something then staggered back, Zahyra’s body sliding off his as he moved. His hand went to his chest where a bloody wound formed, the red vest he wore becoming soaked with his own blood. 

Zahyra couldn’t move her eyes away from him as he slowly fell to his knees, one hand still pressed to his chest, and then eventually slumped over forwards. The whole ordeal lasted no more than a few seconds but to Zahyra it felt like it was never-ending. 

Flashes of countless other deaths tore through her mind and she saw the little girls surrounding the bus she’d been thrown from; she saw the mutant Cain had shot in order to save her life and the ones he had killed as they’d moved through the city. Death absorbed her and she became transfixed by it, her reason for killing the mutant leaving her mind completely as she looked from his body to the knife she’d now dropped on the ground over and over again. 

A little voice brought her back to reality and she shook her head struggling to hear what it was saying. 

“Zar?”

She looked away from the dead mutant and locked eyes with her little brother. Cain was standing behind him warily which she could see in her peripheral vision but as she zoned in on Asher she only had eyes for him. 

In a second she had her arms wrapped around him, pulling him down onto the blood stained grass and tangling her fingers up in his hair. She breathed deeply as she held him, closing her eyes and taking in his sweet, sweet smell. She then looked him dead in the eyes and tears started to form in her own. 

A look of confusion was stamped across Asher’s face as he marvelled at how his older sister had come to be here with him. At how he’d escaped certain death and was now back with Zahyra, a person who he’d believed he would never see again. 

Cain’s voice tore through the family reunion and it took him repeating her name three times for Zahyra to finally take notice. 

“We’ve gotta move,” he said, a note of panic clear in his voice. 

Zahyra pulled herself a few inches further away from Asher in response and looked into the dark forest around them. She listened closely but couldn’t hear anything except her own heart beating like a train inside her chest. 

“Trust me, they’re coming,” Cain urged her when he saw the look of uncertainty on her face, “let’s move. Now!”

The last word he spoke snapped something inside of Zahyra and she returned to the seriousness of the situation they were in. It was all well and good being reunited with Asher but they had to make sure they were safe before they could truly stop and appreciate it. Looking down at his face Zahyra cupped his cheeks in her hands and spoke softly, the words coming out in long, exacerbated breaths. 

“Asher,” she paused for a moment wanting to take everything in for a second longer, “oh my god I love you.” Tears were forming again in her eyes and Zahyra forced herself to blink them back and save this moment for later. 

She took a deep breath and closed her eyes fully for a second, mentally commanding herself to remain focused on the mission for just a while longer. Asher was staring at her expectantly. He still looked shocked and confused and he now had blood in his hair from where Zahyra had been holding him. There was also definite fear in his eyes and Zahyra knew she had to keep fighting until that fear was permanently turned back to joy. 

“This is Cain,” she started again, indicating to Cain who was becoming more impatient and worried by the second, “he’s my friend. We need to run away now okay? Cain will lead the way and help us, but, are you able to run?”

Relief overwhelmed Zahyra as her little brother gritted his teeth and climbed to his feet nodding. He wiped his hands on his now filthy white vest and looked up first at Zahyra then at Cain. 

“Let’s go.”

Cain didn’t need anything more of an instruction and began to start jogging back into the darkness of the forest. 

“Follow Cain, Ash,” Zahyra smiled at her brother, “don’t let him out of your sight.” 

Asher nodded again and started running after Cain, his legs and arms pumping to keep up with the pace being set. Zahyra bent down and picked up her knife from the grass where she’d dropped it, her eyes glancing over the mutant’s dead body again but refusing to linger there. She wiped the blade on the grass and kept it firmly in her hand as she turned and ran off after Asher and Cain, keeping her little brother as safe as she could by having him in between the two of them. 

The forest was almost impossible to navigate and there were still several hours until sunrise would provide any light. Zahyra nearly lost sight of Asher immediately and had to run blindly into the forest as fast as she dared until the saw his little head bobbing along in front of her. He had caught up to Cain and was running close to his heels, staying just out of tripping distance. 

Zahyra didn’t have a clue why Cain had told them to run but she knew it was almost solely his judgement that had got them this far and she wasn’t about to start doubting him now. There was something inside her that demanded she trust him, mixed in with a plethora of other confusing feelings she now carried about him. Knowing now was not the time to start thinking about Cain in a romantic sense again she focused on running, on watching Asher’s hair bounce up and down in front of her and on looking around her surroundings for any sign of danger. 

It was the noise that gave away the danger before Zahyra saw anything. The sounds of several sets of little feet galloping through the trees adjacent to her along with heaving panting and the occasional yowl. Wild dogs. They must have been attracted to the smell of blood whilst already out on a nighttime hunt. Cain had mentioned there were other dangers in the forest but Zahyra hadn’t truly considered anything aside from the immediate mutant threat. 

Processing the danger she picked up speed to catch up with Asher in front of her, then reaching him tugged on his arm encouraging him to run even faster so they could catch up with Cain. Once she was running alongside him he slowed down in order for them to speak, Asher still sandwiched between their moving bodies. 

“Dogs?” Zahyra gasped through staggered breathing, the tempo and the terrain underfoot causing her to grow exhausted quicker than usual, although adrenaline was still pumping through her veins. 

“Yeah,” Cain replied, a grim look on his face, “I can’t tell how many.”

“What do we do?” Zahyra asked desperately. Her mind immediately went back to the time she and Asher were cornered in a tree by a wild dog several years before. They had been climbing around, seeing who could get the highest when Asher noticed a dog sat at the base of their tree. It was only thanks to Asher’s bright idea of yelling and throwing branches down at the dog that it finally went away.

But still it had been one of the more frightening moments of Zahyra’s childhood – up until recent events – she had had nightmares about the dog ripping her apart for months afterwards. And that had only been one dog. The echoing noises in the forest with her made it sound like there could be hundreds about to attack.

Zahyra noticed then that Cain had replaced the knife in his hand with his gun. She figured they were either far enough from the camp now to not worry about the noise or they had no other option. There were still specks of blood on her own knife and she grimaced as she recalled the mutant she had killed. He would certainly be a prominent feature in her dreams tonight. At that moment Cain looked down at Asher between them, still running at almost full pace in an attempt to keep up with them. 

“Can you climb?” He asked in a sweet voice, the type you use to try and relay to a child that the situation is not as bad as it might seem. Asher nodded, too tired to speak and Zahyra filled the silence for him. 

“Of course, you’re great at climbing, aren’t you Ash?” 

Her brother nodded again as Zahyra spoke though heavy breaths – maintaining a conversation whilst running had never been something that came easily to her. 

“Keep an eye out for a tree,” Cain spoke as his eyes darted around in the darkness. The sounds of the dogs were growing ever nearer and Zahyra knew it wouldn’t be more than a couple of minutes until they were pounced on. The mercy that they were unable to climb trees came as a blessing at that moment in time and Zahyra was more than happy to return to the treetops, a place where she’d spent the majority of her time over the last few days. 

At that moment they ran past a tree that looked easy enough and she quickly doubled back to have a closer look in the minimal visibility. 

“Here!” She called back to Asher and Cain, who hadn’t stopped as suddenly as she had. “Ash can you climb this?”

Her brother responded by jumping up and grabbing hold of the lowest branch, heaving his body up after him. Once he was stood on the branch he reached for the next and after a little more distance was between him and the ground Zahyra clambered into the tree after him. She had just reached the third branch and Cain was about to jump up after her when the dogs appeared in the distance gunning for them. 

Their jaws snapped open and shut as they ran, saliva dripping from their mouths and being thrown back in the wind behind them. There were five of them; their fur matted with dirt in places while several of them had bald spots where previous injuries had occurred. 

Cain scrambled to pull his legs up onto the branch as the closest dog leapt through the air and snapped its jaws shut around his left boot. He yelled out in pain and struggled to hold onto the branch, kicking with his leg to try and shake the dog off. 

In his right hand Zahyra noticed he was still clutching his gun, although it was slipping from the angle he was trying to grip the tree branch at. Adrenaline taking over her again she climbed back down the few feet she had covered and reached down to free the gun from Cain’s hand. Pointing it at the dog below she pulled the trigger, but was surprised when nothing happened. 

“Turn the safety,” Cain exclaimed in anguish, still frantically kicking his leg to try and remove the dog. The other four had gathered around the base of the tree as well and were yelping and barking in an attempt to bring Cain down to them. 

Zahyra found a button on the side of the gun and clicked it, hoping that it was the correct one. She aimed again and pulled the trigger, this time a resounding boom sounding out and causing the gun to shake tremendously in her hand. The bullet missed the dog holding onto Cain but found its target in one of the others. 

Thankfully the sound frightened the first enough to loosen its grip on Cain’s foot and he was able to pull himself free. Favouring his other leg he balanced on the branch standing upright, puncture wounds visible in his left foot through his boot. 

“Climb!” Zahyra urged him and shuffled to the side so he could head up the tree past her to where Asher was waiting amongst the branches. Cain did as he told and Zahyra leaned against the trunk once he was out of the way and aimed back down at the dogs. She fired off two shots in quick succession, miraculously finding the body of a dog with both bullets. Then the gun clicked empty. The two remaining dogs had stilled at the loss of their pack members and in this moment of silence Zahyra pushed the gun into her waistband and climbed quickly up the tree to her brother and Cain. 

The forest was even darker further up the tree, the density of the leaves increasing and causing her to climb slower than she would have liked. She still reached the others in under a minute and found Asher sat on a branch just above Cain who was clutching his left foot in his hands. Carefully she positioned herself between the two of them and reached up to hold her little brothers hand while trying to inspect the damage done to Cain’s foot. 





Chapter 20

“Are you okay?” Zahyra asked Cain nervously. Even in the darkness she could see blood noticeably dripping down to the forest floor below them where three dead wild dogs lay, the other two just slinking away in the distance. Cain grimaced in response to her and continued to clutch his left foot in pain. 

“Should you take your boot off?”

“No, probably not,” Cain said, his voice sounding faint from the pain, “not here anyway. Should keep it on until we can get somewhere safer.”

“Okay,” Zahyra replied looking around, “any ideas where that would be?”

Asher was still holding her hand from the branch above her where he let out a long yawn. Looking up at him Zahyra could see the exhaustion in his face, she had no idea what had happened to him in the time she’d been away with Cain and at that moment she wasn’t sure she wanted to. It was yet another conversation she’d have to save for a later time, the situation at present being one she realised she would now have to take charge of. 

“What about the scout hut?” She asked Cain, “Do you remember where that is from here?”

Cain paused for a moment before answering, “I think so yeah. We could probably make it before sunrise,” he paused for a moment longer, “but there would be more mutants there after last time.” Cain trailed off from his last sentence, not wanting to reveal too much to frighten Asher. He almost felt like he knew the boy for how much Zahyra had spoken about him, but he was also very aware that Asher had no idea who he was and was likely in a very unstable place at that time.

“We’ll deal with that when we get there,” Zahyra replied firmly. She knew that sitting up in a tree wasn’t going to do them any good for much longer. She was also worried about whether the mutants from the camp would come and find them. When the one – she shuddered – who had been assigned to kill Asher hadn’t returned they must have started asking questions, plus they might have heard the gunshots. 

As if reading her thoughts Cain chose that moment to reach into one of the pockets in his leather jacket and hand Zahyra a case of bullets. She slowly fitted them into the gun, her hands shaking with the unfamiliar object, nervous about it going off at random if she did something wrong. Once the bullets were in place and the safety switch was definitely turned on she returned the gun to her waistband and readjusted herself in the tree. 

“Let’s go then. Can you get down?” She directed her question towards Cain but then thought of her little brother and looked up at him too; he nodded in response and started moving around on the branch to get into a better position. Cain laboriously did the same beneath her and slowly began to make his way down the tree. He massively favoured his right leg as he climbed and Zahyra worried about his ability to run if any more danger crossed them on the next part of their journey. 

Once the three of them were safely on the ground, stepping over the dead animal carcasses that littered the base of the trunk, Cain began to lead the way back to the scout hut. Zahyra was impressed that he still knew the way, their run through the forest having disorientated her more than she liked to admit. Without Cain she was well aware she could be lost amongst the trees for days and didn’t want to spend any more time there than they were already being forced to. 

The pace they set was slow and draining. Cain struggled at the front of their group and Zahyra walked just behind holding her little brother’s hand. Having just been reunited with him she refused to let him go until she knew they were safe from any and all danger. 

Asher continued to yawn as they walked and the combined tiredness of the other two made Zahyra begin to feel sleepy herself. She blinked deliberately as she walked; forcing herself to stay alert and scan the surroundings for other mutants, dogs or whatever else was hiding amongst the trees. 

The feel of her little brother’s hand in hers brought some peace to the otherwise petrifying scenario. She knew the sun would be coming up soon and that filled her with joy as she thought of watching it with Asher. She also wondered intensely about his branding, a burnt in zero clearly visible on his upper arm. Despite knowing it had been a huge possibility Zahyra had still not let herself fully accept that fact her brother was now branded a Zero, just like she should be if her mother had abided by the rules. 

Letting go of Asher’s hand for a moment she untied the jacket she wore around her waist and helped him slip it on over the blood stained white vest. It drowned his small frame causing him to look younger than he was but he smiled up at her in response and pulled it tightly around his body, relishing the extra coverage in the cold night. 

Sadness gripped Zahyra as she thought of her brother now baring the mark of a Zero. She wished she could carry that burden for him but knew that once someone was branded there was no way of changing it, no matter what level of mutation they carried. 

They were now – according to their brandings – a Zero, a Gen 1 and a Gen 4: a strange bunch of misfits that didn’t have anywhere to call home or anyone else to rely on. In reality Zahyra thought of the three of them more like a group of Zero’s; herself and Asher in the truest sense of the word and Cain in a way that he kept his mutation hidden as much as he could, so it was of little use to them anyway. 

Three Zeros, alone – and in her opinion – lost in the forest. Stifling a laugh in her throat Zahyra smirked instead at how ridiculous their situation had become. But at least she had her brother back, she reminded herself, noting how his hair still bounced up and down on his head as they walked. 

When Asher had been six or seven years old he had somehow managed to find a blade from somewhere and had a friend cut off all his hair. He returned to their hut with bald patches all over his head and little tufts sticking out in odd places. Zahyra had laughed for days at how ridiculous he looked before their mother finally gave in and shaved the rest of his head so he looked like a bald child. She had laughed even more then and Asher had run back into the camp to escape her ridicule. 

Those were the moments Zahyra missed most from their old camp. The small, childish memories she held from when everything had been so simple and drama free. For most of her life the biggest troubles she’d encountered were moving camps and when her father left. The past two weeks in comparison were like a whole different life. Never in her wildest dreams had she thought she’d encounter high ranked mutants, let alone travel with one of them. Even meeting Cain himself felt like it had happened many years ago, when in reality she had known him for a very short amount of time. 

Zahyra wondered what Asher must be thinking about Cain. As always he was keeping his Gen 4 branding hidden under the sleeves of his leather jacket, but that had done little to relax her when they’d first met. Of course back then she didn’t have anyone telling her that Cain could be trusted, but Zahyra knew that with Asher almost being murdered at the hands of a Gen 4 mere hours ago he probably wouldn’t be too excited to find out that Cain was one as well. 

She hoped the topic of Cain and his mutation wouldn’t come up quickly in conversation. Zahyra couldn’t lie to Asher after everything that had already happened but prayed that a blissful ignorance could be maintained at least until they were out of the forest. 

There were so many things she wanted to know about Asher’s time in that camp, but there were also so many things she didn’t want to know about it. So long as Asher was okay that was the main thing and Zahyra knew that when he felt ready to talk about it he would tell her what happened. 

Looking down at him again she noted that physically he seemed fine, he was a little malnourished and clearly exhausted from the way he was carrying his body but other than that there was no visible harm that had been done. A good meal and a full night’s sleep should be enough to cure those ailments; it was the emotional and psychological damage that Zahyra was most worried about. 

Although Asher was and always had been a very smart child, he often lacked charisma and struggled in situations where instinct had to take hold. Zahyra just hoped that the events that had occurred within the camp – whatever they were – hadn’t done too much damage to his already timid self.

Just then Cain let out a yelp in front of her and Zahyra let go of Asher’s hand to move to his side. Cain was crouched over balancing on one foot, his injured one hovering a few inches above the ground. 

“Are you alright?” Zahyra asked nervously, scanning the surrounding areas in case there was anyone nearby who had heard Cain’s cry. The forest air was beginning to heat up so Zahyra knew dawn was just around the corner and it wasn’t wise for them to still be wandering around the forest once daylight hit. 

“Yeah, fine,” Cain grumbled, “just stood on something.”

The forest floor was covered in broken branches and small rocks so Zahyra realised he must have just stood on one of them at an awkward angle. She bit her lip in frustration at their situation and felt Asher nuzzle up behind her as she did so. 

“Can you still walk?” She asked Cain while wrapping one of her arms around her brother, bringing him in closer to her body. She would never grow tired of being close to him ever again, the overwhelming sensation of love coursing through her veins like nothing she’d ever felt before. 

Cain set his left foot back on the ground in response and shifted his weight around a little, testing the injury. Zahyra could see pain flash across his face as he tried to stand up straight but he hid it well, looking down at the ground so his face was mainly hidden in the darkness. 

“Yeah,” he paused, “it’s not much further. Come on.”

Zahyra marvelled at how he set off again with a determined look in his eye. She was reminded each day that Cain had no obligation to be with her and had merely accompanied her out of the kindness of his heart. 

When she thought back to how he had been when they first met, barely being able to string a sentence together and not looking her in the eye she almost couldn’t believe how much he’d changed. And he’d changed her too, she realised. The warmth she felt inside her wasn’t solely in response to having her brother back, but was something that had been growing ever since Cain had kissed her in the scout hut. The scout hut they were now about to revisit. 

Ever since that moment she had seen Cain in a different light. But she still didn’t completely understand those feelings, nor was it made simpler by the reminder that he had pulled away when she had kissed him again. She didn’t know whether it was her age, her inexperience or if Cain simply didn’t like her like that. But there had been a connection when they kissed. An undeniable connection. And Zahyra wasn’t going to stand by and let that connection fade away. 

First they would get to safety. Then she would make sure Cain’s foot wasn’t too badly damaged and Asher was feeling okay. Then, probably several days later, she would talk to Cain about it all. How she was going to bring up the conversation she had no idea, but there were certainly a few more pressing matters she would have to deal with first. 

The forest was now several degrees warmer than it had been only an hour ago and Zahyra could tell the sun would have risen fully within the hour. Sweat was beginning to gather on the small of her back and her left hand was clammy from holding onto her brother’s for so long. 

Just then Cain crouched down again in front of her and she lurched forward to see if he had hurt his foot again. Then she noticed the scout hut in front of them and ducked behind a tree, pulling her brother along with her. 

There were two mutants positioned in front of the hut cooking something on a fire. The smell floated through the air towards them and Zahyra’s stomach grumbled in response, her mind drifting to the three wild dogs they could have cooked and eaten deeper in the forest. 

Pulling her train of thought back to the present she crossed a gap between two trees to kneel on the ground next to Cain, his eyes dancing over the scene in front of them. Asher sank to the ground between them and Zahyra realised how truly broken he looked. Cain wasn’t in any fit state to wage an attack and with a gulp Zahyra realised this was going to be left to her. 

The hard casing of the gun in her waistband suddenly felt a lot heavier as she weighed up what she was about to do. Killing one mutant in the moment to save her brother was one thing, but planning how to execute two more who were just standing guard was on another level. Her vision began to cloud as she realised even after everything she’d been through, she was not prepared for this. 





Chapter 21

“Zahyra,” Cain muttered under his breath as he unsteadily leaned towards her, “you don’t have to do this.”

Zahyra looked from Cain to her little brother; his face had turned pale at the sight of the other two mutants. She knew he didn’t have the strength to keep running and with Cain’s foot he wouldn’t be able to make it much further either. Cain was wrong: she did have to do this. 

She shook her head in response to him and felt where her knife and Cain’s gun were strapped to her waist. She prayed she could take both mutants down with just a couple of shots but knew it was unlikely with the first time she’d held a gun only being a couple of hours ago. A look on Cain’s face told her he was slightly relieved she was going to attempt the task ahead of her. She also thought she detected a look of worry but didn’t dwell on Cain’s feelings for her. This was a moment where she had to maintain complete and utter focus. 

“Asher,” she whispered, turning her head to look at her little brother again, “I’m just gunna go talk to these guys, see if they’ll let us stay in their hut, okay?” She knew her lie was stupid and her brother would know what was about to happen, but she was unable to bring herself to admit to him what she was really about to attempt. 

“Why don’t you get to know Cain? Just,” she paused for a moment, “just don’t watch me please.” She pleaded internally that her little brother would heed her warning and turned away from him, unable to look him in the eye much longer. 

“Don’t let him watch,” she then said quietly but sternly to Cain, who nodded in understanding. “What do I need to do?”

“Get as close as you can first,” Cain said and Zahyra agreed immediately. She wanted to put as much distance between her and them if anything went wrong. “Then shoot. You can do this.” 

Cain placed a hand on Zahyra’s shoulder as he spoke, trying his best to give her a reassuring look. It had little effect as Zahyra steeled herself for the task ahead. With one last smile to her brother she began to skulk through the trees, edging closer to the scout hut. The sun had almost risen above them and she knew if she didn’t act now it would be too late. 

The forest floor was bone dry under foot and it took a lot of Zahyra’s concentration to move without making a sound. The gun felt unnatural against her skin and her mind flipped at the thought of having to use it again, but she knew she had no choice. 

Once she’d put enough adjacent distance between herself and who were probably two of the most important people in her life at that moment, she began to creep closer to the scout hut. The two mutants were still outside, now eating from the pot over the fire. Neither of them looked like they suspected anything and Zahyra took this as a good sign, slowly beginning to feel more confident in the steps she took. 

Once she was only about ten metres away she stopped behind a large tree trunk and withdrew the gun from her waistband. Two quick shots, she told herself, two quick shots and this was all over. She whispered a silent prayer to herself and then stepped out from behind the tree. 

Neither of the two mutants looked up from their food as she raised the gun, pointed it in their direction and fired. Once, twice, three times for luck. Then she opened her eyes, not realising they had involuntarily snapped shut after the first bullet had left the gun. 

One of the mutants was lying on the ground, two bullet holes having torn through his chest. He looked dead already and Zahyra felt a cold shiver run down her spine while her eyes moved quickly to the second. All her bullets had missed him and he was staring straight at her, his teeth bared and his food on the ground next to him. 

She quickly raised the gun again and fired off another shot. It grazed his arm but did no real damage, the mutant barely recognising the pain the bullet must have caused. She was just about to squeeze the trigger again when the mutant vanished in front of her. Her eyes widened at she stared at the now empty space he had inhabited just moments ago. Then before she could formulate an explanation a body slammed into her sending the gun flying from her hand as she landed with a thud on her back. 

She shook her head as she landed, dazed and confused. Then again before she could process what had happened a fist gripped her neck, pulling her to her feet and the second mutant reappeared in front of her. He was holding her in a vice like grip just inches away from his own face. 

Zahyra struggled to breathe. She could smell his breath, which reminded her of the meal that had been cooking in the scout hut when she and Cain had been there earlier. His mouth was set into a wicked smile; his yellow teeth protruding out from his gums while his head was cocked at an angle. For a long minute he said nothing while Zahyra kicked and struggled in his hand, her breathing getting weaker while her feet hung just inches from the ground. 

Then all of a sudden he dropped her back to the ground without a word and slammed his fist into her chest, causing her to double over in pain and gasp for breath. Whilst she was bent over she remembered her knife and withdrew it from her waistband as quickly as she could. But the space where the mutant had been stood was now empty and she spun around desperately trying to find where he had gone. 

“I’m going to have fun with you,” a voice called out in a singsong tone from somewhere to the right of her and she whipped her body around in that direction in response. There was no sign of the mutant and Zahyra realised only then that his mutation must obviously be invisibility. She cursed herself internally for not working it out sooner. 

How was she supposed to fight someone she couldn’t even see? In despair she scanned the forest floor for the gun, but in the dim lighting and with leaves and broken branches scattering the ground she couldn’t see it. 

“Looking for me?” The voice called out again in its singsong tone and Zahyra straightened up, her knife gripped tightly in her right hand. 

“Scared to fight me like a man?” She shouted back, adrenaline beginning to overcome her as she stepped slowly around in circles gazing into the seemingly empty forest. 

“Why don’t you –” her sentence was cut off as her body was slammed back against a tree and the mutant appeared in front of her again. She was ready for him this time and quickly rose to her feet, spinning around and planting a kick firmly in his chest as she did so. The mutant staggered back a foot but looked un-phased.

“That the best you can do?” He taunted and disappeared again into nothingness. 

Zahyra’s mind worked fast and she bent down to pick up a handful of leaves with her left hand, collecting a fistful of mud along with them. She then moved quickly out to the area in front of the scout hut, away from any trees she could be thrown against. 

The body of the mutant she had shot lay still on the ground, his eyes open but thankfully, staring into the distance. She pulled herself away from that image and turned so her back was to the hut. 

“Come on now,” she called into the trees, “don’t leave me out here all alone.”

As Zahyra had predicted she began to hear footsteps running in her direction and strained her ears to determine exactly where they were coming from. At the last moment as her body involuntarily braced for impact she stepped to one side and threw the handful of dirt and leaves into the air where she thought the mutant was. 

Her hunch ran true as he became visible again, his hands wiping the dirt from his face. He then looked at her and vanished. No less than a second later Zahyra felt two fists hit her face in quick succession. She moved her left arm up to block and slashed out with her knife into the air, searching for the mutant’s body. A third punch landed on her side but then stilled to nothingness. 

Zahyra’s eyes searched the forest and in a moment of luck she managed to find the mutant. The leaves she had thrown clung to his clothing like she had suspected and floated in the air as he moved around invisibly. He had now lost his main advantage in the fight, although Zahyra knew he was still much stronger and better skilled than she was. However all that meant to her was that she’d have to continue to rely on her cunning, and that was working out quite successfully for her so far. 

She loosened her grip slightly on her knife, the beat of her own pulse resonating through her hand from the pressure and watched the floating leaves curve around to the right, starting to move back in her direction. It was now or never she thought and began to charge at the space the mutant occupied in front of her. 

The leaves hung still in the air for a moment as Zahyra ran at the mutant, then at the last second they pulled away to the right. Luckily Zahyra had anticipated this dodge and had guessed the correct direction from the surroundings in the forest nearby. She angled her run to accommodate for this and flung her knife wildly through the air just below where the leaves hovered. She felt the blade hit flesh and pulled her arm back towards her, dragging the knife back through the same place it had just landed. 

The mutant flashed into sight in front of her and sagged down onto one knee, his right hand clutching his chest where two cuts now ran deeply through. Zahyra paused for a moment, staring at the damage she had caused and then, adrenaline shaking her into action, lunged forward once more. 

The mutant was ready for her this time though and moved slightly to one side, landing a punch in her ribcage as he moved. Zahyra cried out in pain, her ribs still bruised from her very first fight with a mutant, the one that Cain had eventually saved her from. Another punch found her ribcage immediately after and she was forced to stagger backwards away from the mutant. He then rose to his feet, his right hand still pressed to the wounds in his chest and walked slowly towards her. 

“This ends now,” he snarled at her and took a big step foward, his left hand curled into a fist and ready to strike. 

As instinct took over Zahyra she began to move almost as if she wasn’t in control of her own body. She sidestepped his punch, hearing the wind whistle in her ear as the heavy limb tore through the air where she had just been stood. Spinning around she raised her right arm and brought the blade of her knife down on the mutant’s still outstretched arm. In one clean swoop it sliced through his flesh and bone, causing his left hand to drop to the ground and blood to stream out of the open wound. 

His face contorted into a look of sheer rage and with a bloodcurdling cry he ran towards Zahyra, closing the gap between them in seconds. With her eyes half closed she held her knife out in front of her and burrowed it deeply into the mutant’s chest, stopping him in his tracks. 

He yelled out in pain and dropped down to his knees directly in front of Zahyra. Both his arms dropped to his sides as the life began to drain out of him, his skin turning pale and the ground beneath him absorbing his blood like a flower with water. His eyes then met Zahyra’s and she was locked into his gaze as he tried to open his mouth to speak. No sound came out except a gargle of blood in his throat as he eventually fell over to one side and hit the ground, his heart taking its final beat. His eyes remained trained on Zahyra as he fell. 

Blood pounded in Zahyra’s ears as she watched the mutant fall and stop breathing. Her own breathing was ragged and desperate as she then dropped to the ground beside him, clutching at her ribs. She let her knife slip out of her grasp and curled her fingers around the damp forest floor instead, the leaves moist and warm with the mutant’s blood. 

All the adrenaline she had been feeling quickly began to fade away inside her and she felt the pain of the many blows the mutant had landed. She whimpered into the forest floor below her and her eyes began to fill with tears, both at the pain she was feeling and the pain she had caused. Somehow, Zahyra forced herself to look at the mutant. 

His body seemed smaller than it had during their fight and she could clearly see his branding on his right arm. A Gen 3. She had just fought and killed a Generation 3 mutant in hand-to-hand combat. Or rather, she then thought, she had just murdered a man. 

Suddenly she was overcome with sorrow over what had just happened. She had never been a violent person. Sure, she’d engaged in play fights with the other children in her camp and she’d learnt basic self-defence as well. But she had been taught never to intentionally harm anyone, and that was exactly what she had just done. 

They didn’t need to come into this scout hut, they could’ve just continued walking further into the forest and left the two mutants behind. Now, in the space of only a few hours she had killed three fully grown men. No. She had murdered them. 

This mutant had only been a Gen 3. What if he had a family somewhere and she had just removed the father from that equation. Having been abandoned by her own father she knew the pain that caused and now she could have inflicted that pain onto someone else. The worst part of it all was that during the fight she had actually felt like she was enjoying herself. She had taunted him, baited him, all with the end goal of death. 

All her life Zahyra thought she knew who she was. She was loyal to a fault but she was also kind and loving. Of course she was determined and would do almost anything to save the people she loved. But she had always thought just that –she would do almost anything. Now looking at the scene before her she felt she had gone to far, she knew there were always other ways to solve things but in the moment just then she had not felt like herself. She did not recognise the person she had become and ultimately, she did not like that person. 

Sobs shook her body and she began to cry out loud, then suddenly shuffled backwards across the forest floor as she saw for a second time the puddle of blood she was lying in. She wiped her hands along the ground as she moved in an attempt to remove the blood then looked up back into the forest. 

Asher was running towards her, a look of panic on his face and she immediately snapped back to reality, her heart filling with concern for her brother having to witness the scene before them. She only hoped Cain had not let him observe what she had done. She could learn to live with herself, but she couldn’t stand for Asher to see her as the person she just was. 

“Zahyra,” he called as he got closer to her, his eyes widening as he took in the mutant’s body and the blood all over her clothes and skin. 

“Ash,” she muttered under her breath as she opened her arms and felt her brother fall into them. In this moment of utter tyranny Asher was her only constant. Her only saving grace in a world she would otherwise not survive in. Her brother held her for a moment then pulled away, the panic on his face turning into a serious gaze. 

“You have to help,” he said urgently, “Cain’s gone all… weird.”

Zahyra leapt to her feet at her brother’s words and let him drag her by the hand back to where she had left the two of them. Cain was sat on the ground holding his head between his knees. His breathing was heavy and his body was shaking slightly as he muttered something to himself under his breath. 

The leaves around where they had been crouched were disturbed and uneven as if he had been kicking out with his legs. Mud encased his boots, forming a layer of dirt over the blood that was already there. Zahyra crouched down beside him and tentatively let go of Asher’s hand so she could place it on Cain’s arm, her other hand still resting against her injured ribcage. 

“Cain?” She asked quietly, “Are you okay?”

Cain’s body flinched at her touch and he pulled away from her, his shaking growing exuberantly worse. He slowly moved his arms away from his head and straightened his body out so he was leaning back against the tree trunk. But it still didn’t look right. He almost looked as if he was leaning too far back and his spine wasn’t in the right place. Zahyra noticed then that his pupils had dilated to fill most of his eyes and there were beads of sweat on his brow running down his face. His teeth began to chatter as he opened his mouth to speak, his whole body emitting waves of stress and panic. 

“Run,” he managed to say to Zahyra, “hide.”

Zahyra looked at him with confusion and started to speak again when he stopped her. 

“I can’t control it,” he said, his voice breaking under the strain, “get away.”

Zahyra pulled her arm away from him in that instant, suddenly realising what was happening. Cain was about to lose control of his mutation again and she was alone in the forest with just him, and her little brother. 





Chapter 22

This was probably the worst thing that Zahyra could imagine happening. She was barely holding herself together after her fight, her entire body – and mind – ached from the ordeal and right now she needed someone to take care of her, not the other way around. 

Despite this she acted quickly, grabbing hold of Asher’s hand and pulling him with her towards the scout hut. It was their only option in the forest with nowhere to run to and nowhere to hide. She knew by the state Cain was in he wouldn’t be able to hold off his mutation for much longer and after he fully gave in to it they would not be safe around him. 

Zahyra avoided looking at the two dead mutants as she moved as fast as possible with her little brother to the door of the hut. Pushing him inside she slammed the door behind them and her face fell when she realised there was no lock. Asher looked confused and frightened but Zahyra’s mind told her she needed to deal with keeping Cain outside before she could address her brother’s worries. 

“Ash, help me move this table!” She spoke urgently to him as she grabbed the table from one side and began to shove it towards the door. Asher remained still for a moment then, picking up on the desperation in his sister’s voice, took hold of the table with her and helped to move it against the door. It was much heavier than it looked and it took all of their combined effort to move it across the small hut, but Zahyra wasn’t finished there. 

She pushed a small cabinet containing pots, pans and other miscellaneous items against the window then with her brother’s help pushed one of the benches up against that. The other bench went against the table by the door and then the chair – the only other piece of furniture in the hut – she picked up and balanced on top of the table. 

Looking at her fortifications of the hut Zahyra willed them to be enough to keep Cain out, but she had seen the extreme strength he harboured during one of his breakdowns and seeds of doubt planted themselves firmly in her mind. 

It was quiet outside now, the only sounds being the birds chirping as the sun finally rose and the heavy breathing belonging to Zahyra and her brother. She sank down to the ground, resting her back against the bench by the window and allowed herself to fully feel the pain of her injuries. 

Even breathing created a twinge of pain in her ribs and the rest of her upper body hurt too from both attacking the mutant and trying to defend herself against his blows. She also realised she was hearing a slight ringing in her ears, evidence of having her head bashed against trees and the ground several times. 

Asher hesitated for a moment in the middle of the bare hut then slowly walked to where Zahyra had sat and joined her on the floor. He gently put one arm around her and buried his head into her chest. Zahyra knew he must have observed her fight as he was being particularly careful with her and she internally cursed Cain for letting him watch. Although, she reminded herself, he probably didn’t have much control over himself for the most part of it. 

For a while the two of them sat in silence on the hard floor of the scout hut. Zahyra was relieved to not hear Cain outside and let herself hope he had managed to still his mutation outburst for a while longer. She relished the feel of her little brother in her arms, taking in everything about him: how he smelt, how his muscles looked more defined than when she’d last seen him and most importantly how she was seeing him alive. 

“How’re you doing?” She eventually asked him, the question muffled against the top of Asher’s head. 

He pulled away from her at the question and gazed up into her eyes. Zahyra could see he looked much older than before, like he had experienced so much in such a short period of time. With a grimace she realised he had. They both had. 

“I missed you,” Asher whispered as he leaned back into Zahyra’s body to continue their hug, “I… I thought you were dead.”

Zahyra shook her head at the idea and slowly pushed Asher away again so she was looking at him. 

“When did you–”

“When the bus crashed,” Asher cut her off. Zahyra’s eyes widened as she recalled what had happened. It seemed like so long ago and she had been so preoccupied with getting Asher out of the camp that she had almost forgotten the events that led to him ending up there to begin with. 

“You landed so far away, and you were so still…” Asher’s voice began to crack as he spoke, unable to look his sister directly in the eye. “I tried to be strong,” he continued, “’member like you’d told me? But it was too hard. I’m sorry, it was too hard and they took me anyway.”

A warm sensation began to fill Zahyra’s body as she felt how much her brother loved her and how much she loved him in return. Taking one of his hands she spoke softly to him. 

“I’m sorry, Ash. You don’t have to be. I should’ve been there to protect you… but you did amazing all by yourself in the end, didn’t you? Look how strong you’ve got,” she said pinching him on the bicep with a giggle, “you’re getting so big. And we’re back together now and I promise,” she paused, “I promise we’re not going to be apart again for a long time.”

Asher hugged her tighter as she spoke and Zahyra struggled to blink away tears that were forming in her eyes. 

“Is there anything you want to tell me, about… about when you were in the camp?”

Asher shook his head again against her chest and mumbled something inaudible to her. Zahyra felt his little hands gripping the back of her sweater and balling the fabric up into fists. 

“Okay,” she continued, “whenever you’re ready though, bud. Whenever you want to speak to me you know I’ll be here, okay?”

Her brother sniffed in response and Zahyra wrapped her arms more tightly around him, ignoring the pain it caused her. Her physical injuries would heal quickly enough she knew, it was the memories of things that had happened that would remain the longest. 

A part of her was glad Asher didn’t want to talk about the camp just yet, she wasn’t sure if she could handle worrying about what had happened to him in there on top of everything else she was dealing with. The faces of the two mutants she had just killed still danced in her mind, along with images of the little girls scattered around the bus and the mutants Cain had slaughtered in the city. 

The other part of her wished she knew the truth already though. As while she worried about her own past she feared the unknown and believed the things she imagined had happened to her brother had to be worse than anything any man could have truly done to a little boy. 

Her imagination peaked with possibilities, each more terrible than the last and for some reason her thoughts always circled back to the ‘what if’ questions she had about her brother’s branding. In everything that had happened since she’d rescued him they hadn’t had a chance to discuss it. From how she held him she could see where the fabric of her stolen jacket was sticking to the fresh wound, the skin undoubtedly raw and painful beneath. 

Zahyra felt guilty holding her brother who was now branded a Zero, whilst she had cheated her way out of that fate. She had wanted to tell Asher so many times over the years that she wasn’t really a Gen 1, but her mother had forbade her. 

She had said that even though Asher could be trusted, there was always a chance of him forgetting it was a secret and letting the truth slip out. When her brother had asked her about her mutation she had stuck to the lie of being able to see more colours than everyone else. She had told him tales about how certain blades of grass twinkled a different colour to the rest, or teased him and said he was wrong when he called grass green, making up a random word for a random colour that didn’t exist instead. 

Although built on a false foundation, Zahyra smiled when she recalled these memories, thinking back to a simpler time when neither her nor her brother had a problem bigger than the colour of grass. They had once argued about– 

Zahyra’s thought was cut short when there was a loud bang against the door of the scout hut, causing the whole room to shake and the chair to wobble on the table. Zahyra flinched and loosened her grip slightly on her brother to turn and ensure the door was still held shut. Then she heard Cain roar from outside and he slammed into the door twice more. Zahyra was on her feet by the second bang, moving Asher behind her so she stood between him and the barricade, the chair now having almost slipped completely onto the floor. 

She immediately moved it back, attempting to prop the arm up against the handle on the door that was still shaking from Cain throwing his weight against it. There was a second of silence before he let out another roar but then his footsteps began to retreat from the entrance. 

Asher had started to shake in front of her, not understanding what had happened to Cain and why he had suddenly turned against them. Zahyra stared at the door for a moment longer then turned to face her brother. 

“Ash,” she started, trying to work out a way to tell him what was happening without frightening him even more. “Cain has a mutation that he can’t always control. He’s a good guy, I swear, and he helped me rescue you – which I wouldn’t have been able to do without him. But sometimes… when he gets stressed he can’t control his mutation anymore and,” how should she phrase it, “he gets mad. Like, really mad. He’ll calm down soon but for now we just need to keep him out of here, okay?”

Asher stared at his sister, processing what she’d just told him. His eyes had widened as she spoke and his mouth hung open slightly. Zahyra knew that Asher finding out Cain was a developed mutant would make him think back to the mutants that had taken him, but she hoped that knowing Cain had helped save him would at least calm her brother a little bit. 

“What rank is he?” Asher said eventually, his eyes beginning to dart between the door and the window, checking they were still safely trapped inside. 

Zahyra took in a deep breath and revealed the truth to her brother. She told him Cain was a Gen 4, but that when he was in control he was basically a Zero. She told him he wasn’t a bad guy, nor did he want to be and that he did everything in his power to keep his mutation hidden. 

Asher didn’t say a word as Zahyra explained everything to him, unbelieving of the fact that the man who had seemed so calm and together when he’d rescued Asher could be going insane just a few meters from them. Another roar cut through the air, punctuating Zahyra’s words and instilling a new fear in Asher as he accepted what his sister was telling him as the truth. He tried to be strong, like he had been without Zahyra by his side and forced his mouth to close and settle into a firm line. 

“We’ll be safe in here,” Zahyra finished and took a step towards her brother, wrapping her arms around him as she drew close enough. Asher’s hands clasped each other around her back as he returned the hug then pulled away from her and nodded, a look of determination on his face. 

Accepting that her brother was dealing with the situation – for now – Zahyra moved over to the window and crouched beside it. Through a gap between the cabinet and the table bench she could see Cain pacing between two trees outside. He favoured his uninjured leg as he moved and she could see a grimace of pain on his face whenever he put weight on the now gaping hole in his foot. He yelled out as he paced, occasionally slamming his fists into the trees beside him, causing bark and dirt to fly off in every direction from the force. 

Zahyra thought back to everything that had happened the last time Cain had a breakdown. Not only had he killed several highly developed mutants, but he had also chased after her and left a path of destruction in his wake. He had only eventually calmed down after falling asleep and letting the anger seep out of his body. The whole ordeal had lasted a couple of hours, but with no one else in the forest for Cain to get his anger out on Zahyra wondered whether that would speed up or slow down his outburst. 

The sun was now high in the sky and the temperature of the scout hut had risen several degrees. Zahyra could see sweat on the front of Cain’s t-shirt as he paced in the hot sun, the thick cover of trees in that area causing the humidity to rise substantially. 

She watched as he swung his fist at a tree to his left, creating a long crack running down to the base of the trunk. He swung at it again with his right fist, and again, alternating between hands with each blow. When he pulled away the bark had all fallen to the floor and the smoother wood beneath was stained red with blood from Cain’s knuckles. Zahyra could see his body heaving up and down as he inhaled long, deep breaths. She couldn’t tell whether he had simply just tired himself out a bit from punching the tree, or whether he was trying to regain control of his mutation. She whispered a silent prayer in favour of the latter. 

Zahyra watched Cain for a few more minutes as he continued to pace amongst the trees, lashing out against them at random intervals. He didn’t look towards the scout hut again and after a while she moved away from the window and towards her brother, who was now curled up in the furthest corner of the hut on the floor. 

She grabbed a dusty blanket as she walked over to him which she had discarded from the chair and folded it neatly in half twice. 

“Here,” she muttered lifting Asher’s head from the ground and placing the blanket beneath it – the hut being too warm to need to use it for cover. 

“What’s going on?” Asher asked her as he readjusted himself to try and get comfortable again with the addition of the blanket. Dark bags were forming under his eyes and Zahyra realised that none of them had slept that night, Asher looking a lot worse for wear because of it. 

“Cain’s just…” Zahyra paused and thought about what to say for a moment, “he’s just getting his anger out, he’ll be back to normal in a while. Do you wanna try and get some rest?”

Asher nodded and yawn escaped his mouth in response. Zahyra sat next to him stroking his hair as she waited for his breathing to become steady as he fell into a deep sleep. It didn’t take long, the adrenaline of the past few hours fading fast and with a twitch of his leg Zahyra knew he had succumbed to sleep. In that moment she desperately wanted to lie down next to him and get some rest herself, but with Cain just outside she knew she wouldn’t feel safe. 

Her body was now running on the few drops of adrenaline it had left as she moved slowly over to the door and carefully picked the chair up from the top of their makeshift barricade. She positioned it next to the window and looked out again to where Cain had just been. It took her a moment to find him and her mouth dropped open as she realised what he was doing. 

During her absence he’d caught a rabbit, which now hung limply in his right hand. The neck of the animal was twisted and broken from where Cain had obviously killed it. But the more horrifying aspect of the image was the rabbit’s stomach, where it looked like Cain had ripped it open using his bare hands. Blood was matted into his t-shirt and glistened on the sleeves of his leather jacket while he used one hand to hold the rabbit up in the air and the other to dig out the contents of its stomach. Zahyra wretched and looked away as she saw Cain lift his hand to his mouth and begin to eat from the animal. Blood dripping down his chin as he chewed, the contents of the rabbit remaining visible inside his mouth. 

Zahyra peaked out of the window at intermittent intervals after that, not wanting to watch Cain again until he was finished with his… meal. Her stomach growled despite how disgusting she thought it was and she remembered the pot of food the mutants had been cooking outside the hut. 

She knew it was too dangerous to retrieve, so dreamed of food instead. Her mind drifted back once more to the wild dog she and Cain had eaten but then gunshots rang out in her thoughts as she remembered shooting three of them earlier that night. The sound of gunshots brought with them the memories of the mutant she had shot and then the mutant she had fought just afterwards and soon enough she had her eyes pressed tightly closed trying to forget the torrent of death that had been following her ever since her camp had been raided. 

She thought of Asher and forced her eyes to open to watch him peacefully sleeping in the corner, unaware of the horrifying scene Cain was engaged in outside. Watching his chest move slowly up and down calmed Zahyra and she focused her breathing to be in time with her brother’s, slowing her heart rate and relaxing her muscles. 

She pulled her sweater up over her chest once she had calmed down and inspected her ribs. The magnificent colours of bruising now shining even brighter with fresh bruises layering on top of her almost healed ones. She realised the ringing in her ears had subsided at some point and took that as a good sign that there wasn’t any permanent damage to her head. Her arms were bruised too from where the mutant had landed some punches but they were luckily no way near as bad as her ribs. 

With difficulty she tore a strip of fabric away from the chair and wrapped it firmly around her ribcage. She winced while she did this, the pain causing tears to form in her eyes. Once she was done she leant back in the chair, again focusing on Asher’s steady breathing to calm her own. 

Risking a glance from the window she panicked, unable to immediately see where Cain had gone. The rabbit lay desolate on the ground; it’s body appearing to have shrunk in size from the internal organs being removed. Zahyra shuddered at the thought. 

As her eyes darted around the now well-lit forest she searched for traces of Cain. If he had abandoned them in this moment she didn’t know what she would do and was close to opening the door to go and look for him when she spotted his feet sticking out from behind a tree trunk. 

She let out a sigh of relief and stood up to look out from the other side of the window, trying to get a better view of what he was doing. Unfortunately the tree was too large and she knew she wouldn’t be able to see his face unless she physically went outside, something she told herself was not a wise decision just yet. 

Leaning back into the chair she kept her eyes trained on Cain’s feet. They were unmoving aside from the occasional twitch every now and again and the longer she watched the more convinced she became that Cain had eaten and then gone to sleep. Her eyes grew heavy as she watched the almost empty forest in front of her but she fought hard to stay awake, fear and doubt about what Cain was doing still niggling away at the back of her mind. 





Chapter 23

A tapping on the window startled Zahyra awake. She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep for but as the hut had grown darker inside she figured it must be around midday dusk. So she’d slept for at least an hour. Her eyes went first to Asher, who was still sleeping peacefully in the corner, the blanket he’d been using as a pillow now half wrapped around his body. Zahyra then pushed herself up in the chair, feeling a dull ache in her ribs as she did and moved her gaze to the window. 

Cain was stood there, dried blood around his mouth and all over his clothes. He was holding his hands up in the air, palms towards her in a gesture of surrender. Zahyra breathed a deep sigh of relief when she processed that he had snapped out of his mutant rage and calmed down, as she’d predicted he would do after having a rest. She motioned to him to stay outside and began to struggle to move the barricade from the door as quietly as she could. She kept glancing at Asher as she worked, doing her best not to wake him. Once she’d created enough room to squeeze her body out of the door she wriggled free, giving her brother one last look as she stepped outside. 

Cain was struggling to wipe the blood off his face using his jacket sleeve when Zahyra emerged. He quickly dropped his arm when he noticed her and sat back down on the tree stump behind him next to the pot of food that had been knocked over either in Zahyra’s fight or Cain’s outbreak. 

Zahyra sat across from him, taking in his even more dishevelled appearance after his breakdown. Blood all over his face and clothes, his knuckles red raw from punching the trees and his foot – she’d almost forgotten about his foot – mud was now caked over where the injury lay beneath and it looked like he still hadn’t removed his boot. 

“I’m sorry,” Cain blurted out before she could speak, “how’s Asher?”

Zahyra was taken aback for a moment at Cain’s concern for her little brother, but then reminded herself how he had cared for her after he had saved her life. She also recalled how concerned he had been about both her injuries and her emotional health, even though it had taken him a few days to formulate the words to ask her properly. 

“He’s okay,” Zahyra replied, “he’s sleeping.”

Cain nodded, understanding that Zahyra didn’t want to speak much further about how her brother was doing. Admittedly she didn’t know much more than that but she wanted to keep her worries about Asher to herself for the time being. 

“And, are you okay?” Cain continued as he remembered the fight Zahyra had been locked in before he’d spiralled out of control. “You did great before.” 

Cain tried to smile and offer this as some sort of praise but Zahyra was unable to take any pride in her fight with the mutant, the fresh memory of it still causing her a lot of trouble. 

“Yeah I’m fine,” she quickly brushed over the matter, “you? How’s your foot?”

“Hurts a lot, as expected.” Cain replied with another smile, “I was wondering if you’d help me have a look at it?” 

Zahyra was a little surprised at how quickly Cain had moved on from the topic of his breakdown. However she quickly realised it was a part of himself that he hated and having already had the discussion with her once before he didn’t really need to repeat himself. She nodded as Cain began to slowly tease his boot off and then stopped as the wound became visible, his sock ripped to the side from the initial bite. 

The sight was gruesome. His entire foot was covered in blood and there were two puncture holes from where the wild dog’s teeth had latched on. One of them looked like something that would heal easily enough with time, but the second cut went down to the bone and Zahyra had to look away as she saw the white marrow within Cain’s foot.

“Pretty bad, huh?” Cain said with a frown as he gently pressed on the skin around his foot. “Do you have any water? So I can wash it out a bit?”

Zahyra reached around herself for her water bottle but it wasn’t in her back pocket where she normally kept it. She looked back out into the forest then noticed it on the floor just a few metres away from her: it must have fallen out during her fight.

“Let me go get a rag,” she said handing the bottle to Cain, and then edged back through the doorway into the scout hut again. 

Asher was still asleep she noted gratefully as she quickly moved over to the chair and ripped off another strip of fabric. Cain had peeled off his sock by the time she got back outside and was unscrewing the lid of her water bottle. 

“Soak this,” she said handing him the rag as well, “you won’t waste as much water that way.”

Cain accepted the fabric from Zahyra and smiled up at her. She returned his look although still didn’t feel as comfortable as she normally did in his presence. Perhaps it was because Asher was sleeping nearby, or because Cain had just had another breakdown when he’d previously told Zahyra they didn’t happen that often. Whatever it was, there was tension in the air between them and Zahyra knew that Cain could feel it too. 

With the fabric from the chair now dripping wet Cain handed the water bottle back to Zahyra and gritted his teeth. He slowly put the fabric against his foot then applied a bit of pressure against the wound. The water that ran off from his foot was crimson red with his blood and Cain was forced to bite his lip to stop from crying out. He pulled the fabric away after just a couple of seconds, his breathing heavy and his skin pale. 

“I don’t think I can do it,” he muttered under his breath, just loud enough for Zahyra to hear. 

She looked up from his foot and met his eyes, compassion suddenly flowing through her as she noticed how weak Cain had become. Rising from her tree stump she stepped across the fire pit and knelt down beside him. She took the rag from his hand and then looked him in the eyes, he nodded and gritted his teeth once more. 

Zahyra carefully began to wipe the blood from Cain’s foot and apply water to the injured areas. The bone that was visible in Cain’s foot made her feel squeamish but she held herself together and did the best that she could. Cain whimpered above her head as she brushed over the puncture wounds, attempting to remove all the dirt and dried blood that had gathered around them. 

Normally doing something like this would have disgusted Zahyra. She didn’t like dealing with blood to begin with, and cleaning it off someone’s foot was pretty far down the bottom of her list of things she wanted to achieve in life. However, as she leant over Cain and felt his trust in her to do the job properly she found all her previous qualms float away. 

It took the whole bottle of water to clean Cain’s foot until it started to run away clear rather than stained with blood. Once it was clean however the injury looked a lot worse and the bruising around the wounds became obvious. Like Zahyra had suspected one of them was a minor injury and were it the only hole in Cain’s foot he would probably be able to walk almost normally. However, the second hole was bad even by Zahyra’s poor medical expertise and she didn’t expect Cain would be able to make it very far very fast. 

She returned inside again and tore even more fabric from the chair, leaving it looking pitiful and dejected. After Cain had taken a deep breath she wrapped this fabric around his foot forming a makeshift bandage and then tied it off around his ankle. The bleeding, thankfully, had stopped meaning the bandage held in place, but Zahyra knew Cain would need medicine of some description to help with the healing process. 

She didn’t know very much about what else she could do. Healing classes in her camp had always bored her and she’d vowed to just not get sick or injured in order to avoid needing to know what plants could be boiled to cure this sickness, or what type of flowers were useful for something else. 

“How does it feel?” She asked Cain after double-checking that the bandage was in place, “Do you think you should put your boot back on?”

Cain sighed; “Thank you. It’s alright considering,” managing to force a small smile across his lips. “Probably leave the boot for now, until we have to get walking again at least.” 

Zahyra frowned at his suggestion of moving and opened her mouth to object before Cain spoke again. 

“They’ll be rotating the watch at nightfall I imagine, we’ll need to be gone by then.”

Zahyra groaned inwardly at this piece of information. It hadn’t occurred to her that more mutants would come out to the scout hut but as she realised between her and Cain they’d killed four scouts in just a few days she wasn’t overly surprised. That meant they only had a few more hours until they had to move on, wanting to leave before they absolutely had to in case either of the new scouts decided to search the forest for them. 

“I’m gunna try find some food then,” Zahyra muttered and sidled off into the trees leaving Cain propped up on his tree trunk. Her feelings for him were changing so rapidly at the moment. She really did care about his foot and wanted him to be okay, but she also couldn’t get rid of that little feeling in her head telling her she was annoyed at him. She thought back to the two kisses they had shared and attributed that as the reason why, the romantic musings between them firmly put on hold by their situation. 

Zahyra returned to the scout hut about thirty minutes later triumphantly holding two small birds in her hand. It wasn’t much, but a bird each would certainly keep Asher’s and her own hunger at bay for a little longer. Cain had already eaten; she shuddered, so she assumed he wouldn’t be too hungry. Besides, she had thrown her knife at about fifteen birds and only managed to kill two, so that was going to have to do whether it was enough or not. 

Thankfully Cain had succeeded in starting a fire during her absence and Zahyra smiled at him in gratitude for that. 

“I only managed to get two,” she started to say in way of an apology, not wanting to be the one to bring up that Cain had already eaten. 

“It’s alright,” he replied quickly with a shake of his head, “I’m not really hungry.”

Zahyra smiled at his avoidance of the details of his earlier meal and put the birds down beside the fire before poking her head around the door of the scout hut to check on Asher. He was still sleeping soundly so she decided to prepare and cook the birds before she woke him, wanting him to get as much rest as possible. She also wanted to eat immediately because she knew she would be able to catch a couple hours of rest herself afterwards and even hunting for such a short period of time had exhausted her in the humidity of the forest. 

Zahyra and Cain worked in silence, each carefully plucking the feathers off a bird before removing the inners and roasting them over the fire on a stick. Zahyra handed her stick to Cain just as the bird was finishing cooking and moved inside to wake her little brother. 

She watched him for a moment before putting a hand on his shoulder and whispering his name by his ear. Asher’s eyes snapped open in response and he looked confused as he registered Zahyra’s face and the hut where he was sleeping. After a second the memories of what had happened came back to him and he smiled at her before reaching up and giving her a hug. 

“Hey bud,” Zahyra smiled at her little brother, he was already looking better even after just a few hours sleep. “You hungry?”

Asher nodded enthusiastically in response and scrambled to his feet. It had been a while since he had eaten and even then the meals at the camp hadn’t been the most satisfying. His eyes gleamed in delight when he saw Cain holding out a roast bird to him outside the hut, although he paused warily in front of him remembering what Zahyra had said about Cain before he’d fallen asleep. 

“It’s alright Ash,” Zahyra spoke behind him, “tuck in.”

Asher didn’t need to be told twice and grabbed the bird from Cain, sinking his teeth into the skin and letting out a quiet moan as he tasted the meat. Zahyra took the other bird from Cain and sat gingerly on the tree stump next to him, trying to eat her meal with a little more decorum than her brother was. After several mouthfuls Asher looked up from his meal. 

“You not eating?” He asked Cain, his mouth still full of meat and his lips wet with saliva. Zahyra kept her eyes trained on her food as he replied. 

“Not hungry. Thought you deserved it more little man,” Cain grinned at her brother. 

Asher shrugged in response and went back to his food, not stopping until he had stripped the bird down to the bone. Zahyra finished hers quickly too and flicked the bones into the fire, accidentally letting out a burp as she did and then looking down at the floor in embarrassment. Asher let out a laugh and then leaned backwards slightly, propping himself up with his arms behind him. 

“Thanks Zar, that was great.”

“No problem bud, it was good wasn’t it?” She paused, smiling at her brother and relishing the time she was able to spend with him. A yawn then escaped her mouth and she looked at the forest around her. There wasn’t much of midday dusk left before the sun came out again and she knew they’d have to leave the scout hut as soon as it got dark to avoid bumping into the new mutants coming to take over the post. 

“Reckon we can get a few hours sleep now before dark?” She asked out loud, although not to either of her companions in particular. There was a pause until Cain replied. 

“Yeah we should sleep through the sunlight, then head off as soon as we can,” Cain replied. 

Asher looked up from where he was sucking on a bone from his meal. “We’re leaving already?”

“Have to bud,” Zahyra replied, “this isn’t our place to stay.”

Asher looked confused by her statement but nodded in response. Then the three of them put out the fire and made their way into the hut. Cain looked at the barricades against the window and still half against the door but said nothing as he closed the door slowly behind them. Asher dragged his feet back over to his blanket on the floor and curled up again, the weight of the meal in his stomach already making him feel tired. 

“You can have the chair if you want,” Zahyra said to Cain half-heartedly, “I’ll camp out down there with Ash.”

“No it’s okay,” Cain declined her offer, “probably better for my foot on the floor.” 

Zahyra shrugged in response and walked over to where she’d left the chair by the window. The cushion was now falling apart from where she’d ripped it for bandages but it would still make a better bed than the floor. She dragged it across the room to the corner where Asher was already asleep and rested it against the wall beside him. Climbing into it she felt her body give way and sink down against the fabric, her eyes drifting shut and her breathing becoming quiet. 

Cain watched Zahyra and her brother sleep for a while and then as quietly as he could crept back out of the hut for the last few minutes of midday dusk before the sun made the air too hot again. He dropped back down onto a tree stump, being careful to not bang his foot against anything, the bandages still hanging onto his injuries. He knew his foot was going to be a real problem once they started walking but there was also no chance he was going to complain about it, he’d caused enough trouble for Zahyra recently. 

As he sat Cain thought back to how different his life would be if he hadn’t stopped to save Zahyra a week and a half ago. It seemed crazy that it had only been that amount of time and so much had happened to them. If he’d driven past his life would’ve continued on the same boring path it had been on the past however many years. He didn’t speak to anyone, didn’t socialise with anyone. His whole life had been hiding from people in order to avoid hurting anyone ever again with his mutation. After his brothers and several others in the months that followed that, Cain had vowed never to let that happen again.

But then Zahyra had come into his life. Cain struggled to explain his feelings for her to himself; everything was so new and uncertain. From the moment she had first entered his cabin there had been something different about her, something that made him want to stick around and get to know her. He’d redeveloped his grasp on speech because of her and put an end to the mind numbing silence that normally resonated around him. 

Gradually, Cain had started to feel more like himself around Zahyra, but he knew this was not a good thing. The more he opened himself up to his feelings the less control he had over his mutation, and he had already had a breakdown twice in front of her because of it. He balled his hands into fists at the memory of his first outburst in front of her. The vision of himself chasing her through the streets etched firmly into his mind. Something he’d hate himself forever for doing. 

Cain desperately wished he could work out a way to control his mutation full time. But even controlling it to the standard he did now took an immense level of focus and concentration, which was intensely draining on his body and mind. 

He heard movement from inside the scout hut and twisted his body around to look through the crack he’d left open in the door. It was just Asher shifting in his sleep and Cain smiled, his thoughts returning to his two companions. 

Through Zahyra’s words he had already come to deeply care for Asher. The poor boy being marked a Zero was a terrible curse he’d have to carry with him his entire life. Cain himself knew what it was like to try and hide a mutation and it was never an easy task, no matter what company you were keeping. That was one of the reasons why Cain preferred to keep to himself, as in his own mind he only had to deal with his own self-judgement. 

He felt sorry for Zahyra in that moment. It was clear how deeply she cared for her brother and how much his branding had hurt her. Asher seemed like a quiet kid who was dealing with everything internally – and Cain knew what kind of things he would have had to endure in the camp – but Zahyra was suffering in a more obvious way. 

She had become distant and recluse ever since discovering Asher’s generation number. And then seeing her fight the mutant in the very clearing Cain was staring into at that moment… it was like something had snapped inside of her and she lost all control, a feeling Cain knew all too well. Thankfully during his mutant rage Cain had flung the bodies of the other two mutants into the woods so they weren’t polluting the view any longer, but the reek of death hung thickly in the air and he knew Zahyra wouldn’t be able to forget what had happened for a long time. 

He wished he could be the one to comfort her, to wrap his arms around her and tell her everything was going to be okay, but it was just too dangerous. It had been hard enough stopping himself from kissing her and then pulling away when she had kissed him the next time. Almost every muscle in his body had willed him to grab hold of her, lift her body into his and let the two of them become one in the moment. Sadly Cain knew though that if he gave into those desires he wouldn’t be able to keep the animalistic side of him hidden and that would result in terrible consequences. 

As the sun began to peak out from behind the midday dusk Cain sighed and stared off into the distance. How cruel was fate that because of his mutation the only way to keep someone he cared about safe was to not be with them?





Chapter 24

Zahyra awoke to Cain nudging her on the shoulder. She took a moment to remember where she was and everything that had happened and then her mind was flooded with complicated memories from the past twenty-four hours alone. She stretched and noticed that Cain looked like he had hardly slept, her little brother Asher was still sleeping soundly next to her however and she took in his face once more with a smile. 

Once Cain accepted she was awake he moved back outside of the scout hut and Zahyra wriggled out of the chair, pulled her boots on and padded outside to see him, leaving her brother sleeping for a little while longer. 

“How’d you sleep?” Cain asked as she exited the hut. It was still hot outside but the sun looked like it would be setting very soon, meaning the three of them would have to get on their way. 

“Good thanks, did you get much rest?”

“A little, managed to get this bird just now though, if you guys are still hungry before we leave?”

Cain presented an already cooked bird to Zahyra, which she graciously accepted and tore off a wing to nibble on, noticing the other wing had already been removed. 

“I’ve had a bit,” Cain continued as Zahyra inspected the bird, “but you guys can finish the rest.”

“Thanks,” Zahyra replied, “how’s your foot?”

She noticed Cain had but his boots back on ready for their departure and could see a strip of the fabric bandage poking out at the top. He’d also wrapped a bit of fabric around the outside of the boot over the puncture marks, presumably to stop any dirt getting close to the wound. 

“Could be worse,” Cain said with a wink, “I’ll keep an eye out for some geranthiams as we go… it’s a plant supposed to help with healing in some respect,” he finished, noticing Zahyra’s raised eyebrow when he mentioned the plant by name. 

Zahyra nodded, thankful that Cain had more knowledge around the subject than she did and moved to take the rest of the bird inside to her brother, holding it in her hand was making her mouth water too much. She smiled as she drew close to him and wafted the cooked meat around above his face. His nose twitched at the smell and Asher slowly opened one eye. 

“Wha–” he started, then noticed the food Zahyra was holding. “Is that for me?” 

Asher immediately perked up at the notion of food and reached forward to take it from Zahyra. She waited quietly by his side as he finished the bird and sucked the meat clean off the bones once again. 

“You gunna be ready to head out soon?” Zahyra asked him once he’d finished eating, “It should be getting dark in a bit.”

Asher nodded, “Where are we going?”

Hearing her brother’s question Zahyra paused, realising she actually didn’t have a clue where they were going, or what their plan was. She hadn’t really thought about what she would do once reunited with her brother. 

They had been hoping to get to the safe haven and meet their mother, but she’d travelled for many days since that journey began and didn’t know whether it was in the right direction or not. Her only hope was Cain knowing the way, perhaps they should travel back to his cabin and then she and Asher could set out to the safe haven from there. 

“We’re going to find the safe haven,” Zahyra said after a while, “I don’t really know where it is, but we’ll find it. After all we found you didn’t we?”

Asher smiled in response and shook off the blanket that was still wrapped around him from his sleep. 

“Alright, let’s go then.”

Her brother bounced out of the scout hut and into the last few remaining minutes of daylight. Zahyra scooped up the jacket she had leant him which now lay abandoned on the floor and looked around the rest of the hut to see if there was anything else they could use before following him out, she knew Asher would want the jacket for warmth very shortly. 

Her brother was talking to Cain by the dwindling fire, asking him questions about where they were going and how long it would take to get there. Cain was humouring him and saying they were going on a big adventure, which Asher can’t have truly believed but he went along with anyway. 

Zahyra stomped out the remaining embers on the fire and picked up her water bottles. Cain had refilled them from somewhere while she’d slept but she didn’t know where, having not noticed a single stream in their time in the forest. She put them both in her pockets to save Asher from having to carry one and walked over to the two of them, holding the jacket out for her brother. 

“Ready?” She asked, although it was more of a suggestion for them to get moving. She wanted to be as far away from the scout hut as possible when the next two mutant guards arrived, the reality of what she had done to the previous two all too recent for her to like thinking about. 

Asher and Cain nodded and both turned to start walking, her brother still nattering in Cain’s ear as he hobbled away from the hut. Zahyra took one last look at the place and then followed. Too much had happened in this area for her to process and she just wanted to get away from it before it was too late. 

The pace Cain set was slower than she would have liked, but with him unable to walk any faster due to his injury she kept her mouth quiet. In some respect she was glad of the pace as after sleeping her whole body ached even more from her fight that morning. The bruising on her ribs was darkening and the bruises on her arms had become more pronounced as well. Thankfully she had no cuts or injuries that would leave a scar, the memories being enough of a reminder to last her a lifetime. 

Cain briefly described what geranthiams looked like so they could all keep an eye out for the plant. Zahyra didn’t have a clue what it would do but if Cain said it would help it was yet another point she wasn’t going to argue. Apparently they had long stems with purpley-blue flowers at the top and grew in moist ground or near water. 

In the entire time Zahyra had been in the forest she’d noticed very few flowers, the darkness of the forest stopping most things from growing apart from the tall, robust trees and a few berry bushes here and there. She tried to remember how long they had walked through the forest before reaching the scout hut and realised that it would be the middle of the night by the time they got out with Cain’s injury. She strained her eyes to try and find this mysterious flower in order to get them to safety sooner. 

Zahyra then flinched at the thought of having to go back through the city to make it to Cain’s cabin. But she liked the idea of that being their destination before she and Asher left for the safe haven. Something about Cain’s small home made her feel safe and taken care of. She remembered the first night she had spent there with him and how he had helped her recover from her injures. It had reminded her partly of her own home; a place with not much on the inside but a lot of heart and feeling to it. 

Zahyra realised then that what she was truly missing the most was somewhere she could call home. With her camp ruined there would be no returning there, Cain’s cabin was just a stopover and then in reality she didn’t know what the safe haven would be like. The name naturally alluded to a place where she could keep Asher out of harms way, but if it didn’t feel like home to her she could never feel like she truly belonged. 

At this moment she realised that Asher was telling Cain stories about their camp and listening intently to what he was saying. She was surprised how quickly her brother had warmed to Cain and how comfortable he looked around him considering he’d been an insane mutant just a few hours ago. In fact Zahyra was surprised by her brother in general. He seemed to be almost back to normal despite being kidnapped, locked in a camp for a week and being branded a Zero for the rest of his life. She wished she could have his carefree attitude of looking at things but Zahyra’s life had become so complicated recently she struggled to see the good in almost any situation. 

The only real moment she had seen a future in recently was when Cain had kissed her in the scout hut. However since then his feelings towards her seemed to have changed and she had no idea why. Every time she tried to talk to him about it he shut her out and steered the conversation in another direction, or even worse just halted the conversation full stop. 

The torment her feelings about him caused her drove her insane thinking about them, and to make matters worse the more he was awkward around her the more she was confused which meant the more she thought about him and the more she ended up liking him. 

Zahyra sighed as she tried to tear herself away from her thoughts and focus on the story Asher was telling. He was explaining to Cain about the time it had been his idea to build a wall on a particular side of their camp to keep out more wild animals at night. This was undoubtedly one of Asher’s favourite stories to tell because it made him sound so clever and he was immensely proud of the fact the camp elders had listened to what he had to say. 

Zahyra remembered the day fondly and felt pride for her brother herself. He was such an intelligent kid and she knew that must have helped him to survive in the mutant camp to some extent. She was still surprised that some mutation hadn’t manifested from it and at least given him a Gen 1 ranking at his Turning Age Ceremony. 

Suddenly Zahyra stopped in her tracks trying to remember what day it was. She knew Asher had been forced into his Turning Age Ceremony too early, but was it his birthday today, or the day after. She quickly picked up her feet again and caught up with the boys in front but continued to try and work out the sums in her head; the thought of missing her brother’s birthday embarrassing her substantially. Eventually she processed that she hadn’t missed it and relaxed as she walked, now keeping her eyes open for both Cain’s healing plant and any interesting objects she could give to her brother when he did turn ten in a couple of days. 

Keeping track of days and time was much harder now Zahyra was on the road. In her camp her mother had marked days by scratching them onto an ancient in their hut and even then it hadn’t been the most accurate of measures. She’d read stories about The Before Time when everyone carried magical devices with them that could tell them what day it was and even the exact time of day. Zahyra was fairly skilled at knowing how close to sunrise, midday dusk or sunset it was by the position of the sun, moon and clouds but she longed to have one of those old magical devices. 

She often wondered how different life would be if civilisation hadn’t collapsed and the genetic mutations hadn’t happened. From pictures and stories she had a vague idea but everything seemed so perfect back then and she struggled to imagine a world without fear and destruction. 

Her world, she realised, was probably much different to everyone else’s though. She had to fear for her life with every new person she met due to her ranking. Even being a fake Gen 1 didn’t do much to protect her in the presence of more developed mutants, let alone what would happen if she revealed her true generation number. The same number her brother now shared. 

Just then Asher cried out in front of her and ran off to the right. Zahyra jogged the few paces between them and caught up to him, Cain had also hobbled over to the right to join Asher. 

“Incredible! Well done kid!” Cain exclaimed when he reached Asher. 

Zahyra leaned over and realised her brother was knelt beside the plant Cain had described to them and had begun tearing them out of the ground. Her brother was grinning from ear to ear at his find and puffed out his cheeks when Cain gave him a slap on the back in congratulations. Zahyra found a large stone and sat down to rest while Cain helped Asher pluck up as many of the flowers as they could carry and stuff them into his pockets. 

“Should be another hour ‘til we’re out of the forest,” Cain said as he stood back up, satisfied with the number of geranthiams they’d managed to scavenge. “We should keep going until there. I’ll need to light a fire to boil these down and don’t wanna do that in here.”

Zahyra agreed with Cain and with only another hour left to walk until they could have a proper rest she quickly got to her feet. Cain had to be taking them a different route out of the forest if the walk was only that long. Asher was still high on the success of his find and continued to walk alongside Cain, asking him questions about what the geranthiams would do and what other plants could be used to heal things. 

Zahyra regained her place behind them and walked with her hands in her pockets. She was pleased the other two were getting along so well but she also began to feel a twinge of jealously. Not only had she and Cain been so close before and now hardly talked, but she had also just been reunited with her brother and wanted to spend time with him. She’d never felt like this before and grinded her teeth as she walked, hoping to expel the feeling from her body. 

The last hour of walking through the forest passed quickly and Cain brought them to a stop just shy of the tree line so they had a view both into the forest and outside of it. Although it was so dark now that they had been walking almost hand to hand for the last thirty minutes and even the light of a fire wouldn’t illuminate much else to them. 

The three of them worked quickly in the cold to gather firewood and get a fire started. Zahyra took this opportunity to teach Asher more carefully how to light a fire, as unlike the various qualities of certain plants, learning how to start a fire was something she’d paid attention to learning. 

Soon the fire was burning brightly and the three of them sat around it while Cain set to work preparing the geranthiams for his healing liquid. Zahyra watched closely as Cain stripped the flowers from the heads of the geranthiams and dropped them into his water bottle, shaking it up to mix together the contents. He then produced a small pot from his bag, which she assumed he’d taken from the scout hut and poured the contents in before placing the pot on top of the fire. 

“Do you two want to camp here?” Cain asked, “Or keep walking until we find shelter?”

“How much further is it to a shelter?” Asher asked quietly as he watched Cain stir the pot. The mixture had a beautiful smell of fresh flowers and his mouth was watering from it, although unfortunately he knew he wouldn’t be allowed to drink any. 

“I’m not too sure in the dark,” Cain replied, squinting into their surroundings, “another couple hours perhaps?”

“We should probably camp here,” Zahyra cut in, “I don’t want to be travelling places we’re not familiar with in the dark.”

“Roger that,” Cain gave her a mock salute and reached forward to remove his water from the fire, “you’re probably right.”

Zahyra blushed red at Cain’s response, taking his salute as a light bit of teasing. Luckily in the darkness he didn’t notice her flush and turned his attention to pouring the water back into his bottle. He spilled some of it but did a fairly successful job in Zahyra’s opinion, although she didn’t mention that to him. 

She was glad he had agreed to let them camp where they were. She knew that if they were at the edge of the forest they couldn’t be far away from the city and if any mutants from there were nearby they were in trouble. She was terrified of going back into the city and walking the same streets where everything had happened. 

Zahyra also worried that returning to the city could cause Cain to break down again as she still didn’t completely understand what caused it. The only thing slightly pulling her towards the city was the playground she’d found and dreamt of bringing Asher back to, but she knew it probably wasn’t worth the risk. 

Cain suggested they should take a watch through the night and volunteered to take the first stint. Zahyra had mixed feelings about his suggestion, knowing they’d be safer if there was someone on watch but also knowing he had never felt the need to assign a watch overnight before. This made her worry that the mutants in the city were closer than she thought and whatever they would do to them if they caught them was a fate worse than death. 

The fire was allowed to die down to just a few embers to be less of a beacon for anyone else in the area and Zahyra lay down beside it, curling herself up around her brother who was between her and the fire. The night air was freezing without any buildings to protect them from the wind and Zahyra held onto her brother firmly to share his body heat. Cain was sat just a few metres away gazing out beyond the tree line to where Zahyra thought the city must be. He had said he would wake her in a couple of hours so she squeezed her eyes shut and willed her body to get some rest before she was awoken. The sounds of her brother’s breathing and the wind whistling through the trees serenading her to sleep faster than she’d anticipated. 





Chapter 25

When Cain woke Zahyra for her watch she was surprised by how well rested she felt. She didn’t know how long she’d slept for as it was still pitch black outside but her body felt a lot better for the rest. She carefully peeled herself away from her little brother who was sleeping soundly and stood up to walk over to Cain who had once again retreated back to the watch post after he registered she was awake. 

“How’s it going?” Zahyra mumbled as she approached him, rubbing her eyes to try and wake herself up a bit more. Cain swivelled round to face her and she could see the gleam of his teeth as he smiled. 

“Nothing to report,” he said quietly, not wanting to wake up Asher, “oh aside from my foot feeling a lot better.”

“That’s great,” Zahyra smiled and sat down next to him on the large broken tree branch. “How did you know about those plants by the way?”

Cain shuffled nervously next to her for a moment before speaking. 

“My mum taught me,” he paused and Zahyra waited patiently for him to continue. “Her mutation was that she could heal herself, to some extent anyway. But she always tried to teach me and my brothers ways to use the land for its healing powers. A lot of them stuck with me because… well because of my mutation I injured myself a lot when I was younger. So it was in my best interest to remember really.”

Zahyra listened carefully to Cain talking about his family. He’d only mentioned his brothers once before when he had to in order to explain how he knew about the camp, and she could tell he didn’t like speaking about his past. Still, now that she was alone with him and he was talking to her she wasn’t willing to let this opportunity pass. 

“Do you ever think about going back to your parents? You know, now some time has passed?”

Cain didn’t reply to her for a long minute, then took a deep breath and stared out into the distance. 

“I think about it all the time, sure. But I just don’t know what I’d say. At least the way it is now they think all three of us are still alive,” he paused taking another deep breath, “I think that’s better for them, to still think we’re all out there somewhere. And besides… I feel like I’m better off alone.”

Zahyra couldn’t imagine being so estranged from her whole family like Cain was. Although his situation was unique, she knew that now she had lost her father she valued her mother and brother even more. Losing Asher for just a short space of time had caused her so much anguish, living alone for the rest of her years would drive her insane. 

“You don’t have to be alone you know.” Zahyra said eventually, taking a deep breath of her own and deciding that it was now or never. She desperately wanted to have a talk with Cain about the two of them and for the first time in a couple of days the air between them didn’t feel frosty to her. He didn’t say anything in reply and so Zahyra moved her hand slowly from her lap onto his leg. They were sitting so close to each other she could feel the heat from his body and felt him twitch slightly at her touch. 

“Zahyra…” Cain spoke her name like he was about to tell her to move her hand or that he didn’t like her and she held her breath waiting for what was coming next. He didn’t finish his sentence however and instead left her name hanging in the air like an invitation. She didn’t know how to respond so just left her hand on his leg and waited out the awkward silence between them. After a moment Cain moved his own hand and threaded his fingers in between hers without saying a word. 

The sensation of Cain’s hand within hers made Zahyra smile, but her confusion peaked with the action. Unable to withstand the silence any longer she steeled herself for the possible heartache that was to follow and decided to formally address Cain about the two of them. 

“What’s going on with us?” She asked nervously, also staring off into the distance so she didn’t have to watch Cain’s face for answers. Another pause of silence followed her question. 

“This wouldn’t work,” Cain said with a sigh and Zahyra then turned her head to look at him.

“Why? Why wouldn’t it?” She argued, her voice rising slightly then dipping again when she remembered her brother sleeping nearby. 

“Because I’m a mutant,” Cain replied quietly, “and I can’t control myself.”

“I don’t care about that, I –”

“Zahyra you don’t understand,” Cain cut her off. “To control my mutation I have to concentrate so hard, even now while I’m talking to you half of my mind has to focus on keeping the mutant inside of me asleep. When I’m with you and I start to feel… anything, it means I loosen the grasp I have on my mutation. All these feelings… warmth, compassion, desire… they distract me from myself. Don’t you realise that’s why I broke down last night? This wouldn’t work because when I’m with you I lose control of myself, I lose control of who I want to be and succumb to the monster within.” 

Zahyra sat stunned for a moment, replaying Cain’s words over in her head. He had admitted, although not officially, that he had feelings for her. That he felt desire towards her. At that moment Zahyra wanted to wrap her arms around him and kiss him, but the rest of his explanation forced her to remain still. 

He couldn’t feel for her without losing a bit of control over his mutation. She didn’t know how it worked but that sounded bad. Like if he gave into his feelings for her he would go insane and start wanting to kill her again. Her mind struggled with the severity of what Cain had told her and she tried to piece together something to say. 

“I had no idea,” was all she managed eventually and a deflated Cain loosened his grip on her hand in response. 

“Look,” he started to speak again, “all cards on the table I like you Zahyra. If I could go back to that first night in the scout hut and kiss you over and over again I would, but I can’t. I don’t know if you feel the same way too but if you do I’m sorry, because then I know this will hurt you even more. I don’t want to have to say this but I can’t be with you. I can’t be the man you need or the man you want. I just can’t.” 

At the end of his speech Cain fully released Zahyra’s hand and rose from the branch where they sat. She turned and watched him walk over to a nearby tree, rest his hands against the truck and lean forward, breathing deeply. She recognised this stance from when Cain was trying to stop a breakdown from happening and became rigid where she sat. If one conversation with her could do this to him then maybe he was right. Maybe they really couldn’t work things out between them. 

Cain eventually calmed down and shot Zahyra a fleeting glance as he walked back to the now extinguished campfire that Asher was still sleeping next to. She thought it looked like he mouthed ‘I’m sorry’ to her as he walked away but she couldn’t be sure and to save tears from forming in her eyes she turned and stared out into the darkness. 

After a moment she let herself cry silently. 

She longed for her mother to be there so she could explain what she was feeling and accept some motherly advice. Knowing that Cain liked her and wanted to be with her filled her with overwhelming joy. Knowing that he thought back to their kiss in the scout hut just like she did filled her with a burning passion for him. She was hungry to feel his lips on hers again and to breathe in his scent. 

But the truth of what would happen if they were really together terrified her and she stared out into the distance wishing there was some way they could work things out but knowing in her heart there was little hope. 

The sun soon began to rise as Zahyra remained on watch and she realised Cain must have stayed awake for longer than his fair share of the night. Once there was enough light to see by Zahyra drew her knife from her waistband and wandered a bit deeper into the forest in search of something to eat. 

She quickly spotted a young rabbit and speared it with her blade on her first attempt, curling her hand into a fist in silent triumph. Picking the dead animal from the ground she was reminded of the way she saw Cain devouring a rabbit during his breakdown and shuddered, quickly putting the thought to the back of her mind. 

Her conversation with Cain still resonated in her ears as she set to work getting the fire going again and preparing the rabbit. Thankfully he was still asleep next to her brother as she sensed the conversation between the two of them would now become awkward. 

As she rigged a set of sticks to support the rabbit over the fire her little brother stirred and opened his eyes. Zahyra finished securing their meal before turning to him, his eyes already fixed on the rabbit in anticipation. 

“Morning bud,” she whispered in an attempt not to wake Cain up as well. Her attempt was futile however as Asher began loudly wiping dirt and leaves off his clothes that had accumulated in the night and Cain woke up to a soggy leaf flying onto his face. 

“Oops sorry,” Asher laughed when he saw what had happened to Cain and moved to stand around the other side of the fire next to Zahyra, who was slowly turning the rabbit to ensure it cooked evenly. 

“Nice catch,” Cain said as he noticed the food and pushed himself up to his feet. His eyes lingered on Zahyra’s for a second too long and she felt the blood start to rush to her cheeks as she looked away. 

“Thanks,” she muttered into the ground and then turned her attention back to her little brother, “how you doing?”

Asher smiled and playfully puffed out his chest, “Never better,” he grinned and leaned forward in an attempt to rip off a piece of cooking flesh. Zahyra slapped his hand away from the flames.

“At least wait until it’s cooked!” She exclaimed, “Why don’t you and Cain try to find some water?”

Cain took her hint and grabbed Asher softly by the arm, “Come on little man, we’ve got our orders,” he smiled and led Asher further into the forest. 

Zahyra watched them go with curiosity. Her feelings for Cain were enough to deal with right now but what she really didn’t understand was the way Asher was acting. She hated that she still didn’t know what had happened in the camp but this morning he seemed so cheerful, like he’d never been away. She didn’t know whether he was acting out to impress Cain or whether it was some sort of coping mechanism that he had adapted. She vowed to watch him very carefully over the next few days and try on more than one occasion to get him to talk about his time in the camp. 

The two of them returned with water not long later and the rabbit finished cooking at round about the same time. They ate in silence – Zahyra and Cain due to the awkwardness between them, Asher because he didn’t have time to speak with all the food he was stuffing into his mouth. 

By the time they’d finished the sun was firmly in its place in the sky and they were sweating in their clothes. Asher had already removed his jacket and with a deep breath Zahyra did the same, exposing her Gen 1 ranking on her right arm. She hated not wearing sleeves but with them out in the open in this heat she was unable to bare it. 

After a moment Cain followed suit and Asher gasped as he saw the number four burnt into his skin. Asher of course knew that Cain was a Gen 4, Zahyra had explained it to him in the scout hut the day before, but he was still in awe of the fact a Gen 4 could be so close to him and seem so normal, so unlike any of the other highly developed mutants he’d witnessed in the camp. 

“We should get going,” Cain commented once it was clear the three of them were all done with their food. They packed their meagre belongings and set out away from the forest for what was hopefully the final time. A Gen 4, a ‘Gen 1’ and a Zero. 

After walking for an hour Zahyra looked around them and was confused by the lack of houses she could see. When she and Cain had exited the city the last time, they had walked through a few miles of suburban houses with nice gardens and open plan living areas. On this route there were a few big buildings but nothing that looked like houses, she was almost certain they had taken a wrong turn or were going a different way. 

“This isn’t the same path we took before,” she said after a while looking over at Cain, “shouldn’t we be heading towards the city to get back to your cabin?”

“Not going back to my cabin,” Cain said matter-of-factly without looking at her or changing his pace. He was still walking with a slight limp but his foot was a thousand times better than it had been the night before, Zahyra was impressed at how fast the healing plants had worked. 

“Where are we going then?” She asked obtusely, if they weren’t returning to Cain’s cabin then she didn’t have a clue what was going on and she needed to make sure Asher was kept safe. 

“Safe haven,” Cain replied and Zahyra stopped in her tracks. 

“You know about the safe haven?” 

Cain was forced to stop walking as well as Asher had stopped beside his sister. He turned to look at them both and tried to keep the look on his face neutral. 

“That’s where you wanna go isn’t it? To find your mother?”

“Well yeah,” Zahyra started, “but I thought you’d need to return home first…”

“No need.” Cain stated bluntly, “It’s quicker this way and I’ll get you guys there safe, I promise.” 

Zahyra marvelled at Cain. After their conversation last night she hadn’t been sure where their route would take them, but she had always imagined making the journey to the safe haven just with Asher. She knew Cain wouldn’t be allowed in because of his generation number and therefore she had just assumed he wouldn’t bother to make the journey. 

Now learning that he was accompanying them just to keep them safe Zahyra felt her heart open up to even more feelings of gratitude towards Cain. He really must care about me, she thought and tried to catch his eye. Cain however had looked away and began walking again, the material of his t-shirt already sticking to his back with sweat. 

Without having to walk through the city their journey became much more relaxed. The forest ran beside them to the left and provided some relief from the hot sun. The area in which they walked wasn’t quite desert, but it wasn’t quite woodlands either. Zahyra trudged on next to her brother, allowing him to walk in between herself and Cain. They didn’t speak much as they went, neither of them really sure what to say to one another so when they sat down for a rest just before midday it was left to Asher to fill the silence. 

He asked them both questions about the safe haven, what it was like and how many people lived there. Of course neither of them knew the answer so Asher was forced to use his imagination and painted a wonderful picture of families all living together in harmony. He told Cain he could live with their family, which resulted in his cheeks blushing red as he avoided Zahyra’s gaze. Neither of them had the heart to tell Asher that Cain wouldn’t be allowed to come in, his ranking too high to be deemed safe. 

Once midday dusk fell the three of them resumed their walk. Cain admitted he didn’t know how long it would take for them to walk there but he said he knew they were going in the right direction and with Zahyra knowing nothing about where they were or indeed where the safe haven was she was happy to let Cain lead. 

Besides, she thought, when they did eventually reach the safe haven she would have to say goodbye to Cain and that was something that hurt to even imagine. Even though they weren’t talking she relished the time she had left with him and a part of her willed for the walk to go on for days. 

Every time her right foot hit the ground she thought about different ways that could allow them to be together, but every time her left foot hit the ground her ideas were thwarted by reality. Still she kept thinking, imagining and wishing for a way for them to be together. She realised that although she had got her brother back if she lost Cain now the feeling would be like losing Asher all over again. Cain was now just as important to her and she was willing to do almost anything to keep him with her, no matter what it took.





Chapter 26

This thought continued to become more solidified in Zahyra’s mind as the three of them continued their walk. Cain’s words about how he felt about her whistled through her with the wind and she yearned to tell him that she felt the same way. 

Knowing so little about his mutation made it difficult for her to understand what he went through trying to control it. Her knowledge of how mutations worked in general was extremely poor, especially as her own mutation was entirely fabricated. But she refused to believe there wasn’t a way for him to control it so they could be together, especially if she helped him. Swallowing her fear Zahyra decided to try and talk to Cain about this once more before they reached the safe haven. 

She was filled with mixed emotions about their arrival. The thought of seeing her mother again caused a smile to break out onto her face, but in reality she knew it wasn’t a guaranteed promise. It had been almost two weeks since Zahyra had last seen her and she had no idea what her mother’s plans had been for reaching the safe haven. She was getting old now and Zahyra prayed her journey had been less eventful than her own, unsure whether her mother would be able to cope in the desert by herself. 

Forcing these thoughts to the back of her mind along with her questions about Cain, Zahyra tried to focus on happier consequences. She had Asher back to begin with, and although she remained wary about how he was reacting to his time in the mutant camp that was an area of her little brother’s life that could be managed at a later date, in a safer environment with the support system he needed. 

She looked just ahead of her where her brother was deep in conversation with Cain and it warmed her heart to see how well the two of them were getting on, any jealousy she had felt earlier fading away. Both of them had been through a tremendous amount of stress recently but from watching them in that moment Zahyra struggled to believe they had ever experienced hardship. 

“What you guys talking about?” Zahyra asked, skipping a few paces to fall into line beside her brother and Cain. The two of them smiled at her arrival and Asher reached out his right hand to take hers. 

“Cain’s gunna teach me how to hunt!” Asher grinned up at her, bearing his teeth. 

Zahyra raised an eyebrow in response and looked over at Cain. “Is he now? And what makes you think Cain can teach you better than I can little man?”

Cain chuckled under his breath at Zahyra’s stubbornness, allowing Asher to answer for him. 

“Cain said he was the best.”

“Sounds like Cain fancies himself a little challenge,” Zahyra smirked, avoiding eye contact with him herself. “You hungry then, Ash?”

“Always.”

Zahyra and Cain let out a laugh at his response and eventually their eyes drew together to look at one another over Asher’s head. Zahyra’s heartbeat increased suddenly and her mouth dropped open a few millimetres. Cain’s eyes bore hungrily into hers and just for a fraction of a second Zahyra felt like she was going to spill all her feelings towards him before she remembered her little brother stood between them. Closing her eyes deliberately she looked away, opening them again to the face of her brother. 

“What do you fancy?”

Asher thought for a moment, entirely unaware of the tension radiating through the air between his two companions. Zahyra was excited by a bit of light competition between herself and Cain and was happy to join in to appease her brother. She didn’t know how much longer they’d have to walk until they reached the safe haven so any distraction from her thoughts came as welcome relief. 

“There’s should be some decent food to catch over by the mountains when we reach them,” Cain interjected; pointing to the mountain range they were walking towards. “It’s about an hour’s walk I reckon.”

Asher nodded his head, “Okay, I’ll decide by then,” he grinned and picked up his pace a little to reach the promise of another meal. 

Zahyra and Cain fell into step just behind him and walked in silence for a few moments, Asher kicking up sand and dust in front of them until Zahyra handed him a bottle of water and told him to calm down a little. Eventually she broke the silence. Knowing they didn’t have long left together forced her to make every moment count. 

“How do you know where we’re going?”

Cain mulled the question over in his head for a second before replying, still watching Asher in front of them rather than turning to look at Zahyra. 

“You live in the wind for as many years as I did, you just come to know this kind of thing.”

Zahyra paused. She hadn’t really thought about what Cain had done in the years between escaping the mutant camp and settling down in his cabin. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know either and so decided it was in her best interests not to ask. 

“How far away it is then?” She asked instead, feeling as if she’d spent too long roaming the desert and the surrounding forests by now. The thought of a safe bed and proper food made her grow both weary and hungry at the same time. 

“It’s closer than you think,” Cain replied turning his head to wink at her quickly before looking back to Asher once more. 

Zahyra wished he’d be more straightforward with her and almost opened her mouth to allow the tidal wave of questions inside her to break free. She instead let out a loud sigh, indicating to Cain that she was becoming frustrated with the situation. He didn’t say anything in response and the silence won out between them as they continued to trudge towards the mountains. 

“What you gunna catch then?”

The three of them were only a few hundred meters from the mountain line and midday dusk was just setting in providing a welcome cover from the hot sun when Asher asked the question. Zahyra had already all but forgotten about the ensuing competition she had somehow forced upon herself and Cain. 

“You’ll have to wait and see,” Cain replied, his answer once again causing Zahyra to sigh. His unwillingness to make conversation was beginning to annoy her. She couldn’t understand why he was acting this way when they would have to part ways so soon and the future between them became unknown. 

They reached the mountain line shortly after, the ground beneath their feet giving way to a thin layer of grass rather than the sand Zahyra had become so accustomed to. Asher settled down on a large rock and leaned against the cliff face. Cain had already wandered off into the distance, his knife drawn on the hunt for a meal. Reluctantly Zahyra drew her own from her waistband and looked around the surroundings. Aside from a few bushes here and there it didn’t look like there was much in the way of food and she wondered what Cain had been expecting. 

With her brother whining at her to catch him something to eat she slowly moved away from him in the opposite direction from Cain, further away from the where they’d come from. She shouted back over her shoulder to remind Asher to stay in the same place and keep within earshot and then turned, her brain switching over slightly to hunting mode although her heart struggled to whip up any enthusiasm for the competition. 

She kept her right hand side to the mountain as she moved away from her brother and noticed the grass begin to get thicker beneath her boots. The mountain face cut out in front of her suddenly obstructing her view and with one last cautionary glance back to her brother – who she was pleased to see remained lounging on his rock – took a step around it and out of view. 

The vegetation was instantly thicker on this side of the mountain and Zahyra heard the faint sound of running water in the distance. Her mouth quickly became dry and she lowered her knife with the intent to find the source of water first. 

She followed the line of bushes beside the mountain, noticing now they were becoming laden with ripe berries in bright colours. She picked one as she walked and marvelled at the strong taste that latched onto her taste buds as she bit into it. It was sour at first but then faded down to a pleasant sweetness, causing her to grab another handful from the next bush she came across. As the greenery intensified, so did the sound of running water and soon enough Zahyra was able to see a small stream in the distance, its source trickling down from high in the mountains. 

She jogged the last few paces and sank to her knees beside it, scooping up mouthfuls of cold water in her cupped hands. After she had drank her fill she prised the cap off her water bottle and held it down below the water to refill it. She was just screwing the cap back on when a loud siren started blaring out from behind her, causing her to drop the bottle into the water where it slowly floated away from her. 

Whipping around her eyes grew wide as she tried to figure out what the sound was and then realised in an instant that it was coming from where she’d left Asher. In her quest for water she had moved too far away to be able to hear him. 

With her heart thudding in her chest Zahyra sprinted back around the mountain face to where she had last seen Asher, her knife clutched firmly in her hand. He was now stood further away from the rock where she’d left him and was staring at it with a look of both amazement and terror etched on his face. Cain was running towards him from the opposite direction. As far as Zahyra could see there was no one else stood with her brother and she quickly cut down the distance between them and wrapped her arms around Asher as soon as she drew near enough. 

“What happened?” She yelled over the sound after checking he was physically okay and storing her knife back in her waistband. Her eyes scanned the area and fell on the rock where Asher had been sat. It was now tilted back at an angle and the noise seemed to be coming from beneath it where a black hole had appeared. 

“I don’t know,” her brother shouted back just as Cain reached the two of them. “I was just sat there and then this happened!”

Panic was visible on his face and the look was mirrored in Zahyra’s eyes. She looked to Cain who had his hands on his knees and was bent forward trying to catch his breath. 

“Cain?” She questioned irritably, “Any ideas?”

Cain took in a few more deep breaths and then slowly moved back to an upright position. A smile broke out on his face when he saw the look of confusion Zahyra and her brother shared and after a moment he started chuckling lightly to himself. 

Zahyra waited a second longer before she could take it no more then strode over to him and punched him squarely on his right bicep. 

“What is going on?” 

Cain laughed again and rubbed his arm gingerly where she had hit him before focusing his eyes on Zahyra. He paused again for effect and then opened his arms wide, gesturing to the open space around them. 

“Welcome to your safe haven,” he smiled, “entrance B.”

Zahyra’s mouth dropped open at his words and she stared blankly at him. Then all of a sudden the siren stopped and a blanket of silence shrouded the three of them. A long minute passed before Zahyra dared to speak again and when she did her mouth was a quiet whisper.

“The safe haven? We’re here?”

“Yep,” Cain nodded, “give it a few minutes and I’m sure someone will be out to greet us.”

Zahyra looked at the rock where the siren had come from. It had now returned to its original flat position and looked like nothing more than a fallen boulder from the mountain above it. The surrounding area was nothing special where they stood; the area she had found the water had been busier with plant life but even that didn’t look like a safe haven to her. 

She tenderly took a step towards her brother and placed an arm over the front of his chest, pulling him slightly behind her. Something about this place didn’t seem right and she didn’t understand why Cain hadn’t simply told them the safe haven was here rather than letting the alarm go off. Anyone who was nearby must have heard it and Zahyra became worried at the thought of any other mutants roaming around who would come to investigate the noise. 

Where had it even come from? A thousand questions fought to take poll position in her mind, combining with all of her unanswered ones from before. If this was the safe haven, what did it mean for her and Cain? Would Cain be allowed to come in or would he be sent away? Was he even safe here with his Gen 4 ranking? She noticed he had put his jacket back on but couldn’t ascertain whether it was because of where they were or if he had just got cold in the midday dusk. She tugged her own sweater closer around her body at this thought, ensuring her own ranking was covered and that Asher’s was too. 

There was still so much she wanted to talk to Cain about before they had reached the safe haven. Had he purposefully avoided conversation with her today because he’d known how close they were, and if so why? Immediately Zahyra was angry with Cain for misleading her. She opened her mouth to question him when there was a loud crack in the mountain above her head and a few small rocks and dust began to fall down around them. She pulled Asher fully behind her back and shielded her eyes, the dust growing thick around her and cutting out her field of vision. 

“Hands in the air,” a voice suddenly boomed from beyond the cloud of dust, “no sudden movements.”





Chapter 27

Before Zahyra could begin to process what was happening her arms had been grabbed and twisted violently behind her back. She was then pushed forward into the dust, her eyes struggling to make out where she was being taken. She opened her mouth to call out to Asher and Cain but inhaled dust particles instead forcing her to cough and splutter. 

The ground beneath her feet suddenly felt hard in comparison to the short grass beside the mountain and eventually she could make out shadows as the dust cloud thinned around her. Asher was just ahead of her being led into the darkness by someone who she assumed was similar to whoever was leading her. 

She twisted her head to try and get a better view of what else was around her but the grip on her arms behind her back was too firm to allow her any movement. In her limited field of vision she realised she couldn’t see Cain and began to struggle against whoever was holding her. She noticed someone else dressed in all black with a mask over their face walking just in front of her brother and prayed that Cain was beside her, also being led into wherever they were going. 

In the moment Zahyra felt as far from safe as she could possibly be and begun to question what was going on. Cain had said this was the safe haven – entrance B she thought she remembered – but if it was, why were they being treated like criminals? 

A wave of doubt shot through her as she thought about how Cain had kept the reveal of the safe haven a mystery until the very last minute and she wondered for a second whether this was part of some elaborate plan he’d had all along. Whether Cain already knew she was a Zero and now that her brother was as well he’d taken them to a lair of more violent mutants, the type who hunted Zero’s like herself. 

She began to feel sick as she thought this and lost track of where she was being led, only just managing to keep an eye on her brother in front of her. They walked through darkness for what felt like hours, but in reality can’t have been more than a few minutes before a red flashing light illuminated a large door in front of them. 

The door was unlike anything Zahyra had ever seen in real life, but reminded her of pictures she’d seen from The Before Time. It was almost five times the size of her and looked to be built into the rock. She realised then that they had to be underneath the mountain and a shiver ran down her spine. She had never liked tight, enclosed spaces and being underground definitely didn’t appeal to her. Down the middle of the door there was a seam, so she assumed it opened in half. The red flashing light was situated on the wall to the right and now she was closer Zahyra also realised it gave off a low humming sound. 

This light was also a mystery to her, having never seen light of any colour other than in her campfires. However this one didn’t flicker like a fire did and seemed to be encased in something. She watched the light flash rhythmically until it stayed red for a few seconds and then turned green in colour. Her eyes widened at this change in the light and she automatically tried to take a step forward, only to be pulled back by the person she’d almost forgotten was holding her from behind. 

She only had to wait a moment however before the huge door parted in the middle and she was marched through into a blindingly white room. The room was completely empty except for the door they had just walked through, an identical one on the opposite side and a white bench running down the side of the wall between them. 

Zahyra was led towards the white bench, which her brother had just been seated at. As she was pushed down into a sitting position she breathed out a sigh of relief as Cain was forced onto the bench beside her. The look on his face gave nothing away so she instead turned to watch the four people exit the room from the other door. She was unable to tell whether they were men or women – or what their generation numbers were – because of the masks and clothes they wore. The door slid closed behind them with barely a sound and then an eerie silence filled the room, almost feeling louder because of the emptiness and cleanliness of where they were. 

“Is this the safe haven?” Asher asked nervously after a minute. He was rubbing his wrists where he must have been held and glancing quickly around the room. Zahyra did the same but after surveying it several times concluded there was definitely nothing else in there apart from the three of them. 

“I don’t know bud,” she replied edging along the bench to be closer to her brother, “it seems…” She trailed off, unable to come up with a word or phrase to describe where they were or what had happened. 

If this was indeed what was known as the safe haven then it was as far from what she had imagined as possible. In her mind the safe haven had always been a lot like her old camp, except a lot bigger and more protected. She’d imagined tall walls and maybe a forest nearby, several huts gathered together as sleeping quarters and then other buildings to mark an eating area, meeting hall or other important buildings. 

Zahyra was only beginning to realise that there was much more to the world than the little huts she’d grown up in, her life being very sheltered until recent events. Even walking through the city with Cain on their way to find Asher she had experienced buildings a thousand times grander than anything she had imagined. And now they seemed to be somewhere even more incredible. The automatic door and red and green lights showing Zahyra things she had only dreamed about or read about in old books. In desperation she looked to Cain, hoping and praying that he could give her some explanation and that this wasn’t all part of some horrible plan he’d concocted. 

“I’m sorry Zahyra,” he started and her heart instantly fell, “I had no idea it would be like this.”

“What do you mean?” She instantly rebuffed, “What is this place? What’s going on Cain?”

“As far as I was aware this is the safe haven,” he replied slowly. Zahyra noticed sincerity in his eyes and voice but still wasn’t completely back to trusting him.

“But…?”

“I don’t know,” he continued, “I didn’t expect it to be like this. As I’m sure you didn’t either. I’m not really sure what’s happening but I know the safe haven was here a few years ago so it makes sense that it still is. Maybe they’ve just stepped up the safety precautions or something?” Cain paused, “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you it was here before, I wanted to surprise you. You’ve got to know I would never have done that if I knew it was going to be like this.”

Zahyra contemplated Cain for a second. What he was saying did make sense to her, but she still felt uneasy that she had been kept in the dark about the location of the so-called safe haven. Nothing about the people who had brought them in had appeared safe. They were more like soldiers than anything else and Zahyra knew that where there were soldiers there was likely a war of some sort – or at least something to be afraid of. 

“It’s okay,” she said to Cain eventually, “I just wish you’d told me. I don’t like this place, it certainly doesn’t seem safe.”

“Are we in danger?” 

Zahyra turned to her brother who had clearly been listening to her conversation with Cain. His question came out as little more than a whisper and she could see the fear in his eyes as he sat shrunken back into the wall behind him. 

“You’re safe bud, I promise.” 

Zahyra replied in little more than a whisper herself, unable to speak the words she sincerely doubted to be true any louder. She knew she would try her best to keep Asher safe, but after losing him once already the doubt of how well she could look after him was digging a deep hole in her heart. 

Instead she wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close for a hug. His breathing was rapid and his heartbeat raced against her chest, so Zahyra simply held him tight until it slowed and she felt her brother relax in her arms. 

Whatever this place was she would do whatever she could to keep Asher by her side and out of harms way. She longed to do the same for Cain as well but now they were inside all her hopes of them being together were beginning to fade away quickly. The people who had captured them – was captured even the right word – had to be coming to find out their mutations soon. For all Zahyra knew they could already know. With the technology she had already witnessed she wasn’t going to dismiss any idea about the capabilities of these people, no matter how wild it seemed.

As if reading her mind – another thought Zahyra believed to be crazy but refused to dismiss as impossible – the door the four people had exited from earlier opened and two more strode into the room. 

There was a man and a woman, both looking about thirty years old and wearing matching grey uniforms with knee high black boots. Zahyra’s grip on her brother tightened as they drew nearer to the bench where the three of them sat. Cain had leaned forward slightly and looked like he was ready to pounce if the need presented itself. 

“Good afternoon,” the woman said politely as the two came to a stop a few feet in front of Zahyra, Cain and her brother. “My name is Heather and I am one of the leaders here at the safe haven.”

Zahyra’s eyes widened as she heard confirmation they were in the safe haven but she kept her mouth shut eager to hear what else the woman was going to say. 

“I’m sorry for the rude introduction earlier,” she shot a side glare to the man accompanying her at this statement who appeared to shrink back slightly into his uniform. “But we’ve had a bit of trouble recently with a few rogue mutants and therefore we’ve decided we can never be too careful.

“This room you’re in now is simply the waiting room of this facility. You may or may not have realised that you are inside the mountain and the entirety of the safe haven resides underneath the rock. At this point I am unable to disclose any further information to you but I can tell you that as a result of the time of day you have arrived you will have to spend the night in this room. Tomorrow morning you will all be scanned, categorised and dealt with accordingly. Food will be brought to this room later today but aside from that you are not to see anyone else other than your two companions. You are not to attempt to leave this room or find a way deeper into the facility. Any variation from the rules I have just told you will result in you being treated as hostiles and again, dealt with accordingly. 

“Now, unless you have any questions I will see you again tomorrow morning for your scanning.”

The woman lingered in front of the three of them for a moment before swiftly turning on her heel and walking back towards the door. The man followed behind her and Zahyra wondered what his purpose had been during this interaction. He seemed to have been in trouble for the way they had been brought in but very little of what the woman – Heather – had said had succeeded in putting Zahyra’s mind at ease. She shuddered as she heard the words dealt with accordingly echo around in her head and sank back against the wall letting out a deep breath when the door finally slid closed. 

“I don’t like her,” Asher whispered after a moment and Zahyra shook her head silently in agreement. 

“What’re we going to do?” She asked in the direction of Cain, although entirely aware he was unlikely to have any ideas better than her own – which at that moment in time amounted to nothing.

“There’s nothing we can do,” he replied cautiously. “You heard what she said, if we try to leave this room we’ll be… dealt with accordingly… I for one don’t want to discover what that means.” 

Zahyra again shook her head silently and let out another deep breath. Whatever was going to happen they were going to have to wait until the morning when their ‘scanning’ would occur. Zahyra could only assume that meant that their generation numbers would be revealed and the truth about each of them would come out. She wasn’t sure whether she regretted keeping her Zero status from Cain and her brother but decided it was pointless revealing it now – from seeing the technology the safe haven had she suspected the truth would become apparent in a matter of hours. 

The remainder of the day passed slowly. A basic meal of bread and stew was delivered to them by a young boy Zahyra thought could be no more than twelve or thirteen years old. The same boy returned an hour later to remove the empty bowls. 

The three of them remained mostly silent. Asher tried to ask questions a couple of times but neither Zahyra nor Cain provided him with the answers he wanted so he gave up very soon. Zahyra had thousands of things she wanted to say to the both of them before the ominous scanning occurred in the morning but even as she rehearsed what she would say over and over in her head she remained unable to physically open her mouth and talk. 

The white room left very little to the imagination and it didn’t take long for Zahyra to lay on the ground with her eyes closed, her mind running over each and every one of her thoughts. 

She must have fallen asleep at some point in the evening as the sound of the door opening caused her to stir, her back stiff from sleeping on the ground. As her eyes focused in on Heather, this time accompanied by two different men on either side she leapt to her feet and moved to the bench to sit between Asher and Cain, both of whom were already wide awake and staring at Heather and her companions. 

“Good morning,” Heather smiled through pearly white teeth that still looked unnaturally bright in the white room. “If you could all follow me please, we’d like to begin the scanning and identification procedure.” 





Chapter 28

Zahyra swallowed and remained perfectly still. Cain was the first to move beside her, sliding his hands off his lap and onto the bench either side of him, which he then used to push himself up into a standing position. He turned his head to look at her as he stood. His eyes were almost pleading with her to stand and proceed with the scanning. Zahyra wanted to do nothing less, but sensed their fate would be much worse if any one of them refused. 

“Come on then bud,” she smiled looking at her little brother. He was shaking slightly where he sat, undoubtedly the memories of what had happened at the scanning on his early Turning Age Ceremony flooding back to him. 

“Oh my god!” Zahyra suddenly exclaimed. 

“What?” Cain twisted back around from where he’d begun walking towards Heather and her two men. 

“I can’t believe I forgot,” Zahyra continued. “I’m so sorry bud, happy birthday!”

The fearful look in Asher’s eyes was replaced momentarily by a smile and a flash of remembrance but then quickly faded back to nervousness. 

“Thanks Zar,” he said quietly rising from the bench and taking her hand. “I think I kind of forgot too don’t worry.” 

Zahyra pulled him close for a hug and whispered something in his ear, causing a stern look to appear on Asher’s face. He pulled away from her slightly and nodded before looking forward to where Heather and her men were still waiting. 

“Let’s go then,” Zahyra remarked plainly and moved closer to where Cain still stood. 

“Happy birthday little man,” Cain smiled when Asher reached him and bent down to shake his hand. Asher let go of Zahyra for just a brief moment to return the handshake and then reached back around himself to hold onto his older sister. With his other hand he found Cain’s and looked up at him with a determined spark in his eyes. Cain smiled again and started to lead the three of them out of the room. 

Heather and her companions had remained quiet for the menial birthday celebrations but once she accepted the three of them were ready to follow her she spun lightly on her heel and started walking back towards the door. Her two male companions waited until Zahyra and the others had passed them, forcing each of them to drop the hand of whomever they were holding and then followed dutifully behind. 

Walking through the door on the other side from where they had entered previously Zahyra was amazed at the building that greeted her. The door opened up into a long corridor with a white floor and glass walls, behind the walls she could see different rooms containing flashing screens, electrical devices and vials of different coloured liquids. 

The rooms were filled with men and women all wearing matching grey uniforms but with different coloured strips of fabric around their arms. Zahyra noticed these strips of fabric were where their generation numbers should be visible and wondered whether the coloured fabric was another way of defining mutation rankings. 

She hadn’t noticed it immediately but she now spotted the fabric Heather was wearing as she walked in front of Zahyra, Cain and her brother. It was a faint purple colour; similar to a few others she could see in the glass rooms. Zahyra wondered what generation number it correlated to and felt a wave of panic shoot through her as she realised that without knowing what the colours stood for she had no way of determining which of these people were dangerous. 

She both admired and feared the people working behind the glass as she was led down the corridor. Many of them were staring at screens and scribbling things down while others transferred liquids from one container to another. In the corner of one room an old man was sat in a chair with his head between his hands. He wore a black strip of fabric around his right arm that looked like it had silver dots on it. Before Zahyra could get a closer look however she was steered around a corner and brought to a halt in front of another large door. 

Her brother was standing next to her, and Cain remained on the other side of him. Asher was shaking slightly again and Zahyra slowly edged out her left hand to touch him on the back. She heard one of the men behind them begin to step forward to stop her but the other one must have allowed it as Zahyra comforted her brother as best she could for a situation she knew nothing about. 

When the door in front of them beeped and parted in the middle, each half slid back into the wall either side of it to reveal a dimly lit room. As Heather walked purposely into the centre of the room lights flashed on automatically in the ceiling above her head. Zahyra heard her brother gasp at how the lights worked as she too cast her eyes over the ceiling, admiring the technological display. 

The door slid closed silently behind Zahyra and without her noticing four more men came into the room behind her, accompanying the initial two and Heather. She noticed then that each of the six men wore fabrics coloured a different shade of red. Some were almost pinkish like the sky during sunset while others wore a deep shade of crimson, which reminded her of blood. 

“Right,” Heather suddenly started speaking from the other side of the room. She was stood between a pair of cabinets housing various devices. In the one to her left Zahyra could distinctly see an Identifer similar to ones she was used to. She grew curious at its presence. 

Normally they were only used on ten year olds, so it would be the obvious choice for identifying Asher’s mutation, but how was it going to work on Cain and herself. She wondered whether the technology had been advanced somehow, this whole facility already showing her things she’d only ever dreamed possible. 

“Oldest first?”

On her command two of the six men who were waiting by the walls of the room stepped forward and grabbed hold of Cain. He struggled against them but the grip they held on his arms and torso restricted any movement. Zahyra could see him instead decide not to fight and concentrate on what must be his ability to control his mutation. She knew it manifested itself in stressful situations so Cain had to be struggling to control himself right now. 

While two men held him the other four moved into a side room and carried out a large chair between them. It was primarily made out of wood but Zahyra could see metal cuffs on the legs and the armrests. They had to be for holding someone in place she thought, her musing quickly confirmed as Cain was pushed into the chair and his wrists and ankles tightly secured. 

The six men moved away from him at this point and Heather turned to the cabinet holding the Identifier Zahyra had noticed earlier in one hand. In the other she held a strange looking metal helmet with straps dangling from each side. 

“Zahyra?” Cain’s voice swiftly cut through her thoughts and she moved her eyes over to where he was being restrained. He didn’t look like he was hurt in any way and could have almost seemed relaxed if the cuffs holding him weren’t visible. 

“It’s going to be okay you know,” he continued, making eye contact with her across the room. “You and Asher will be safe here, and I’ll be fine too.” He paused, not wanting to reveal any unnecessary information to Heather and her men, although Zahyra still suspected they already knew more than they were letting on. 

“Promise me you’ll stay safe, okay? Promise me Zahyra.” 

Cain said these last words almost more as a threat than as a question, but Zahyra knew what his intentions were. She silently nodded and tried to give him a smile as Heather leant over his body, obstructing her view of him. 

The metal helmet was attached to Cain’s head, the thin straps winding underneath his chin and attaching amongst his wild beard hairs – days of roaming around in the forest leaving it unkempt and out of control. Heather stepped back once the helmet was properly fixed in place and Zahyra noticed she pressed a button on the Identifier she held in her hand. Normally they worked by themselves, so she assumed this must be the adaption needed to make them work on those over the age of ten. 

A whirring sound began to fill the room that became so loud Zahyra had to cover her ears with her hands. After a minute the noise stopped and Cain let out a loud breath, sagging slightly in the chair. 

Heather stared down at the Identifier in her hand waiting for the result. Another difference in the Identifier’s Zahyra thought, normally the generation number was shown immediately on the device itself. She gritted her teeth and waited for Heather to announce the news she already knew was coming, praying that by some stroke of luck Cain would still be allowed to remain in the facility, or at least Zahyra would be allowed to accompany him wherever he went. 

Heather’s Identifier beeped three times and then she slowly lifted her head. 

“Rank: Generation 4. Unsuitable for housing. Begin removal procedure.”

“No!” Zahyra suddenly exclaimed jumping forward towards Cain. “He’s not a mutant! He can control it, please, let me stay with him.”

“Zahyra,” Cain spoke softly from the chair. “I’ll be fine. I told you this. You have your brother now, you need to stay here and be strong for him.”

Zahyra opened her mouth to reply but Cain cut her off. Four of the six men were now surrounding his chair and the other two walked towards her and Asher in an attempt to stop them moving towards him. 

“I’ve lived in the wind, remember?” Cain’s voice carried over the noise of them unfastening his restraints and removing the metal helmet from his head. “I’ll continue to do so. Now you need to live here, live for your brother.” 

“Cain!” Zahyra cried and struggled against the man that was holding her. Cain’s head was pushed down as the other four men surrounded his body and led him out of the door and away from Zahyra and her brother. 

“Cain!” She shouted again in desperation. “Please don’t take him!”

Her shouts were met with silence however as the door slid closed behind him leaving Zahyra, her brother, Heather and the two remaining men alone in the room. She sank back against the one holding her and forced herself to swallow a sob that was rising in her throat. 

She couldn’t imagine her life without Cain. After knowing him even for such a short amount of time he had changed her completely. He had awoken thoughts and feelings in her she’d never imagined having and now she couldn’t imagine living without those feelings. She couldn’t imagine living without seeing his face every day and feeling his touch on her body. She longed for his kiss, to feel his breath against hers and take his lips between her teeth. A world without Cain was one she could no longer imagine, no matter where she was. A world without Cain was one she didn’t want to inhabit at all. 

Silence drew out into the room as Zahyra struggled to control herself. Asher remained still, his gaze moving from the door Cain had been taken through and back to his sister. No one said anything for another minute until Heather stepped forward once again, the metal helmet and Identifier clutched firmly between her hands. 

“Zahyra, is it?”

Zahyra sucked in a deep breath and turned to look at her younger brother. Thankfully she had warned him when Heather and her men first arrived that morning what her result would be. The stern look in his eyes when she’d whispered her true generation ranking to him had been exactly what she’d expected. 

She felt awful having deceived him all his life, especially the last few days after he was revealed to be a Zero as well. Overall she knew it had been the correct decision though. Asher was still so young and if he’d known about her false branding earlier in his life he could’ve accidentally slipped up and let someone find out. She was just thankful she’d managed to tell him earlier, so he didn’t have to find out this way. 

Offering him a weak smile Zahyra began to walk proudly towards the chair. The man who’d been holding her followed behind but she knew now it was worthless trying to escape or cause any trouble. She would be revealed a Zero and then housed in the facility with her brother. Maybe one day she could find a way to get out and reunite with Cain, but for the time being he was right. She had to stay in the safe haven and look after Asher. 

She nodded slightly at Heather as she sat down in the chair. The man bent over her and fastened the restraints around her wrists and ankles. Zahyra flinched as the cold metal touched her skin and held her firmly in place. As the helmet was placed on her head Zahyra thought once more of Cain. She regretted him leaving without knowing the truth about her, but hoped that her one small omission wouldn’t change how he felt about her when they next saw each other. If they ever saw each other again. 

Heather tightened the strap of the helmet under Zahyra’s chin, adjusting the length to accommodate for her head being smaller than Cain’s. Then she stepped back and pressed a button on her Identifier. 

The overwhelming whirring sound of the machine tore through Zahyra’s skull. She squeezed her eyes shut to help deal with the noise and clenched her hands into fists. The noise only lasted a few seconds for her, much shorter than it had been for Cain, before it stopped and three beeps sounded from Heather’s Identifier. 

“You’re a Zero?” Heather asked questioningly after a moments pause. 

Zahyra opened her eyes in response and slowly nodded her head. Heather simply stared at Zahyra and gestured for the man to remove the helmet and restraints. Once free of them Zahyra instantly rubbed her wrists as an automatic response and rose to her feet. Her eyes were trained on Heather’s, curious about what she was about to say. There was an air of silence between them before she spoke again. 

“Rank: Zero. Recommended for T128.” A pause followed before the look in Heather’s eyes softened slightly. “You can stay here for your brother’s result if you wish.”

Zahyra nodded slightly and moved to stand next to her brother. What was T128 that Heather had just recommended her for? Something about the way she said it and how she’d looked at her made Zahyra feel uneasy, but she knew that was just another thing she would have to worry about later. 

“It’s not so bad,” she said softly looking down at Asher. “I’m right here as well so we can go explore together afterwards, okay?”

Asher looked up at Zahyra with a brave glint in his eyes. He offered her a smile and started walking slowly towards the chair. Heather was leaning against it now with her eyes trained steadily on Zahyra. Curiosity rose inside of her again as she wondered what T128 was. As Heather’s eyes only left hers when Asher reached the chair she vowed to keep an eye out for that woman, something about her just didn’t sit right with Zahyra. 

Asher jumped up onto the chair and sat in place. His legs were too short to reach the ankle restraints but Heather waved the man off, happy with only Asher’s wrists being held in place. She placed the helmet on his head and once again tightened the strap slightly so it was snug against Asher’s chin. Zahyra caught his eye briefly and she tried to give him a reassuring smile. This would all be over soon and then their new life could begin. Zahyra’s mind drifted briefly to her mother and she wondered whether she was being housed somewhere in the facility and whether she would be able to see her again soon. Then the whirring noise kicked off and she trained her eyes carefully on her little brother. 

He too had closed his eyes to deal with the sound within the helmet. His face was scrunched up and Zahyra hoped it would be over quickly like it had been with her so she could take care of Asher and hold him in her arms. 

The noise continued however. Longer than she had had to endure it for and even longer than it had lasted with Cain. Zahyra furrowed her brow in confusion as she watched her little brother. Her eyes drifted to Heather who was staring at the Identifier in her hand with an equal look of confusion. Another minute passed before the whirring eventually stopped and the three beeps sounded for the third time. An unnatural silence filled the room. Zahyra waited and watched Heather, as did her brother who had opened his eyes and turned his neck slightly to look at the woman. Heather drew in a deep breath and began to speak.

“Rank: Generation 6. New-Wave mutant. Unsuitable for housing. Begin removal procedure.”
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