


E S Richards
Cain
A Novella in The Generation Series





Copyright © E S Richards, 2018
All rights reserved
1st edition
Ebook design by Papeair
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission from the copyright owner.





Chapter 1

Cain pushed aside the final branches of the forest and stepped out into a clearing, breathing heavily. Leaning back against a tree he closed his eyes and let his breathing return to normal, the sweat on his brow drying out in the hot sun. The wind still whistled around him, but the cold was much less severe outside of the forest. Spotting a pool of water off to the right he pushed himself off the tree and made his way towards it, his lips sticking together with thirst. 

As Cain knelt down beside the murky water, he caught a half-reflection of himself rippling on the surface. In the months he had been wandering around alone his appearance had changed so much. He was still only thirteen years old but his face belonged to a mutant much older than he was. Thrusting his hands into the water Cain destroyed his reflection, knowing full well it was his own fault he had ended up that way. 

Scrubbing at his hands he removed some of the layers of dirt and dried blood that had accumulated there. He then washed his face and pulled his empty water bottles from his bag, refilling them both. The water was by no means clear as he inspected it, but he knew it wouldn’t do his body any damage. His insides mutated to help him survive in the ruined world he now inhabited. 

Cain himself knew very little about what the world had been like in The Before Time. Unlike his younger brothers, he had never cared much for the stories their parents told them. He had always been outside causing trouble when they had preferred to stay inside and listen to tales about the past. Cain wondered now whether that had been a side effect of his mutation, his high levels of energy as a child slowly making sense to him as he grew to understand more about himself. 

He of course knew the basics however. Many generations ago something terrible had happened to their world, something that was too complicated for Cain to imagine as it had resulted in pushing mankind back to their basic survival instincts. Reducing them to a simple species from what had apparently once been such an experienced and intelligent race. 

Following it people began being born with mutations and slowly the term person was replaced with mutant, the vast majority of the remaining population becoming mutated. He knew that some Zero’s still remained – those born without any mutation – but from his short history Cain already knew that they were hunted and were quickly dying out in the new world. 

Cain himself was a generation four mutant. His Turning Age Ceremony at the age of 10 had revealed that to him, his parents being so proud to acknowledge him as the second highest rank of mutant. Only Gen 5’s were deemed more powerful than him, but Cain sadly didn’t see it that way. 

Whenever he was forced to think seriously about his mutation anger began bubbling up inside of him. He was reminded of his parents and younger brothers, and everything his mutation had caused him to lose. In his first few weeks of being alone Cain quickly realised that thinking about his past was foolish, it was only a guaranteed way to make him lose control of himself again. 

Shaking his head out and refusing to think about his past again Cain pushed his water bottles back into his bag and climbed to his feet. Even after months of walking he still wasn’t sure where he was going, but he had learned to keep moving, keep his mind occupied and keep putting one foot in front of the other. Tying his jacket around his waist in the hot sun Cain revealed the number four that had been burnt into his upper right arm. That number marked him permanently as a Gen 4, but it was also another stark reminder of his past. Grimacing Cain turned his gaze to the vast desert in front of him and started to walk. 

As he always did Cain tried to imagine what his future would be like. What he would find around the next corner and what his life would become. One thing his Gen 4 ranking did allow him was a certain status. It meant other mutants respected him, even feared him in some cases. He had learned growing up that mutant’s also tended to group together in packs of similar generation numbers. The camp where he had grown up had been primarily Gen 3 and Gen 4, just like his mother and father. It had naturally been a rearing camp though, designed for families to live in while they had young children under the age of 10. At ten years old the Turning Age Ceremonies were held, where young mutants would be marked with the generation number they were revealed to be. 

Although Cain and his brother’s had left their parents when Cain was only eleven, and his brother’s just nine he knew he would not have remained with them for much longer. Mutants like him – the more powerfully ranked – often formed camps of their own. 

Cain knew that was where he should go. He knew that was likely the only place where he would be accepted now, amongst highly developed mutants like himself. His only issue was that he didn’t know where to find them, or what exactly to do when he did. Despite having his Gen 4 mutation for three years, he could already tell he was different to others like him. His past had certainly shown him that.

Kicking at the sand beneath his feet as Cain continued to walk he tried to focus on what he knew about himself, without allowing his mind to lose control. That was, in essence, what made him so different. 

It had been about six or seven months since he first lost control of his mutation – a day he regularly thought about and even more regularly stopped himself from thinking about. Since then he had lost control countless times, the smallest things setting him off on a violent rampage. Without knowing exactly what his mutation was Cain just saw it as a combination of extreme strength, violence and anger. It confused him greatly and these were all things he knew he should feel proud of as a Gen 4 mutant, but they were also characteristics he didn’t feel were truly his own. It was only in the moments Cain lost control of himself through stress, tension, fear or rage that he fully embraced his mutation and there was no way of predicting when those moments would come. 

Through trying to learn more about his own mutation Cain often thought about other mutants he had known and how they had dealt with their mutations. His father had been a Gen 4 like himself, although his mutation – much like his Gen 3 mother’s – had been much more obvious. His father could move at incredible speed, so quick he was often impossible to see when moving as fast as he could. He had been a warrior: his supersonic speed meaning he was deadly in battle. His mother had been a healer, carrying the ability to cure any injury with either the wave of her hand, or through some powers Cain didn’t truly understand. 

Some of the lessons his mother had taught him though had stuck with Cain and proved incredibly useful during his time alone. She had shown him how to harness the power of certain plants, roots and flowers that grew in abundance where they had grown up. Cain remembered his mother’s instructions clearly as he walked, the knowledge of which plants to use for which injuries and whether to boil them, eat them or rub them on the affected area saving him a great deal of pain on more than one occasion. 

Thinking of his parents Cain hunched his shoulders as he walked. Although mutants of his ranking were supposed to be strong and powerful, he still missed them dearly. He had thought often of returning to where he had last seen them, when he had left their home two years ago. The nightmares of his past forbade him though, knowing he would not trust himself to see them again nor to tell them to the truth of what had happened to his younger brothers. His path in life had cruelly been decided for him and sadly it did not include a family. 

It was ultimately because of his mutation that Cain was alone. Unlike both of his parents’ mutations, his was much more unpredictable. Both of theirs had been clear-cut – obvious to anyone who saw them in action. His own mutation reminded him more of the lone mutants he had encountered after first leaving his parents. Those mutants had been aggressive like him and carried volatile mutations like poisonous skin, flaming hands and other deadly powers Cain didn’t fully understand. 

When he had first entered the camp populated with more volatile mutants, Cain had been happy. Being a young boy with a powerful mutation they respected him and helped to train him to build up muscle mass and fighting skills. They were both things his father had tried to teach him, but to be respected by a group of unknown advanced mutants had made Cain feel special. It had made him want to impress them, want to show himself off. 

For just under a year Cain had lived there happily. Although his Turning Age Ceremony had revealed him to be a Gen 4, his mutation still hadn’t become apparent. Thinking back to that time Cain remembered how frustrated that had made him feel and how it encouraged him to put more and more time and effort into his strength training, building himself up to be a powerful warrior like his father and each day hoping his mutation would suddenly appear. Now he wished it had never arrived. Carrying the burden of his mutation made Cain constantly feel unsure about who he was and what he should be doing with his life. 

Reaching a small and rare patch of trees in the middle of the desert he was now trudging through Cain sat in the patch of shade beneath them, stopping his mind from going over the events of his final day in that mutant camp. He could already feel the stress building up inside of him as he thought about what he had done and refused to let himself lose control again. 

Instead he pulled his bag off his shoulders and reached inside for some water and food. Since leaving the camp he had lost so much weight, no longer receiving full meals every day and having to live off the scraps he could find and the small animals he was able to hunt. It was the scraps of cooked rabbit meat that Cain devoured from the bottom of his bag, cursing himself for not hunting again before he left the forest. Food and water were both much more scarce in the desert and as he finished his small meal Cain knew it could be some time before he ate again. Where his body had once been rippled with muscles his shape was slowly diminishing, returning to the smaller body of a thirteen-year-old boy. 

With a fuller stomach and the shade providing him more comfort Cain struggled to stop his eyes from closing. Sleep was another thing that often evaded him, the lack of safe places to get a good night’s rest limited for a boy of his age. He knew however that he had to make the most of the energy he had just consumed and pushed himself back to his feet. His journey was far from over and if Cain was to cross the desert before nightfall he couldn’t afford to waste anymore time. Being alone in the desert at night was something he had suffered through once before and didn’t wish to ever do again. 

With his bag on his shoulders Cain gritted his teeth and placed one foot in front of the other. In the distance he could see another patch of greenery and knew that would be his destination. It looked less dense than the forest he had just travelled through but Cain knew not to make any assumptions before he reached it. The camps where advanced mutants like himself lived were placed so precariously across the lands he had travelled and he had quickly learnt that there were few regarded as safe to approach. 

It had probably been no more than a month into his time alone that Cain had dared to enter one of them. It was only the second he had seen, the first being too close to the camp he was fleeing. Foolishly Cain had walked straight into the middle of it, his hunger and thirst too overwhelming for his rational brain to anticipate the danger. Although he was marked as a Gen 4, Cain quickly learnt that wasn’t a guaranteed pass into an advanced mutant camp. 

Thankfully he escaped the camp just in time and made it back into the wilderness, his heart racing from the threats he had encountered. Since then Cain had not dared to enter another advanced camp, too scared of what would happen to him. He had however been forced to go into settlements were less developed mutants lived. He had often entered with his jacket wrapped tightly around himself, keeping his Gen 4 mutation hidden. Then he would take what he could in terms of food, water and other supplies and steal away into the night. Even though he was just a boy he still knew how the lesser developed mutants would see him and he didn’t trust staying amongst their kind either. 

Now though Cain was realising he couldn’t survive for much longer on his own. The months by himself had made him stronger in many ways, but weaker in more obvious ones. His survival instincts were kicking in and he could tell that if he wanted to regain his strength and carry on he would have to settle somewhere for a while first. He just hoped the next advanced camp he encountered would be more welcoming than the two he had been forced to flee. 





Chapter 2

As Cain neared the end of the desert and the start of the greenery he braced himself for what he would find. There was no guarantee that he would even encounter a mutant camp, or that it would be a suitable one for him to join. His legs were growing tired beneath him though and he knew he would have to rest soon. Hopefully there would be somewhere safe for him in amongst the clusters of trees ahead. 

As small tufts of grass began getting mixed up with the sand underneath his feet Cain smiled. It cushioned the ground and made it easier to walk on, his feet tired of stumbling over the uneven desert landscape. It had taken him all day to cross it, the sun finally now beginning to set behind him. Both for the inevitable decline in temperature and in anticipation for anyone he may be about to meet, Cain untied his jacket from his waist and pulled it on. With his Gen 4 ranking covered once more he set a path through the thin layer of trees, a few small wooden huts visible on the other side. 

His stomach rumbled as Cain stepped carefully through the trees, a few birds singing in the branches above his head as they returned to their nests for the night. Accompanying their song Cain could hear the faint sound of conversation coming from ahead of him. His hearing had matured during his time alone, aiding him in sensing the dangers that constantly lurked in the depths of the many forests. Thankfully the one he was currently passing through was only small and before long Cain had reached the final few lines of trees. 

The wooden huts he had spotted earlier were clearer now. Cain had been right to assume there would be a camp there – the line of trees presenting the location with some protection from the harsher weather the desert carried. He stayed within the trees as he assessed what lay ahead of him, knowing not to step out into the clearing until he could be sure it was safe. 

The camp he was looking at was small. Much smaller than others he had journeyed past. There were three wooden huts built onto the ground, which Cain assumed were the meagre homes the inhabitants lived in. Moving north through the trees to improve his view Cain caught the vision of a large fire, with a few mutants gathered around it. From his post in the distance he couldn’t make out any faces or generation numbers, just that the three figures sat around the fire were big; probably male and probably advanced mutants like himself. 

Cain swallowed. He didn’t like the idea of having to approach a group of advanced mutants. Especially when darkness was falling and he didn’t know how many more of them were in the camp. Silently he weighed up his options: either spend the night hidden in the trees watching the camp or approach them now before all the mutants retired into their homes. Neither filled Cain with much hope but as he looked back up at the mutants and saw one of them moving towards a wooden hut he knew he didn’t want to wait until morning. Even if the forest he was in was small and there was a camp nearby Cain still understood the dangers of the animals that lurked within. 

Taking a deep breath he forced himself forward, emerging into the clearing just a hundred or so metres away from the small camp. The remaining two mutants were moving towards their huts now as well, their backs towards Cain. He realised they would probably get inside without noticing him and Cain breathed deeply again as he accepted he was going to have to vocally make them aware of his arrival. Slowing his pace to a steady walk he opened his mouth to speak, the dryness inside reminding Cain how long it had been since he’d spoken to another mutant. 

“Hello!” He called out nervously, the confidence he had as an advanced mutant quickly fading from him as he watched the two larger men turn around and stare at him. “I umm,” Cain was suddenly lost for words. “Can you help me?”

The two mutants looked at one another and took a step towards Cain, who was now frozen to the spot just outside the perimeter of the three wooden huts. As they turned and their faces became illuminated by the light of the fire Cain breathed out slightly. They were definitely older than him and much bigger too but Cain figured they couldn’t be more than a few years his senior. In fact if his muscles hadn’t diminished so much during his time alone he would probably only be slightly smaller than them. His eyes also automatically flickered to their right arms where their generation rankings lay. While one wore a jacket similar to his own, the second mutant’s ranking was visible, marking him as a Gen 3. Once again Cain let out a bit more of the breath he was holding. 

“What do you want?” The Gen 3 boy called over to him, both having stopped still within the boundaries of their small camp. 

Cain assessed their mannerisms quickly, trying to deduce whether the other boy would carry a similar ranking. He didn’t really have a plan for what he was about to do but instead allowed his baser instincts to take over through his desperate need for survival. Taking another step towards the older boys Cain slowly removed his bag and jacket, revealing his own generation ranking. 

“I want to join you,” Cain replied slowly, pointing to the number 4 burnt into his arm. He hoped he was right in his assumptions about the boys, basing his guess on their large size and isolated yet small camp. Most of the lower ranked mutants wouldn’t live in a place like this Cain thought, although he was entirely working his theory from guesswork. 

“Piss off!” The Gen 3 boy shouted back at Cain. “We don’t need anyone else.”

Cain remained silent in response, watching the second boy turn to his friend and mutter something in his ear. The two of them then seemed to argue quietly for a second before the same boy called out again. 

“Come over here.”

Cain scurried forward, pulling his jacket and bag back on as he moved. Standing in front of the two boys he couldn’t decide whether they were more or less intimidating. He was reassured by the fact that they were definitely only a few years older than he was, certainly no older than eighteen. However they were stacked with muscles and the Gen 3 had an unpleasant look in his eye. It was him who continued to speak as Cain drew to a halt in front of them. 

“You’re just a kid,” he smirked. “What’re you doing out here by yourself?”

Cain looked from the Gen 3 to the other boy, who was yet to say anything. He was equally as large as his companion but his face was much softer; Cain realised he was the boy who would likely be more lenient to him. 

“I’m thirteen.” Cain spoke clearly and confidently, a flourish of adrenaline keeping his otherwise exhausted body going. “I’m a Gen 4 and I’ve left my old camp behind. I want to join a group of mutants more like me. I’ve been travelling for a while, searching…”

“What can you do?” The Gen 3 boy interrupted Cain receiving a confused stare from the younger visitor. 

“What’s your mutation?” 

Cain turned his attention to the other boy once again who had finally asked a question. His face was still soft and it made Cain feel more at ease. Although that moment of calm quickly turned to panic as the question was repeated. Cain definitely had a mutation, he was sure of that. But he realised he didn’t know how to explain it. Since the day it had been triggered he had been on his own, and the fact that when it did become active Cain was unsure how to control it made him sound stupid. He knew the Gen 3 boy would laugh in his face if he admitted to that. But he had to say something, too long had already passed in silence while Cain thought. He had to speak up or lose his chance of joining the two boys. 

“I can fight.” Cain mumbled quickly. “My mutation only really comes out when I’m fighting. It’s like strength and power and speed all in one.” 

“Prove it.”

“I can’t.” Cain shook his head at the Gen 3. “It’s only when I’m fighting, I swear.”

“Well fight me then,” the older boy grinned and stepped forward, curling his hands into fists as he stepped towards Cain. 

“Ozzy quit being a dick.” The other boy stepped in front of the Gen 3 – Ozzy – and stopped him from approaching Cain. “He’s clearly shattered, look at him. And he’s only what, thirteen? Let’s just let him sleep here tonight and then we can make a decision in the morning with the others. He’s ranked a Gen 4 so that’s got to stand for something.” 

Ozzy glared back at his friend, his hands still clenched into fists. “Always looking out for your own, aren’t you Jay?”

Cain’s protector – Jay – scoffed. “Don’t be stupid man, he’s got potential. We can argue about it in the morning if you really want to, but for now just let us go to bed.”

“Fine!” Ozzy threw his arms up in the air and turned to walk towards one of the wooden huts. “He’s sleeping with you though, I’m not having him in with me.”

“Whatever,” Jay mumbled under his breath and then turned back to look at Cain. “What’s your name kid?”

“Cain.”

“Great,” Jay smiled. “I’m Jay and that was Ozzy, as you might have gathered. He’s not as bad as you might think I promise. Now come on, you look dead on your feet – let’s go to bed.”

Cain stayed rooted to the spot for a second longer, letting Jay turn and walk towards a different hut without him. After a few metres the older boy realised Cain wasn’t following and turned back to face him. 

“Come on kid!” He called over. “I won’t bite, I just wanna get to bed.”

Cain took a deep breath and started to follow. He allowed Jay to lead him into one of the three wooden buildings, finding another boy already asleep inside. Thankfully it wasn’t Ozzy, although it looked to be a boy of similar age to the other two, perhaps a little younger. The sleeping boy was occupying the bottom bed of one of the two bunk beds in the hut. Very little else filled the room apart from a large trunk next to the door and a pile of clothes in one corner. 

“That’s Fetzer,” Jay nodded to the sleeping boy as he climbed loudly onto the bed above his head. “He’ll sleep through anything, don’t worry. I suggest you try and do the same. I’ll see you in the morning Cain.”

With that Jay rolled over to face the wall and the small wooden hut fell into silence. Cain stared at the other boy sleeping on the bottom bunk for a moment before shrugging off his jacket and shoes and climbing onto the bed opposite. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept in a proper bed and the comfort instantly pulled him under into a deep sleep, his mind quickly forgetting the incidents of the evening. 

“Who the hell are you?”

Cain woke with a start as a strong hand grabbed the collar of his shirt and pulled him up in his bed. It took a second for him to remember where he was and to recognise the boy holding onto him as Fetzer, the one who had been asleep when Cain and Jay had entered the hut last night. Before Cain had a chance to argue or speak Jay had jumped down from his bed on the other side of the room and was pulling Fetzer away from Cain, explaining to his friend what had happened the night before. After a moment Fetzer shrugged and turned back to face Cain. 

“Sorry about that,” he half smiled and held out his hand towards Cain who remained in bed. “Always gotta be careful round here though, you know?”

Cain stared at the boy for a second and then returned the smile. Shuffling out of his bed he took Fetzer’s hand in a short shake, deciding he didn’t dislike the boy the same way he did Ozzy. 

“No harm done,” Cain murmured, taking in the generation numbers he could now see on both Fetzer and Jay’s arms. Both were marked as Gen 4’s like himself and Cain realised that was what Ozzy must have meant the night before when he accused Jay of looking out for his own. 

“Hungry?” Jay asked casually. “We’ll eat and introduce you to the others, then decide what we’re going to do with you.”

Despite the ominous phrase Cain didn’t feel frightened around Jay and Fetzer. Jay had protected him the night before and therefore he believed Ozzy or anyone else wouldn’t be allowed to do him any harm. Curious to meet the other residents the boys lived with Cain pulled on his boots quickly and followed the two boys outside, the morning sun making him squint after waking up in a much darker room to what he was used to. 

Sat around the fire Cain noticed Ozzy from the night before and two more boys. Just like Jay and Fetzer they all looked between fifteen and eighteen and for a second Cain let himself imagine living amongst them. Each one of them was eating something out of a tin can, Cain having only seen a very small number of them in his life. He remembered learning that in The Before Time everyone ate from tin cans, but in the new world they were few and far between. Apart from in this camp, Cain accepted when Jay bent down and picked up three more cans, handing one to himself and Fetzer. 

“This is Cain,” Jay spoke to the other boys as he sat down, pulling his can open from a ring that was folded to the top of it. Cain copied his action and sat down next to Jay, noticing the two other boys only look up slightly from their cans for a second. 

“That’s Yugo and Parker,” Jay continued. “And obviously you met Ozzy last night.”

“Hey,” Cain smiled at the two other boys and at Ozzy as well. He then noticed both Yugo and Parker also were marked as Gen 4 mutants, leaving Ozzy as the odd one out. Slowly things started to fall into place in Cain’s head as to why Ozzy had been so against him the night before. 

Still neither of the other two boys responded to Cain’s greeting and there was an awkward silence that slowly spun out amongst the group. 

“Oh come on!” Jay sighed after a moment, putting his can down and getting back to his feet. Then with a determined look on his face he walked towards Yugo and Parker and stood in front of them both, his hands on his hips. Very quickly Cain was already getting the idea that Jay was the so-called leader of the little group he had stumbled across and he was so grateful that he had been present the night before. 

“Are you guys seriously gunna judge this kid on whatever bullshit Ozzy told you last night?”

Jay remained stood in front of Yugo and Parker, questioning them sceptically. Neither boy looked up and engaged in eye contact with Jay, both seeming enthralled by the contents within their cans. 

“Well?” Jay pressed again after a longer period of silence, making Cain feel increasingly awkward the longer it went on. 

“Give it up Jay.” Ozzy’s voice drew Cain’s attention from the side and he turned his head to see the boy throw his empty can to the floor. “We vote on new members and we always have, you don’t get to decide whether this new kid stays or not.”

Jay sighed and turned to face Ozzy, shaking his head slightly at the two silent boys who still sat in front of him. As Cain continued to take in the scene be began to feel uneasy about his safety with the boys. While it was clear that Jay was in charge it was also obvious that Ozzy had some swing in what went down amongst their group. Despite him being the only Gen 3 he also looked to be the oldest and strongest and Cain suspected that was what gave him his edge amongst a group of Gen 4’s. If he got his way and a vote was held, Cain didn’t like his chances. 

“There’s no point arguing,” Ozzy continued. “It’s how we decided about these three so why would we change the rules for this guy?”

“Alright!” Jay raised his voice in frustration. “I vote to let Cain stay. Fetzer?”

“Yeah he can stay,” Fetzer grinned. “I don’t mind the kid.”

“Yugo?”

“Na, we’re good as we are I think.”

“Parker?”

“I’m with Yugo. We don’t need anyone else.”

“Well then Oz,” Jay turned back to look at Ozzy after individually asking each of the other boys. In that moment Cain’s heart began to sink. “Looks like you’ve got the final vote – what do you say, in or out?”

Cain looked at Ozzy and held his gaze, watching the older boy’s face slowly morph into a smile. 

“I’ll let him stay,” Ozzy started, bringing a gasp from both Yugo and Parker who still sat beside the fire. “If,” Ozzy grinned, “he fights me first.”





Chapter 3

“Are you mad?” Jay shouted at Ozzy’s statement, taking a step towards the Gen 3 boy. “He’s in no fit state to fight, who knows how long he’s been wandering around on his own!”

“He’s a Gen 4 like you isn’t he?” Ozzy retorted. “And he said his mutation only comes out when he’s in a fight. I just want him to prove it. I won’t even use my mutation so it’s a fair game. If you want him to join Jay then he needs to prove he’s worth it.”

“This is ridiculous! There’s no way he’s fighting you Ozzy. So make your vote – in or out?”

“I’ll fight him.” Cain’s voice sounded small as he spoke and so he stood up and repeated the statement, finally drawing the attention of the five other boys.

“Cain,” Jay turned and moved towards him. “You don’t have to fight him.”

Cain looked up at the older boy and took a moment to compose himself. “Yeah I do. He’s right. It’s not fair to ask to join you guys if I can’t prove what I can do. I’ll fight him.”

“See,” Ozzy smirked behind Jay. “This should be fun.”

Cain watched as Ozzy walked away from the campfire into a larger space of the clearing and started shaking his arms and stretching his muscles. He boy was about three times the size of him, especially now Cain had lost so much of his muscle mass. Back when he’d been at the peak of fitness he’d been able to hold his own against boys of Ozzy’s size, but now he wasn’t so sure. 

The thought of his mutation also played on the back of Cain’s mind. He had never tried to use it properly in a fight and he wasn’t sure if he actually knew how or if it was even possible. But he knew he couldn’t spend the rest of his time alone. He had to try and find a group to live with and something told him this group of boys was the best chance he was going to get. 

“Cain?” Fetzer’s voice behind him drew Cain’s attention. “Are you sure about this? What actually is your mutation?”

“You’ll see,” Cain spoke quietly and turned away from both Fetzer and Jay, slowly walking towards where Ozzy stood waiting.

The truth was he definitely wasn’t sure about what he had just agreed to do. Even with Ozzy saying he wouldn’t use his mutation Cain was unsure whether he could beat him. Several months ago it would have been a very even battle, now Cain realised the odds were stacked firmly against him. 

He forced himself to remain calm as he came face-to-face with the Gen 3, reminding himself that he had succeeded in the past and he could do the same again today. He dug into his mind and accessed what he could of his mutation, concentrating on controlling it and letting it come out when he needed it. He would try and get through without it, but he had to learn how to control it sooner or later. 

“You look a bit nervous kid,” Ozzy smirked again as Cain stood in front of him, a good several inches shorter than his opponent. “Let’s at least try and give ‘em a good show, yeah?”

The other four boys had moved closer to the two of them, Jay’s face was anxious but Cain knew he had to zone them out and concentrate on the fight ahead of him. 

“Let’s just get this over with.” He spoke to Ozzy who laughed in response and took a step backwards. 

“Alright,” Ozzy smiled. “First to knock the other one out wins. Bring it on.”

In an instant Ozzy snapped out of his playful, jeering mode and pulled up his fists, a stern look on his face. Cain mirrored his stance and breathed deeply. Fighting was familiar to him and after his first proper nights sleep in months and a good breakfast he had more energy than he’d had in a long time. He remembered his training and watched Ozzy closely, waiting for the boy to make his first move. 

When it came Cain was fast to react and dodged the punch flying at his head before swiftly returning one to Ozzy’s stomach. The boy let out a groan and stepped back, a small grin creeping over his face. 

“Maybe I underestimated you.” He muttered and quickly came forward on the attack again. A flurry of punches came at Cain’s face and body as he struggled to duck and dodge them. Despite his best efforts a strong fist still impacted with the side of Cain’s head, causing a ringing to fill his ears. 

Cain didn’t pause though and quickly took his opportunity when Ozzy stepped back slightly, skipping forward and planting a few punches of his own. The two of them engaged in the back and forth fight for a couple of minutes. Ozzy attacked and Cain tried to dodge, and then he hit back himself when Ozzy retreated. 

Cain knew that he needed to make a proper move soon though. Even with his night of sleep and a stomach full of food he was still much weaker than Ozzy and he knew he would grow tired before his opponent did. Rushing forward he flung a fist towards Ozzy’s head, going in for what he hoped would be the knock out blow but he underestimated Ozzy’s speed. The older boy dodged him easily and stuck out hard with his own fist, punching Cain repeatedly on the side of the head before he managed to break free. 

Stepping backwards the ringing in his ears began to overwhelm Cain and his vision became blurred. He breathed deeply as he felt his mutation slowly starting to bubble up inside of him, threatening to break free. He knew he had to finish this fight before he lost control and so stepped forward again, haphazardly throwing punches towards Ozzy. He was on the back foot now though and Ozzy dodged his blows easily, returning punches with more strength that Cain had left in him. Retreating once more Cain pressed his thumbs against his temples and closed his eyes. Something had snapped inside of him. His mutation was coming out and he was powerless to stop it. 

When Cain peeled his eyes open again his vision was no longer blurred. Instead it was clear and focused, while his mind remained blank aside from one purpose. Without thinking about tactics or the pain his body was already in he stepped forward and began attacking the boy in front of him. He couldn’t remember what he was called or why he was fighting him; he just knew he had to defeat him. 

His body moved with a swift skill and direction. Newfound strength erupted inside of Cain and he continued pummelling the body in front of him until it was just a heap on the floor. Then the sound of cheers echoed off to the side of him, although they sounded muffled and strange to Cain in his mutated state. He felt someone grab him from behind and instantly spun around, flinging the body backwards with all his might and watching as it landed in a crumpled pile several meters away. Three other bodies then caught his eye, stood frozen – staring at him. 

Rage coursed through Cain’s body and his mutation fully broke out and he charged towards them, a loud roar escaping his mouth. He saw them scatter in front of his eyes but his body wouldn’t let him stop and his animalistic mutation continued to keep hold of him. One by one Cain chased the bodies down and beat them until they all lay motionless on the ground. 

Scanning around where he stood Cain cast his gaze through his surroundings. His breathing was heavy and ragged and the ringing in his ears was piercing through his head. Stumbling over towards a tree he put his hands against it and leant forward, dropping his head down to the ground. Then his legs became weak and his vision began to blur again before he dropped heavily to the ground, his own body losing consciousness. 

When Cain came to he looked around himself, confused. He was lying against a tree some distance from the small camp of three wooden huts. None of the other boys were in sight. Pushing himself to his feet Cain quickly scrunched his eyes shut as his head started to throb. He had felt like this before. In a panic he opened his eyes and fought through the pain, looking more closely at the camp area ahead of him. Then he saw them. Bodies on the ground. 

Rushing over to the camp where the fire was now slowly dying out the memories began to flood back to Cain. He had allowed his mutation to take control of him again. Just like it had at the advanced mutant camp the last time he had seen his brothers and just like it had several times during his months alone after that. 

With a heavy heart Cain looked at the five bodies scattered around the camp and swallowed. He didn’t need to look closely to know what he had done. They would all be dead by now. 

Dragging his feet towards the fire Cain sank to the ground beside it, shivering. Why had he agreed to fight Ozzy? He had already known couldn’t control his mutation and he had already known the horrible consequences unleashing it had. As his body shook tears began to fall from his eyes as he tried to deal with what had just happened. He hated himself and what his mutation did to him. He didn’t want to hurt anyone, he never had. Unable to stay in the small camp much longer Cain forced himself to stand once more and move towards the hut where he had spent the night. He needed to get his things and get out of there. He wasn’t safe to be around anyone. 

As he began to cross the camp Cain paused for a moment, thinking he had seen some movement in his peripheral vision. Glancing up in the direction of the movement he waited, but his eyes only saw two still bodies lying in front of him. Shaking his head he looked down to the floor once more, there was no hope for the boys now. 

A whisper of his name on the wind quickly pulled him out of his dismay and his attention back in the same direction. Then he saw it again. Definite movement. One of the boys was still alive. Breaking out into a run Cain sprinted towards the body, dropping down onto both knees when he realised it was Jay. The first mutant to offer him any kindness after months of being on his own. Immediately Cain began to cry again. 

“Jay,” he stuttered. “I’m so sorry.”

Jay opened his mouth to speak but coughed and spluttered on blood instead. It was clear to Cain he didn’t have very long left. 

“I’m so sorry,” Cain repeated as tears continued to slide down his face. He inched closer and took a hold of the older boy’s hand in his own, looking down on the tragedy he had caused. Jay coughed again and his eyes drooped closed for a second while Cain held his breath, knowing there was nothing he could do. 

“It’s okay,” Jay’s voice came as a faint whisper as his eyes peeled slowly open again, the life quickly fading from them. “I don’t blame you.” His words were punctuated with coughing as Cain gripped the boy’s hand firmly, his tears mixing into a puddle of blood on the ground beneath him. 

“Jay…”

“Be strong Cain,” Jay continued to speak quickly as he squeezed back on Cain’s hand. “Be safe.”

Cain held his breath as Jay spoke and watched as the boy gave his final breath, the pressure of his hand growing limp and cold in Cain’s grasp. He gritted his teeth to stop himself from crying, the image of Jay’s body instead remaining clear through his eyes. After a moment he released his hand and leant forward, bringing Jay’s eyes to a close for the final time before stepping away from his body. 

Cain moved on autopilot after that. He walked back to the hut where he had slept and collected his belongings. He knew he would be unlikely to find somewhere similar for a long time but he also knew he couldn’t stay in that camp any more. Not after what he had done. Exiting the hut where he had slept he moved swiftly to one of the others – the one that none of the boys had slept in. Opening the door he found a storage room, filled with boxes of canned food from The Before Time, empty water bottles, blankets and old cooking pans. 

With remorse – but knowing he still had to survive – Cain began filling his bag up with food, water bottles and a couple of blankets. He knew he would not be returning to the small camp so took with him as much as he could carry, for one thing he could not know was when he would find a place of safety again. In fact the only thing he was sure of was that he could not allow himself to get close to other people. He could no longer trust himself, no matter what happened or who he met. As he stepped out of the storage room and cast one final look over the camp and the five bodies that lay around it Cain resigned himself to a life of solitude. Too many lives had been lost on his account and he wasn’t willing to let that pattern continue. 





Chapter 4

As the weeks turned into months Cain continued to travel. He taught himself how to navigate by the stars and gradually developed an internal map of his surroundings, discovering new places, unique camps and mutant settlements. He never once approached any of them, his vow to no longer cause anyone any harm firmly set in his mind. 

The events of his past still haunted him each night when he slept and his mutation still tormented his waking hours. Every time he lost control of himself he was reminded of the innocent lives he had taken. He saw the faces of Jay, Ozzy and the other boys from their small camp. He saw his brothers and other faces from further back in his past. 

During one week of extreme loneliness, when his food supplies were at their lowest and his fatigue was taking hold of his consciousness he found himself aimlessly wandering back to where his parents lived. He made it all the way there without realising what he was doing and it was only the familiar surroundings that finally snapped him out of his stupor. 

Watching from a distance Cain found himself unable to leave until he caught sight of his mother. He didn’t know what he expected to see, it being common for children of advanced mutants to leave their families early and start their own lives. Therefore seeing his mother out in the field gathering plants and flowers like she had always done confused him slightly. He was happy that she was okay but also slightly sad that he couldn’t be with her. Despite how much of him wanted to go down and say hello he knew he couldn’t allow it to happen. If he was responsible for anything bad that happened to her he knew he could never forgive himself. It was a cruel twist of fate that those he cared most about he would have to keep at a distance from. 

Leaving his parents – although he had been unable to catch a glimpse of his father as well – Cain continued to travel. As the months continued to pass and he grew another year older Cain could confidently say he had walked through most of the surrounding areas, learning about what could be found nearby. 

He discovered larger villages and even some cities, although none of them were bustling with life as they had been in The Before Time. He heard rumours of different sanctuaries and hidden places where certain mutants would group together, although his information was mismatched and only taken from what he heard when hiding from other mutants. 

He still refused to speak to anyone in case he would end up later hurting them; his mutation still taking over him when he least wanted it to. Instead he began to slowly train himself to be able to control his mutation. In the time he spent alone he learned more about himself than anything else around him. He discovered how he could willingly let his mutation break out and worked on channelling this newfound ability. Often he would find a completely secluded area and then let himself lose control, knowing that there was no one he could truly harm. 

Of course, there were times that even with his planning something went wrong. Lone mutants who wandered through the forest while he was out of control lost their lives and Cain mourned each and every one of them the same way at first. Eventually this became easier as well and he no longer beat himself up so much over each lost life, but still the important ones stayed with him. A constant reminder of the mutant he truly was. 

After a little over a year – although Cain struggled to keep track of time – he believed he had developed enough control over his mutation to try and start a better life. Although he still did not trust himself to live around other groups of mutants, his life of wandering aimlessly around each day began to lack a purpose and he accepted he needed something more of a routine. 

With his vast knowledge of the surrounding landscapes Cain set a route for somewhere he hoped would become his home. A couple of months ago he had passed an abandoned hut in the desert, but close enough to a small forest that he had hunted in for a few days. Upon passing the hut Cain had kept silent and hidden but listened for voices inside as he always did. Overhearing conversations was his only way of learning what was going on in the world. With a lack of conversation coming from the hut Cain’s interest had peaked and he’d looked inside. The place was completely deserted; just two small rooms each bearing minimal furniture. That was the place Cain now decided to return to; knowing there was also an opportunity for work nearby. 

From the day he made the decision it took him another month to travel back to the hut. His journey was slower than usual as every day he doubted his decision and stopped, wondering whether to continue his path. He also trained his control of his mutation more severely, knowing that if he was going to interact with other mutants again he would have to be completely sure of himself. Even the slightest slip-up could set his progress back by months. 

When the hut finally came into view on the horizon one day Cain stopped and stared at his destination. As a Gen 4 mutant of almost sixteen it would not be unusual for him to live by himself, but after travelling around for so long he suddenly doubted whether he could survive living in one place. With a shake of his head and a few internal words of encouragement to himself Cain knew he had to at least try. One short hour later he was pushing aside the heavy rug that still hung in the doorway and entering the small hut. 

Looking around Cain breathed a sigh of relief when he discovered it was exactly as he had left it a few months ago. It was by no means anything like some of the buildings he had seen in more extravagant camps or settlements during his travels, but it was perfectly adequate for what he wanted. 

For the following week he didn’t leave the hut, setting up the interior two rooms how he wanted and unpacking the collection of belongings he had acquired over the last couple of years. He also made sure the hut didn’t already belong to anyone by staying there for the week. Listening in his sleep for anyone passing by and keeping his eyes trained on the horizon through the days. When Cain finally felt comfortable there he set out once more, knowing the next thing he needed to do was find work and knowing exactly where to go to get it. 

Clearing his throat as he walked Cain coughed several times. He realised how long it had been since he actually spoken out loud to another mutant and his voice was croaky and hoarse as a result. The work he was hoping to get was something of a delivery courier. He wasn’t exactly sure what it would involve but had overheard an old mutant complaining to his wife on his journey to his hut that he needed more workers. It sounded to Cain like good, solitary work that would keep him busy. He knew the routes to pretty much every camp and settlement by now so knew he would have no difficulties with that. His only worry was to do with his mutation but as Cain grew nearer to the old mutants’ camp he reminded himself that he knew how to control it now. He also planned to keep his Gen 4 status hidden if he could. He now almost always wore a jacket hiding his generation ranking, even on the hottest of days. 

Plucking up all his courage Cain moved to the front door which he knew belonged to the mutant he was seeking and balled his hand into a fist. The movement was familiar to him, his knuckles constantly raw and torn from his violent outbreaks, although thankfully he objects of his rage had more often become trees than other mutants. This time however Cain simply lightly rapped his knuckles against the wooden door and took a step backwards, waiting. 

“What?”

The door was harshly tugged open a few seconds later to reveal the old mutant Cain had been expecting. He knew the man to be ranked as a Gen 3, although was uncertain what his mutation was. Gen 3 mutants appeared to be the most middle ground you could be Cain had discovered. In certain camps they lived and interacted with lower ranked Gen 1 and 2 mutants while in others they fought in violent groups of Gen 4 and 5’s. In the case of the mutant standing in front of him a solitary life had been chosen, something that Cain himself had a great respect for. He coughed as the old mutant repeated his question, preparing himself to speak. 

“Here for work.”

The words sounded strange coming out of Cain’s mouth and the old mutant raised his eyebrows at the sound. While Cain had once been a very eloquent and talkative child, that was something else that he had completely left in his past. 

“What?” The old mutant repeated the word again. “You want a job?”

“Yes.” Cain stammered. “Delivery?”

Cain remained still as the old mutant regarded him. He was now once again strong and built out with muscle, his hunting abilities keeping him fed well on every day of his journey. However while he knew his physique could probably be intimidating, he hoped his demeanour appeared honest and true. 

“Where are you from?” The old mutant questioned as he continued to analyse Cain, forcing him to breathe steadily and ensure he remained calm and in control of himself. 

“East.” Cain spoke directly. “Live nearby now.”

“Where?”

Cain pointed off into the distance. “Half day walk.”

“Hmm,” the old mutant appeared to think for a moment longer. “What’s your name son?”

“Cain.”

“Well Cain, you don’t talk much do you?”

Cain couldn’t tell if the question was intended to be answered so chose to keep his mouth shut. The old mutant laughed. 

“I guess not. You can call me Ace, if you ever find the words. And as for a job? Well you seem trustworthy and I know where you live now. I’ll give you a job but if I find you’ve messed me around they’ll be hell to pay for, you understand?”

“Yes.” Cain nodded. “Thank you, Ace.”

“Alright,” Ace smiled. “Come back here in two days and I’ll have some work for you. Be here at sunrise.”

“Sunrise,” Cain repeated as he returned Ace’s smile. The motion was usual for him but as he turned away from the old mutant he found it stretching out over his face. Although it hadn’t been much he had spoken to another mutant. He had found himself a job and best of all he had kept control of his mutation. 

Two days later when he found himself back at Ace’s home he collected a package and was given instructions on where to take it. Cain didn’t question what he was delivering or who he was delivering it to. The directions Ace gave him were familiar and he completed the journey with ease, making it back to the old mutant in just under a week. A few days later his next delivery took place and pretty soon Cain fell into a familiar pattern. 

As the months passed and Cain grew another year older he continued to work for Ace. He liked the old mutant but still every time he saw him Cain reminded himself not to become too attached. He kept his talking to a minimum and their relationship strictly professional, his vow not to let anyone get close to him still always on his mind. Ace eventually found out about Cain’s mutation but for some reason it didn’t faze him and their working relationship didn’t change. Cain learnt to take himself out into the forest near his hut once a month and allow himself to lose control of his mutation there. The deliveries he continued to make allowed him to practise his control around groups of mutants of all different generation rankings and when a year finally passed where Cain hadn’t hurt anyone as a result of what he was he felt pride. 

Although Cain knew he could never have a completely normal life because of the mutation he carried, he also knew what he had made for himself was just about as good as it could get. In the evening’s when he sat outside his hut and watched the sunset over the desert he believed he was in the right place. He was a lone Gen 4 mutant and although he hadn’t turned out like the rest of them he was happy. His life was simple and that was just the way he wanted it to stay. 
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