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​​​​​Chapter One
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“Try to relax, Khalisa.”

I threw my best friend, Dwight, my best yeah right look, before I glanced uneasily over my shoulder as I followed him into the facility, where scientists experimented on inhuman mutants. A shiver trekked up and down my spine. I’d never been comfortable anywhere near the building, trouble was when one had lived in a five-hundred by five-hundred meter dome for almost eighteen years, keeping away wasn’t all that easy.

Chemical warfare had reduced us, or at least the luckiest of us humans, to living inside a huge air-cleansed compound. The unfortunate people who’d been unable to find shelter before the fallout had died or, worse, became mutant monsters, some of whom our scientists had captured and imprisoned. 

I swallowed past my dry mouth. I didn’t want to think about the tests and experiments the mutants were subjected to in the facility, which was overseen by the cold-hearted bitch, Vegas. But to believe even half of what Dwight had told me, I needed to see the mutant for myself.

“Vegas was keeping D84 in high security.” My thoughts dissolved as Dwight informed me about the latest test subject. “But now that he’s too weak to even move, let alone escape, she’s brought him to the surface of the facility.”

“Kind of her,” I murmured.

Dwight shoved back a hank of his finger-combed dark hair. “Between you and me, I think she’s got a thing for him. Poor bastard.” Dwight shook his head slowly as though feeling the mutant’s pain. “She’s inflicted more harm on this one than any of the others. How he’s still alive I have no idea. But the crazy bitch has gone too far this time. The power’s gone to her head.” 

Dwight didn’t need to tell me about Vegas’ mental status. I was more than aware of her disturbed mind and hated with a passion that she considered me a threat, therefore disposable. I’d taken to wearing baggy clothes and taming my long, blonde mass of spirals into a tight topknot, but it made little difference.

If I was honest, Vegas’ interest in her latest mutant capture had taken the heat off me for a bit. Selfish, but it bought me more time to think on my future. And maybe even my escape. It was another reason I wanted to check out a part of the compound I’d never visited before. But even if I did escape, I’d have to steal one of the facilities specialized, outdoor terrain vehicles, learn to drive the thing, and then find a way to be accepted into another compound.

It was just a pity my geography classes had only given me a vague idea of where the other compounds were located. Ours was located in the Jhamba desert, well away from the cities and areas potentially populated with dangerous mutants.

I hadn’t told Dwight my plans. Not yet. Not until I had a decent strategy. Only then could I possibly talk him into coming with me. My throat closed up at the thought of being separated from him. For as long as I could remember we’d always been there for one another.

I pushed my thoughts to the back of my mind as Dwight and I tramped down the white corridor, where the scent of antiseptic stung my nostrils. Numerous doors either side were firmly closed, and my mind stayed numb to who might be held prisoner. No sounds emitted from within, the rooms had all been sound-proofed. 

Suspicious much?

Despite the seemingly endless lectures about the mutants having none of the human qualities they once did, I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Vegas and the scientists had it wrong.  

“What’s so special about this one?” I asked. A morbid sense of curiosity and a stirring of excitement overshot my apprehension, though our punishment would be severe if Vegas or even one of her subordinates discovered my unauthorized access in the off limits ‘blue’ zone of the building. 

My trespassing might be just her chance to be rid me once and for all. I brushed aside my qualms. I’d never conformed, at least not inwardly, and I wasn’t about to let Vegas’ insecurities change me now. 

Besides, I was presently accounted for. Thanks to my buxom friend, Clarissa, our eagle-eyed but lecherous dorm leader, Mallick, was occupied in her bed and hopefully would be for some time yet.

Dwight shook his head, as if disbelieving even his own conclusions. “I haven’t seen all the tests they’ve ran on him, but he’s definitely a supreme strain of mutant, I’ve heard stories...”

My friend chose silence as the better option at the approach of a second year lab student in his white coveralls, followed soon after by a security guard in the customary uniform of black. Although I was permitted in this section of the facility, not many students did so close to the 8.00 pm curfew. I automatically held up my lanyard’s ID to the guard. 

Dwight didn’t bother, he was high level clearance and on first name basis with all the guards. Unlike me, he’d been backed by Vegas who’d taken notice—advantage?—of his intellect. Now he was one of the few outsiders to have full access to the research facility.

The soldier’s flinty stare barely acknowledged me or my ID. Fine by me. He nodded at Dwight and then continued on his way, patrolling the facility.

Nearing the end of the passageway, we pulled the plastic safety hoods of our coveralls up and over our heads before we turned right into the restricted area. I fought off a sudden need to check out the security camera blipping from up high on the bright blue wall, tracking our progress. 

Security cameras only monitored the blue zone of the facility, anywhere else in the Dome was considered a safe zone and therefore an unnecessary drain on the solar power and backup generators.

“For God’s sake, Khalisa, act normal,” Dwight said in an undertone. “Don’t draw attention.”

I nodded, forcing a smile. “Of course.”

Dwight had been a youngling the same as me when the sweepers—round flying discs the size of dinner plates—with their heat seeking cameras, had come in and alerted the humans to our presence. 

I didn’t remember anything much about being taken away from our parents, only that they’d done so before the contaminants in the air had permanently changed our genetics. Neither of us knew if our parents were alive or dead, but we’d been assured many times we were lucky to have been saved in time. 

Unfortunately if our parents weren’t dead, they were monsters. My chest ached in an all too familiar way. Of course the daydreams of being reunited with my mother and father had faded in the near two decades I’d been raised in the ‘dome’, a giant bubble that produced artificial air and allowed barely enough sunlight inside to keep up our vitamin D. But hope still lingered. Tenacious, just like me.

Most of the elder humans preferred to live in the underground quarters of the dome, away from the sparse sunlight and far-off memories of a freedom they’d once taken for granted. I was certain popping pills gave their bodies less nutrients than what they needed, but who was I to argue? I’d grown up in this artificial world, and yet I too craved the freedom and open spaces of the old ways of life.

“This way.” Dwight palmed the security scanner. A couple of seconds elapsed before the door clicked open with a loud hiss.

The startling loudness of an antibacterializer greeted us even before we stepped into the room, where a short, stocky man with his heavily laden backpack turned the nozzle off at seeing us. The noise shut down instantly, the steam abating. The cleaning man frowned. “I was told I’d have a few more hours at least. I’m nowhere near finished.”

“We won’t be long, Geoff,” Dwight informed him with a smile.

Dwight’s familiarity earned him a resigned sigh before Geoff nodded and shrugged off the heavy contraption strapped to his back. “I guess my shoulders could use a five minute break.”

Dwight turned to me, perceiving my uncertainty. “It’s all good. Geoff’s one of us.”

I ran a hand over my face, so relieved I felt almost sick. Obviously I was more stressed than I wanted to admit even to myself. 

The humans within the dome fell into two categories. Scientists and their fanatics to the cause, believing all they were told by their superiors. And the mostly ordinary folk whose growing suspicions were barely held in check. But there were consequences for defiance, even in questioning the moral judgment of what went on in the facility.

“Come on,” Dwight said gently, as usual reading me too well. We’d been inseparable since arriving together at the dome, our shared history sealing our bond. Sometimes I wished I could view him as something more, but the spark had never happened between us and we valued our friendship too much.

I dropped my hand and lifted my chin before following him through a pair of thick plastic sheets that divided the room. The sheets crackled into place behind us even as I froze, swallowing back the stark horror of what I saw. 

A big male, his dark hair shaved almost to his scalp, was held prone and unconscious between a wooden contraption. Spikes had been rammed through the muscles of his arms just below the elbows, his shoulders and halfway along his thighs.

He’d been stripped of all his clothes and I avoided looking at the parts of him that made him a male, it seemed too disrespectful somehow, even after everything he’d already gone through. A lump filled my throat. The facility was far colder than the controlled warmth in the rest of the dome, the tell-tale blue tinge of his lips indicating he was chilled to the bone. I imagined that was the least of his concerns.

Vegas would have used this mutant for more than scientific research. I bit into my lower lip. I’d heard talk of her overstepping the boundaries with some of the more human, good-looking males. I had no doubt this one had suffered the same fate at her hands and under her body.

Dwight shook his head and murmured gruffly, “And we think they’re monsters.”

The cleaner pushed into the partitioned room, his face drawn tight by the condition of the mutant, though he’d undoubtedly seen many tortured mutants in his time. “It’s not right what she’s doing. Not right at all.”

I swallowed, appalled, disgusted and a whole bunch of other emotions I didn’t want to define too closely for this...thing. Somehow I felt compelled to draw closer, to drop into a crouch and examine the mutant’s pasty face. 

God, he could have been full-blooded human by his outer looks. My pulse stuttered. In full health he would have been magnificent. I could only imagine his power, his magnetism. And could only guess at what abilities he possessed that had Vegas wanting him so desperately even as she knew she had to destroy him.

I touched his face. He moaned and I jerked back with an expelled hiss of breath. My hand had burned at the contact, and I suspected I couldn’t blame it all on his fever. Somewhere, deep inside, I was fascinated by this creature.

I felt for a pulse at the mutant’s wrist. He’d need to extract an awful lot of power to rouse himself from his present condition. Bile rose in my throat as I breathed in the sour, coppery scent of congealed blood and pus along with some other unidentifiable tang. 

Anger rose right along with the bile. I had no doubt the wooden spikes keeping the mutant secure were soaked in the latest mind drug or poison to help immobilize him. I also had little doubt the spikes weren’t the only cause of his wounds.

Mutants healed quickly, it was their one, universal strength. And if this one really was one of the supreme elite, his other wounds would have repaired long before I saw him at his worst. I swallowed. Hard. It was what made this one’s present state even more horrible to contemplate. He had suffered greatly. His mind would likely be beyond repair now, even if his body could regenerate itself.

“I wouldn’t advise prolonged contact,” Geoff muttered uneasily as I continued to feel for a pulse. “I heard rumors ‘bout him, ‘bout how the scientists suspect he’s able to draw power from another.”

Dwight blew out a slow breath.  “It would explain his longevity.” 

I tore my hand away and looked back at the men. “I doubt he could summon the strength to draw power from anyone.” Anguish for this mutant’s suffering had me choke back sudden, unbidden tears. A sign of weakness, but I didn’t much care right then. I could only imagine how alive, how vital, this male would once have been. He didn’t deserve to die this way. “He has little time left in this world.”

Dwight’s hands curled into fists, his face hard, sharing my disgust. “We can’t let that happen.”

Geoff shook his head, clearly not liking the direction this was going. “There’s nothing you can do for him. Leave him be. After what Vegas has done to him he probably prays for a quick end.”

I straightened, glowering at the cleaner. “Do you have a wife, children?” 

“Well...yeah...”

“D84 might too. Would you have him taken away from his family?”

The cleaner blew out a breath. “Be it on your own heads, then.”

Dwight moved beside the prone male. Taking hold of the top of the wooden structure and pressing his toes on the bottom, he carefully pulled the contraption apart. All the care in the world couldn’t stop the gush of fresh blood, the unutterable pain as the wooden spikes dragged free from the male’s flesh.

Dwight nodded to the cleaner. “I need the antibacterializer, quickly.”

I stood back, aware of Dwight’s plan even before he began to spray the horrific gouges left by the wooden spikes. The hot, antibacterial spray would burn, but it would also dilute and clean away much of the infection, along with the poisons and drugs saturating his wounds. 

The man...thing groaned. 

His deep distress unnerved me. I put a hand to my mouth. Taking deep, controlled breaths, I dropped my hand back to my side. When Dwight turned off the nozzle and handed the antibacterializer back to Geoff, I asked in a scratchy voice, “How does Vegas get away with this?”

Dwight turned to me, sympathy shadowing his gaze. “According to her and the scientist puppets, the mutants aren’t human.”

It’s what I’d mostly believed too. Why would we be lied to? But seeing this all too human looking male on the ground, dying from his “experimental” wounds, had all my ethics and beliefs screaming to be reconsidered.

The cleaner heaved the pack onto his back. “They’re treated worse than animals. Nothing should be kept like this. Better to get it out of its misery.”

In the thick silence of our contemplation, Vegas’ imperious voice rang out from the corridor outside as she cracked jokes to one of her counterparts, “He’s a fighter, I’ll give him that. With any luck he’s still alive, I have much more fun planned for him.”

“Shit.” Dwight spun toward me, his eyes narrowing, his voice urgent but quiet. “I’ll distract her. Once I get her away, you get out of here, okay? There’s no security scanner on this side of the door.”

“Of course.” I nodded, forcing calm, though my heart jerked around in my chest as if an old fashioned yoyo. But then, Dwight had no real understanding of the depth of hatred Vegas had for me, I’d never been one for a pity party. 

The cleaner stayed still beside me, though his body all but vibrated with tension. He stood to face severe punishment too if we were caught.

Dwight stepped through the plastics and then out into the corridor, shutting the door gently behind him. His voice was threaded with deliberate anger, loud enough for us to hear. “What have I said to you about keeping your pets here?”

I think my mouth dropped open. Dwight spoke to her as though he was her superior. But Vegas seemed to take no offense. Her laugh was husky, sex on a stick.

“Jealous, my love?”

Dwight brusquely ordered whichever personnel had arrived with Vegas back to his station. As the footsteps faded away, Dwight spoke more softly to Vegas, my ears straining to hear. “Look. Maybe I am a little...jealous. I guess I don’t really know what I feel anymore.”

Vegas’ voice was all silken honey. “Perhaps we should go somewhere more private to sort this out?”

“What about your pet?”

“I did have plans for him. But you’ll do just fine for now.” Her husky laugh twisted my belly and left me feeling nauseous. “How can I say no to make-up sex?”

Whatever Dwight said in return was lost to me as he escorted Vegas to wherever it was they’d fuck. I shivered at the thought, perceiving the act wouldn’t be one he’d enjoy. He hated her as much as I did. His release would be physical only, with no true emotions involved.

I clearly wasn’t the only one keeping secrets. 

With the corridor outside becoming silent once again, I forced away any sympathy for my best friend—Dwight would do what he had to do—and returned my attention to the mutant. 

Emotions tumbled through me. Sorrow, disbelief and cutting anger. Worse was the inherent attraction toward this creature. I’d fobbed off my share of men the last handful of years and had never felt anything more than a fleeting interest at best. But something about this male called to me, despite or maybe because of his desperate condition.

“Why didn’t you kill Vegas?” I whispered, my stare drinking in the wall of muscle that was his shoulders and biceps, his lightly rippled abs. At full strength he would have been an imposing warrior. “At some point you must have had the opportunity.”

Geoff watched on, seemingly intrigued by my interest in the male now the danger had passed. I didn’t mind, having someone else there, stranger or not, was comforting in its own way. 

I grimaced when I spotted what was once a tattoo on D84’s nearest upper arm and stepped close to take a better look. Only the outer edges of ink were visible, the symbol or whatever the hell had been tattooed there, was now hacked at so badly even his obvious healing ability had yet to knit the skin back together.

Moisture leaked from my eyes, as much from shame as sympathy. To a degree I was as responsible for this man’s atrocity as anyone else in the dome. I’d turned a blind eye and deaf ear to the goings-on. One of my tears plopped onto his cheek and I dropped onto my haunches and brushed his skin dry.

He groaned, much stronger this time. 

I jerked back, stunned by his quickly gathering strength.

Geoff grabbed my arm, his face tight with anxiety. “He’s forcing rejuvenation.” He tugged at my arm but I stayed resolutely still. “You’ve fed him hope. He’s no longer willing to die.”

My mouth dropped open. Had the mutant absorbed something from my single tear? Was such a thing even possible? “But I don’t feel anything for him, certainly not hope. It’s too late for that,” I muttered, somehow defensive. “I don’t even know him. He’s...he’s a monster.”

The cleaner’s eyes flashed disbelief, or was it disapproval? “So why save him, then?”

The mutant groaned again, and then rolled over with a hiss of pain before lying still. I straightened and stumbled backward. “I have to get out of here.”

The cleaner shook his head. “If you think I’m going to take the blame for his release, you’re mistaken. I’ll be questioned, and I’m going to have to tell the truth.”

Oh, God. What had Dwight and I been thinking? We’d never meant to go this far, never intended to release the creature. Dwight had only wanted to prove to me once and for all what was really going on right under our noses. But now our sympathy for this mutant looked to be our undoing. Even so, I couldn’t just abandon the mutant. Not yet. I at least needed to uncover if and why the facility had been feeding us lies.

At my silence Geoff added a touch defensively, “Like you said, I have family.”

I silently fumed when Geoff left the room with his antibacterializer, leaving me to deal with the mutant in whatever way I deemed best. My stare skidded back to the creature. I gasped as our eyes connected. His were a deep brown, almost black, which radiated intelligence along with an overwhelming suffering that went beyond the physical.

“How long have you been awake?” I gritted out, uncertainty and fear pressing at my senses.

His voice came out hoarse and rusty with disuse. “Long enough to know you despise and desire me in equal measure.”

My breath hissed out with denial. His eyes glinted with the hard facts. I drew in another breath, slow and steady. I wouldn’t waste time pretending he was mistaken. “You’re free to leave now.”

When he spoke next, it was with obvious effort, though his eyes glowed triumph. “So it is true?”

His awareness punched holes in all my good intentions, leaving me deflated and uncertain. “How I feel about you—or your kind—is irrelevant.” I spun around, my hand about to push open the plastics when his next sentence stopped me in my tracks.

“And yet you and Dwight are just the same as me.”

I whirled back, lungs suddenly constricted. He couldn’t be speaking the truth! We’d been spared from turning into one of...him. “Liar!”

He struggled to sit, his muscles straining and far too much blood oozing from his wounds. His unblinking gaze held mine. “You’re a dormant, a woman in her prime just waiting for her mutant powers to be triggered into being.”
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I shook my head, every muscle quivering with disbelief and rage at his obvious delusions. “Enjoy your freedom while it lasts. I’m out of here.”

Before I’d even moved, he said, “Come with me. Leave this place you hate so much.”

For a split second his low, intent voice held me still. With a shake of my head, I dragged my jacket’s hood back into position and pushed through the plastics. “You’re on your own.”

I stepped through the room. About to release the door’s safety mechanism and enter the corridor, I was aware of him behind me a heartbeat before his hand landed on my shoulder and he spun me around. “You don’t want to do that.”

I restrained a sharp gasp, as much from the electricity spearing down my arm from his touch than the fact he was seriously injured and not long conscious. 

And yet he’d moved as fast and as quietly as a cat. 

Fear careened through my body right along with the shockwave. I looked up with gritted teeth. “Get your hands off me!”

He didn’t listen, but at least his immovable grasp wasn’t painful. He closed his eyes, as if drawing intense concentration from within himself. “You don’t want to be here.”

My breath hissed. “How do you know...?”

As my voice trailed away and comprehension dawned, his too-white lips twitched into a semblance of a smile that showcased his blood loss and severely weakened state. “I read minds by touch.”

So he’d known every sick and twisted thought going through Vegas’ head every time she fucked him? 

His eyelids flicked apart, a cold gleam in his eyes. “Yes, I absorbed all her secrets.”

I swallowed. Vegas would never have let that happen. Unless...

“She didn’t know you could read her mind?” I asked, gleeful by the very idea.

His smile pressed into a hard, grim line. “She doesn’t know a lot of things.”

My mind whirled with about the same velocity as the nausea spinning in my belly. I couldn’t think about all the things this mutant must now know, all the secrets I so desperately wanted to hear. But at what price would I learn them? “Look, just let me go. Please.”

“And let Vegas take her malice out on you because of my escape? You and I both know it’s just the excuse she’s looking for.”

My hands curled into fists until my fingernails scored crescents in my palms. I had known. But somehow hearing the stone-cold truth out loud shook me to the core. 

“I can help you escape too,” he said. “I’ve read her mind, and I know this building’s exact layout.”

I looked up at his face, tough, intent and lined with pain. Bloody hell. He was a shit-load away from being fully healed. And what about his mind? I could scarcely comprehend the fact he was functioning at all, let alone sane. Yet I sensed in him an incomparable fighter. “You’d protect me?” I couldn’t help but ask.

His nostrils flared. “With my life.”

It was insane, stupid to believe him. To trust him. But what other choice did I have? D84 was right. Vegas would see me killed. This might be my only chance to escape. Still, I dithered, weighing up my options knowing Dwight would be left behind.

“We don’t have any more time to waste,” he growled.

I swallowed, allowing the door to click shut behind me. He was right. It was now or never. It didn’t make it any easier to accept. I lifted my chin. “I’m going to have to put all my trust and faith in you.”

“I won’t disappoint you.”

I cast another look over his wounds, being careful not to look too low. I sighed. I was all too aware he wouldn’t be going anywhere in a hurry. I knew what had to be done. “You can read minds through touch. Is it true you can also heal through touch?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

He must have drawn just enough vitality from Vegas to keep him alive without raising her suspicion. I took a deep, steadying breath, trying not to think about the dark-haired woman and what she’d done to him. “Then I want you to draw from me.”

He frowned, as though disconcerted by my offer. Little wonder after what he’d been through at the facility. “I won’t do that, not to you—“

I stifled a flash of exasperation. I’d never expected this warrior to be a gentleman. Never expected him to be even halfway human. What else had Vegas and her scientists lied about? Or was I being a sucker to trust this man...mutant...thing so soon? But I’d hedged my bets. I’d put my faith in him over Vegas. I didn’t have a choice.

“We’re running out of time,” I reminded him. “And it’s our best chance of making it out of here and you know it.”

He stared, as though reading me right to the marrow of my bones. “All right. Try to...relax.”

I looked up, imagining the pain that was about to rip through my body as he took whatever it was he needed. I dragged in a deep breath and nodded. “Okay. I’m ready.” 

Right then I was more than aware how surreal this moment was. Me asking this creature, this man, that I hardly knew, to drain my vitality to fix his own. But the moment his palm touched my chest I was lost. It was the strangest sensation, without even a flicker of pain. All my emotions dissolved as a cloud of warmth stirred into life beneath his hand and radiated inward, infusing my body and making me hot in places I didn’t want to be.

Perhaps a minute at most—though it was as if it was hours before the sensation abruptly stopped like the flip of a switch—I slumped into his arms, my bones water and my muscles sludge.

“I’m sorry, Khalisa,” he muttered, sounding all too sincere, though his voice came at me from a great distance.

He brought me close, one long arm keeping me to his side, supporting me. I was the vaguest bit aware I should be glad of my over-plastics that kept his blood from me, instead I noted his every hard muscle, his height and his breadth. Damn it, even his masculine scent of sweat and earthy undertones.

I glanced downward. My eyes rounded. Holy mother! I’d avoided looking at his male anatomy until now, and I could only surmise that drawing from me had given him vigor to every area of his body. His cock was long, thick and strong from its nest of dark curls and I had to restrain a sudden urge to lick my lips.

His smile was vaguely smug before he began the slow process of half carrying, half walking me from the room and into the corridor.  Seemed my physical weakness in no way at all detracted from my mental alertness.

“The camera will detect us soon enough. But until the alarms sound we’ll go as far as we can.” No sooner had the words left his mouth that the alarms blared, strident and high-pitched. 

I froze. D84 immediately scooped me up and ran with long, effortless strides, pushing through doors and turning down corridors I’d never even seen before.

Then an authoritative voice rang out behind us. “Stay where you are. Don’t move or I’ll shoot!”

I managed to lift my head and catch the mutant’s stare. He cocked a brow and gave me a lopsided smile, before he slowly turned around. I transferred my attention to the guard in black who moved forward stealthily, his gun in hand and lip curled with disgust as he eyed the mutant. 

“You didn’t really think you’d escape from here—?”

The guard didn’t even get to finish his sentence. Doing an abrupt about-face, he walked away with a jaunty step, seemingly oblivious to the alarms. I had a crazy, sneaking suspicion he was whistling a tune.

Holding onto whatever strength I had left, I craned my head higher. “How did you do that?”

He spun back around and broke into a jog, holding me close and as carefully as if I was glass. “I have an ability with minds,” he said, loud enough that I could hear him over the ear-piercing alarm, “at full vitality I don’t need touch to make use of my gift.”

“Yeah, of course not,” I muttered. 

He must have been asleep or exhausted when they’d captured him, surely? I could only imagine what other abilities he had. I’d known from the moment our facility had caught him that he was special. Vegas had crowed to all and sundry about the supreme mutant, though of course she’d told no one what exactly she and the scientists had done to him, what tests they’d ran. 

Or the fact she’d sexually exploited him.

“Perhaps I’ll tell you about my abilities one day.”

I looked up. He’d read my mind. Again. I was only glad he’d chosen to ignore my latter thoughts.

He slowed into a walk at the end of the corridor. I didn’t even glance to where we were headed. I felt as though I was in a dream and my only focus was the mutant. “You’d trust me after everything my people have done to you?”

His nostrils flared. “They’re not your people. They never have been.” His gaze swept down, hitting me full force. “And yes, I trust you, Khalisa.”

Of course he did. Being that he could read my mind, I had nothing to hide behind. Shame the whole reading of minds thing wasn’t reciprocal. And he was right on the former point, too. Aside from Dwight, the people I’d left behind weren’t my people anymore. My escape had made me an outcast. 

I really didn’t have a choice anymore but to put my faith in the mutant’s hands. 

He typed a code into the numerical pad on the door. It beeped, and then clicked open on a whoosh of air. “My name is Zielle,” he said matter-of-factly.

I gave him a weak smile, only distantly aware we were out of the blue zone and into a corridor that was starkly white. The only respite was that there were no cameras. “I meant no disrespect by thinking of you as a mutant.”

“None was taken.” He looked fierce, unconquerable. “I’m grateful to be a mutant. Humans are weak and self-centered.”

My chin kicked out. “I might be physically weak but I’m—“

“Not human.”

I frowned, thinking back to Zielle’s comment about me being a dormant. It wasn’t a word I’d heard being used in the facility, but it must have been something Zielle had misinterpreted in someone else’s mind. It was the only thing that made any sense. But there was no more time for questions. Zielle slowed into a walk and I looked ahead to see why. Three guards stood at the next set of exit doors, their firearms at the ready.

Shit. I blinked rapidly. My belly sank to my toes. I should have known better than to think we could escape this place. I’d never been naïve but I guess even the greatest skeptic could wish for the unlikeliest scenario. 

Even the most supreme mutant couldn’t manipulate the minds of three highly trained guards. 

I was wrong.

The guards abruptly lowered their weapons, and then dropped them to the floor. In unison they kicked their firearms toward us. 

“Thank you, fine fellows,” Zielle said in a sardonic tone as he strode toward them.

The biggest of the guards began to unbutton his pants, before he stepped out of them and silently handed them to Zielle. 

When Zielle placed me carefully onto my feet, then pulled on the too-short pants, I looked away from the flexing of his buttocks and thighs and muttered, “I wish you’d say your mind-control stuff out loud so I’m not constantly...perturbed.” 

Flustered. Disconcerted. Rattled.

Zielle buttoned up the pants and gave me a wry smile. “As you wish.” 

The waistband was snug around his hips, despite his obvious weight loss since being held hostage. Even half-starved he was big all over.

His eyes flared. His voice came out rough as he spoke to the big guard. “I’m going to need to take your energy now.”

The guard nodded and stood mutely as Zielle placed a hand over his heart. The guard whitened within seconds—so quick?—before Zielle let his hand drop away. He turned his attention to another guard. “Key in the exit code.”

I pulled my stare away from Zielle and watched as the guard did as he’d been bid, before pressing his palm onto the identifier pad. The airlock released and the double doors swung outward.

To the dark, wild open spaces and contaminated air.

My heart surged into double beats, and I felt my face draining of all blood. “Holy crap,” I uttered. “We can’t go out there—I can’t go out there.”

“Sleep deeply now,” he instructed the guards. I heard the thud of their bodies behind us as he lifted me into his arms once again and strode outside, toward the vague shapes of parked vehicles. He looked down at me. “Why not?”

His question was nonsensical being that he could so easily read my thoughts, but right then I didn’t much care. I gulped in the fresh, odd-tasting air, aware I was hyper-ventilating. “You know why!” I gasped, imagining the monster I’d become. 

He frowned. “Sleep.”

I immediately fell into blessed darkness.

* 
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I woke at an awkward angle, and jostled around by some seriously fast driving. I knew the harness kept me secure, but that wasn’t the cause of my sudden fear. Wind whipped over my face and through my hair, my lanyard bouncing to and fro. Even before I cracked open my eyes I felt the sun’s heat, which I’d never experienced before—at least not since I was a youngling.

I was almost too scared to be conscious. 

I was in the passenger seat of an open jeep. Forget about the windows keeping the air out, this car had no fucking roof! I’d been breathing the contaminants for God only knew how long already.

The jagged sunlight momentarily blinded me with its intensity. Bloody hell. How long had I been asleep?

“Twelve hours.”

“Shit,” I whispered, my belly churning. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

He pulled the jeep over and raced around the vehicle to open my door—my hands were fumbling for the door latch and I was getting nowhere fast. I could only be grateful that he stepped away and let me empty the contents of my stomach in peace. I retched and retched. This was what the instructors had warned us about.

If the air didn’t kill us, we’d become something else. Something abnormal and terrifying. No longer human. Vomiting and feeling all kinds of giddy was stage one of the progressive slide into madness.

I stood, swaying for a moment and forcing my knees to stop their shaking. Yet even with terror filling my mind and causing my heart to race uncontrollably, I noted the stark beauty of the countryside. I couldn’t remember it being so in-your-face magnificent.

Red desert was dotted with stunted trees and long yellow grasses that rippled beneath a hot breeze. A lizard scuttled from one patch of grass to another, leaving a light impression in the sand. 

I frowned as my fingertips tingled.

“Are you okay?”

I turned slowly, the sensation fading even as I pushed away all my fears, at least for the moment. “I think some of my strength has returned.”

Thanks mostly, I guessed, to my long, deep sleep.

He handed me a canteen. I unlatched the lid with shaky hands then drank deep, thankful for the clean, refreshing water that washed away any horrid, bitter taste.

I refastened the lid and handed back the canteen. My teeth dug into my lower lip, no doubt leaving marks. I didn’t care.

Zielle watched me quietly, assessing me. I was becoming lost in his eyes that were fringed by the most incredibly thick and long black lashes. Eyes that were so dark to be almost black, and an intelligence that drew me in. God, if he wasn’t a mutant I wouldn’t have been able to keep my hands off him. 

His lips curled a little at my little fantasy that I’d been unable to keep locked away. My cheeks heated, but he kept any comment to himself and instead chose to allay my fears. “The air won’t hurt you.”

I blinked. Was he serious? “It mightn’t harm you anymore, but I’m guessing I won’t be so lucky.”

He shook his head. “You’re smarter than most, and yet still you’re brainwashed by the people you respect so little.”

His eyes shifted direction, and I felt as though I’d been unlocked from a magnet. My breathing resumed and my senses returned. I followed his stare.

A large dust trail was heading our way. Jeeps. Probably more than a dozen of them.

“Come,” he said harshly. “We have to leave. Now.”

I nodded, brushed myself off a bit and climbed into the jeep. He threw the canteen into the back, helped snap my seatbelt into place and accelerated hard.

I choked on the red dust, and yet I was exhilarated somehow at breathing it in. No artificial air out here, no antibacterial sprays and squeaky clean sanitation that would have made a nurse smile approval from a hospital of the past.

I was scared shitless of the future consequences, yet elated by the magic of the moment, the freedom and the vastness of the stunning, cloudless blue sky above.

I glanced at Zielle. His wounds appeared to have healed, the only signs of his torture being the dried blood caking his skin. No, I was wrong. One part of him had yet to heal—the flesh of his upper arm, which had been gouged of its tattoo. 

He looked at ease in the driver’s seat, his large hands clasping the steering wheel as though he was well practiced at driving. I frowned. Surely mutants didn’t own vehicles, let alone drive them? They were savage, cannibalistic monsters with no regard for one another. 
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