
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Conquest: Kai’s
Story

Kaden Shay


 


Smashwords Edition

Supposed Crimes LLC, Matthews, North
Carolina

All Rights Reserved

Copyright 2016 Kaden Shay

Published in the United
States

ISBN: 978-1-938108-41-9

This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

Smashwords Edition, License
Notes

This ebook is licensed for your
personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given
away to other people. If you would like to share this book with
another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


 


 



Chapter One

Followed

Kai’s Journal - Spring
Cycle, 2606 – 220 years after the event:

Weather seems to be
tracking normally, usual spring storms rolling in. I’ve been
spending time out scouting the city for supplies. Most of the
buildings were stripped bare decades ago but every now and then we
find something useful. I’ve been going alone despite Luke’s
protests and insistence I take guards with me. Heading out again
tomorrow but it looks like we might get some rain.

A flash of bright white lightning
backlit the ruins of what had once been a great city. Three seconds
later a clap of thunder shook the dusty remains. I turned my face
up toward the night sky and the clouds overhead blotting out the
moon and then took a deep breath. A hint of moisture in the air
made the whisper of a sigh escape my lips, the sound one of relief.
Rain meant the four men who had been tracking me all day would have
to find shelter and I could finally head home. Home sounded more
wonderful by the second the longer I was out in this
wasteland.

I’d been due back hours ago but I knew
better than to lead them right to our home base. No chance I’d make
it so easy on them, they probably didn’t even realize I knew they
were following me. Silly humans. I allowed a smirk to tweak up the
left corner of my lips and then ducked around a crumbling wall and
sat down on a hunk of broken concrete. No point in continuing to
wander in the wrong direction now.

I leaned back, intent on relaxing and
waiting for them to take cover. Only then would I make my way back
to where I belonged. I had a report to deliver and surely someone
would be missing me by now. A second flash of lightning, this one
brighter than the first, struck close enough to make the hair on my
arms stand on end. The clap of thunder accompanying it sounded at
almost the same moment.

The rain I’d been expecting would
begin any time now and the small contingent which had been
following me all day finally seemed to register the fact. The
sounds of bodies scrambling over piles of debris and rocks being
kicked free to tumble down them told me the men were done with
being subtle. I couldn’t hold back the chuckle which broke free.
Their mad scramble for cover was the entertainment I had needed to
break the tension of the day I’d had. I almost shifted to a new
spot to try and watch them in their attempt at hiding but decided
against it.

I had always been amazed at how easily
some creatures could be sent into a panic. A little radioactive
rain and humans suddenly scattered to hide like small animals
running from wolves. The echo of scrambling footfalls ceased but I
decided to wait until the rain was falling to move, for the sake of
safety. Ten minutes later a steady sheet of rain bathed the drab
ruins in a shimmering layer of water. The area around me seemed to
glow as small breaks in the clouds allowed slivers of moonlight to
cascade onto the gathering moisture.

After using the runoff from the rain
to wash the dirt from the day off my face, it was time to get
moving. I pushed myself to my feet and stepped out into the
cascade, letting it soak through my clothes. I took a minute to
enjoy the chill the storm had carried in with it. Refreshed and
more than a little drenched after my time out I took stock of my
surroundings and then figured out which way was north. With my
sense of direction sorted out I turned toward the east and began my
trek home.

I used the time to really look at the
ruins of the city I had known so well. Dallas had been a thriving
metropolis once upon a time. Now the empty shells of office
buildings and hotels stood as a ghostly reminder of what we had let
happen. I ran my hand over the trunk of a tree which had sprouted
up in the middle of what had once been a street, and one I knew
well. I had lived in a home at the end of the block for several
years before everything went to shit. I turned my gaze up into the
branches, the leaves giving no indication of being affected by what
had happened here.

No matter how bad we took advantage of
our poor planet, when we failed to keep our foothold, nature
resumed its steady march forward. I shook my head as I plucked a
wet leaf from a low hanging branch then continued on my way. Each
wall I passed had seen the return of the flora the area had once
been covered in before we paved it all over. In a way I was glad
for the collapse of our ‘revolutionary new electrical
infrastructure’ which had wiped out most of the human population.
Cutting down our numbers meant things could be as they were meant
to be again.

#

“Kai! Holy shit where have
you been? We’ve been worried sick!”

I managed to get one foot through the
gate before the booming voice of Luke, my second in command and
Captain of my guard, shook through the area. I rolled my eyes at
him but smiled a little anyway, it was always nice when he worried
about me.

“Relax man, just had a tail
and ended up running in circles for a few hours. Rain sent them
running.”

“Thank goodness for the
storm, then! Though now you’re soaked. Come on, we’ll get you dried
off. Any news?”

I waved off the concern I saw
flickering in his eyes over what I may have found in favor of
getting into some dry clothes. Updates could wait.

“That will hold until I’m
not standing around with chattering teeth. Dry now, news after.”
Luke laughed but nodded and I let him lead the way through the
compound to my quarters so we could chat on the way.

“So you did find something
then?”

“Luke, really, it can wait.
I’m freezing.”

He held up his hands as if conceding
defeat and kept walking.

“Okay then, what about this
tail you had? Can we talk about them?”

I nodded to the inquiry and stripped
off my drenched sweater as we continued past several of my
soldiers.

“Yeah we can talk about
them. Four of them, definitely trained. They were on me no matter
what I tried. Thank goodness for this storm otherwise I’d still be
out there trying to get away from them.”

“You can usually outrun
them.”

“I know I can, these were…
Different. Faster, more agile.” I caught the panic on Luke’s face
when he stopped and turned to face me. I knew him well enough to
know he was thinking the same thing I was. “I know, trust me, I
thought the same thing you’re probably thinking. Maybe they weren’t
fully human.”

“They’ve been able to keep
up with you better in the last several years. And not just you
either, Trista and Lila reported the same thing.” My brows furrowed
with the news and I stopped dead in my tracks, Luke doing the same
several steps later when he realized I wasn’t moving.

“What about
Thea?”

“Thea? Ha! First she’d
actually have to leave her compound for something as menial as
scouting. No, Death doesn’t do her own dirty work, she has lackeys
for that shit.”

I glared at nothing in particular
since he was right on. Thea, also known as Death by the other side,
never had liked getting her hands dirty. Anything she could pawn
off on someone below her she didn’t do herself. She differed from
the rest of us in the habit. I took a deep breath and released a
slow, shuddering sigh on the exhale.

“Hey, try not to overthink
it,” he said.

“No, this needs to be
overthought. Something isn’t right here. Send a runner with a
message to Trista. We need a meeting, this crap is getting weirder
the longer we leave it unchecked and it might be time to figure out
what the hell is going on.”

“Are you sure that’s a good
idea? I mean, Trista will definitely go for it and Lila can be
persuaded, but there’s probably no chance with Thea.”

I knew he was being honest with me and
simply pointing out the hurdles awaiting the endeavor, but I hated
being second-guessed. It was time to be his superior rather than
his friend.

“Luke.” My voice was stern
and sharp as I stepped up beside him and grabbed the handle on the
door of my quarters. “Just do it, that’s an order.” I turned a
heated glare on the larger man and watched as every bit of the
extra eight inches he had on me melted away.

“Yes, ma’am. It’ll be on
the way as soon as the storm lets up.”

“Good. Now go on. I’m
changing and getting warm. I’ll be down to brief you and the team
in a couple hours. Nothing I found will make any difference in this
storm.”

He nodded, turned on his heel and
trekked back the way we had come.

I shook my head as a grin slipped onto
my features then turned and let myself into the small concrete room
I called home. I knew he was only doing his job, looking out for me
and trying to keep me from making a mistake which might land me
dead or worse, captured.

Ten minutes later, I had changed and
settled myself in front of a fire I’d managed to get going in the
small fireplace in the corner. Finally warming up as I went over
what I had learned while out scouting, I wondered what the other
scouts had come across, if anything. I leaned back against the wall
and watched the red and orange flickers cast dancing shadows on the
drab gray walls of the small twelve-by-thirteen room. I followed
the shadows as they moved around the space, my gaze landing on the
only book I still owned, one of the few books still known to exist,
my Bible. It was one of the only examples of the written word which
remained other than our occasional handwritten
communications.


Chapter Two

Briefing

I must have dozed off. A pounding on
my door ripped me from a dream and I sat bolt upright from the
floor. I took a steadying breath, rubbed my eyes to clear them and
then levered myself up to my feet and went to the door. I never
locked it but my people rarely burst in without knocking first. I
opened it to find Luke and his oldest son, Bradley, standing on the
other side. They both looked at me expectantly as I yawned, ran my
hand through my storm and sleep tousled hair then shrugged with a
sleepy, “What?”

“Sorry to wake you but you
said you’d be down to brief us in two hours.”

“Yeah.” I yawned again,
failing to see the purpose of their visit to my room.

“It’s been four.” Oops,
guess I’d been pretty tired.

“Sorry, come
on.”

I pulled my boots back on, happy to
find them dry if a bit cold thanks to the fire having died while
I’d been asleep. The three of us headed down to our meeting place
which consisted of a large makeshift lean-to propped against the
side of the building. It was big enough to keep the ten of us
present out of any inclement weather which might spring up. I let
another yawn slip free as I made my way to the old tree stump I
used as a chair and settled onto it.

“Luke tells us you managed
to get yourself a tail while you were out earlier.”

I nodded as my gaze drifted over the
group, making sure everyone was present. I scanned back until I
found the person who had spoken, one of my guards.

“Yeah, Marcus, I did. Four
men, all dressed like Purist soldiers, but something was
off.”

“Off?” He raised an eyebrow
at me as Luke took his usual place on my left.

“That’s what I said, off.
They were faster. They kept up with me, they were winded but I
couldn’t lose them. I had seriously started to wonder if they were
really humans when the storm kicked up and they ran for
cover.”

A murmur went up through the small
crowd. They all knew what Luke and I did, Purists were human. While
they were completely immune to the latent radiation which had
affected the rest of us they still stayed well clear of the rain
when it fell. Few people really knew how a massive dose from a
direct hit of radiation or being soaked in the stuff would affect
them. Other than the minor immunity, they weren’t anything
special.

The fact I had encountered this group,
all of whom had kept up with me was something to investigate on its
own. Add to it the several I’d run across who seemed to possess the
same abilities in the last handful of years and we had an issue. We
were stronger, faster and able to heal ourselves in ways they
couldn’t but if they had begun to mutate we could have some big
problems.

“I think you should see
this; it came in while you were out.”

A hush fell over the room as Steph
stepped up and handed me a slip of paper. As my head runner she
would get any messages coming into the compound and bring them to
me herself. I took the paper from her and unfolded it, quirking a
questioning brow at her as she stepped back without a word. I
looked down and read the note, a quick communication about an
encounter between Trista and a small group of these not-so-human
Purist soldiers.

“Did you read this?” I
directed the question toward Luke, knowing Steph had already read
it before bringing it to me.

“No. Why?” I handed it to
him and he read it over quickly. I watched his forehead crease and
his brow furrow as his eyes darted over the words on the paper.
“How is this even possible?” He handed the note back to me as I
shook my head, worrying our worst fears were becoming reality.
Seeing the looks the rest of the group had on their faces, I knew I
needed to share what we had read.

“It seems Trista
encountered a group of these scouts recently as well. While we knew
she had come across a few of them here and there it’s picked up
recently. It seems she ended up in a scuffle with this group. She
claims she kicked one of them in the nose, broke it then dealt with
his buddies only to find his nose had already healed.”

A muffled gasp went up around the
small group.

“I only see one
explanation, Kai.”

I turned to face Steph again and as
much as I hated thinking what I was sure we’d all had run through
our minds; it was the only thing which made sense.

“So do I. They had to be
Regens. Only we heal that way.”

Nervous shifting and throat clearing
swept the space and I met the eyes of every one of my people
present. “Look, if they’re using our own against us, I wanna know
how and why. They hate us, they’ve done everything they can to
exterminate us. It doesn’t make sense that they would have Regens
in their ranks, but the speed and healing don’t make sense any
other way. Bradley?” I turned to the young man, only twenty-five
but already the leader of my scouts.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“I want you to take your
three best and head out toward the old airport where I was earlier.
The storm hasn’t completely let up and those four that were tailing
me should still be there. I want them here, immediately. It’s about
time we get some answers.”

“I’ll get them and we’ll
head out right now.” I gave him a nod which he returned before he
turned and left the space to follow my orders.

“Kai…”

“Don’t, Luke. I know he’s
your son and he might get hurt, but he wanted this position. I
can’t baby him and keep him out of harm’s way because you don’t
like it.”

“Dammit! Why do you have to
be all business all the time? He’s my kid for fucks
sake!”

“I understand that…” I
didn’t even get to finish my sentence before he cut me
off.

“Do you? Honestly, do you
really understand? Because I don’t think you’re capable of
understanding. You don’t have kids, never had a family. You don’t
know what it’s like to--”

“Enough!” I stepped up to
the larger man, my finger meeting him center mass and backing him
across the space. “I’ve had it with your attitude when it comes to
Bradley’s assignments. The fact that I grew up without a family has
nothing to do with my decisions when it comes to what needs to be
done. He’s the leader of my scouts and that means he’s the best
I’ve got. He has a job to do. I have a compound to run here and I
can’t start playing favorites because of family
involvement.”

“You’re practically his
aunt, Kai!”

“No, Luke, I’m his
commanding officer, just like I’m yours. Now you need to shut up
and stop questioning my orders or you and I are going to start
having issues. Am I clear?”

He muttered something under his breath
and it added fuel to the fire of anger already burning in
me.

“Am. I. Clear. Soldier?” My
jaw was set, my voice cold, hard. I was done taking his crap and I
was pretty sure he knew it.

“Crystal,
General.” His inflection
rubbed my already raw nerves but in the interest of preserving some
kind of civility I shoved it aside before continuing.

“Good. Now get the hell out
of my sight before I say or do something we’ll both regret.” He
opened his mouth like he had the urge to say something else but
then shut it, turned and exited the space. I took a breath to clear
my head and then turned to face the rest of the group. “Anyone else
want to question me today?” Seven heads shook their response in the
negative and I nodded in reply before I waved them off.

After the space was clear I settled
back on the stump, my forehead against the heel of my right hand,
my head pounding.

“Kai?” I raised my head
enough to see Willow, Bradley’s wife, standing a few feet away and
heaved out a sigh.

“Christ. Willow, look if
you came here to go at me about your husband’s assignment I’m
really not in the mood.”

“No, not at all. Actually
he loves it when you give him these kinds of responsibilities, it
excites him.”

I couldn’t help the chuckle which
broke free, Bradley had always been eager to please and ready to
prove himself. It had made him an exceptional soldier, his agility
and stealth had made him a good scout and moved him through my
ranks quickly.

“I only wanted to tell you
to not let Luke get to you. He loves Bradley but he knows that he
has a job to do. At the end of the day, you know he’s on your
side.”

“Of course I do, he
wouldn’t be my second if he wasn’t. Try not to worry. I do what I
can to keep Bradley out of harm’s way as much as possible. Not
because of who his father is but because I need him. He’s damn good
at what he does and no one I have here can replace him.”

She flashed me a small smile then
nodded and walked away, leaving me alone again. I pulled one foot
up onto the stump and wrapped my arms around my knee, my chin on my
right arm. Trista’s note floated around in my head, bothering me
more and more the longer I thought about it. I couldn’t imagine any
circumstances under which the Purists would use our kind to fight
for them. After decades of capturing us and killing us off why
would we suddenly become a viable weapon?

The better question would be, who in
their right mind from our side would agree to such a weird
alliance. As much as the Purists couldn’t stand us we felt even
more negative toward most of them. We’d been singled out, herded
like cattle and slaughtered for decades because we were different
and we scared them. I couldn’t imagine any of my people even
considering joining their side after the things they had put us
through. I had to believe one of the other generals might have done
something to run a few people off.

Somehow I knew if it had to do with
one of the four of us, Thea was the winning choice. The more I
thought about the whole thing the less sense it made. A distinct
pain had kicked up in my right temple warning me of an impending
migraine. I released a ragged breath and pushed off the stump,
standing there for a bit as I tried to decide what I needed to do
next. I started back toward my room but then stopped short as an
idea hit me. I did an about-face and headed in the opposite
direction, catching Bradley as he and his group were about to
leave.

“Bradley!”

“Ma’am?”

“These are your top three?”
He nodded his affirmative and I looked the scouts over, trusting
his judgement on them. “Okay, I need names for your next four
before you leave. I have another assignment for them.” He thought
about it and then spouted off four names. I gave his small squad
leave to go start their mission and made my way toward the scouts
housing complex. I pushed through the door and my presence stopped
all activity in the room within fifteen seconds.

“General. What can we do
for you?” The young woman who spoke to me first couldn’t have been
more than twenty-one but she already held the appearance of someone
who had seen too much to ever look at life the same
again.

“I need Greer, Kymbal,
Justin, and Xander up here.” My voice echoed through the space and
the confused pause only lasted a few beats before three bodies made
a mad dash for the front of the room.

“I’m Greer.” The woman who
had greeted me when I entered answered as she was joined by three
young men all around her age.

“Alright. I have an
assignment for you four. Follow me.” I whirled and exited the
building, not questioning for a second whether or not they would
follow. Making my way back toward the meeting place I’d been in a
short time earlier, I kept quiet until we had reached the space.
Once under the cover of the lean-to, I turned to face them. “Your
squad leader gave your names as his next best four. He and the
group he hand-picked are heading west. I need you four to head to
the south.”

The confused looks they were giving me
told me they didn’t understand why I was sending them in that
direction.

“We’ve searched everywhere
else recently so it’s time to hit the one place we haven’t looked
yet. It would put them right the hell under our noses but when we
tend to venture out a day or two looking for them it would be
smarter to stick closer. I hate the idea they might have found a
way to outsmart us, even for a little while but I’m not too proud
to give it a shot. So, south it is.”

Four understanding nods met my idea so
I continued with their orders.

“I want you to go see if
you can find anything. Even if you can’t find a base, maybe you can
catch some of their soldiers out and about. Even a scouting party
would be fine with me. Capture, detain and bring them here. Do not
engage them physically unless they give you no choice.
Understand?”

“Yes ma’am. You want
someone to talk to that hasn’t had the crap kicked out of them
yet.” I smiled at Greer, she was quick and she seemed to understand
my motives perfectly. If she was Bradley’s number four pick I could
only imagine how good the three he had taken with him
were.

“Good, now gather what you
need and head out.”

“Duration ma’am?” The
question stopped me since I hadn’t decided how long I was sending
them out into the wilds. Our scouts were well trained and could
live off the land for a fair amount of time.

“As long as it takes. If
you find yourself unable to obtain supplies, return and restock
then get back out there. I want you on alert until we find a second
group to question.” The more bodies I had in holding cells the
better the chance I’d get some answers. Greer and the three men
nodded before making their way toward our supply
building.

“Oh, and Greer?” She turned
back and raised an eyebrow at me. “You’re in charge. You make the
calls on this one.” A quick nod was the only response I got before
they were gone. I hoped I hadn’t made an error in sending them out
without a true squad leader but I needed answers which meant I
needed the people who had them.


Chapter Three

Prophecy

I needed a break from the disaster
forming in my world and there were a couple ways I’d found which
worked. Before giving into the draw for a very long nap I took a
detour to the stables and slipped through the door. The squeak of
the hinges gave me away but even if they hadn’t the head which
popped over the wall near the door would have still appeared. I
smiled when the pure white muzzle raised and a whinny sounded in my
direction. With a quick wipe of my boots on the mat inside the door
I crossed to the stall and reached a hand toward the massive
horse.

“Hey, handsome
boy.”

My soft words elicited a small
snuffling noise from the solid white animal before he stretched his
neck out and pressed his velvety nose against my palm. The contact
made him nicker at me and I slid my hand up under his chin, giving
him a good scratch. I used my free hand to reach down and pull the
well-aged slide lock on the stall door. We’d been lucky to find a
usable stable on the grounds, the other generals had to toss theirs
together out of parts and pieces. I pushed the door open and
turned, walking toward the workout pen at the other end of the
building.

The horse followed me like a small
puppy, not the giant animal he was. Once we were in the pen I
kicked the door closed to keep it from getting in the way and
walked toward the opposite wall. I dragged my beat-up saddle off
the rail as the horse stopped beside me. After tossing it over his
back and securing it I glanced around, unsure of where his bridle
had ended up. I discovered it tossed in a heap on the other side of
the door we’d come through and got it on him as well.

He let out an excited neigh as I
pulled myself up into the saddle. I had to laugh. He always got so
excited when we went anywhere and I assumed he was glad to be out
in the fresh air. I hated not being able to take him out but I
couldn’t risk another venture into the storm still blowing outside.
He would have to wait until it passed but in the meantime I would
run him in the training pen. He needed the exercise anyway so I
settled into the well-worn leather and nudged him with my
heels.

After making a dozen passes in various
patterns across the pen a voice professing, “I always forget what
an amazing looking animal he is,” caused me to pull him up short
and look for its source. I found Steph leaning against the top rail
near the door and walked him over to her.

“He is a looker, isn’t
he?”

“That he is.” Expressive
biohazard green eyes fixed onto my friend as he stretched out his
neck and nibbled on her sleeve.

“Prophecy, cut it out. That
isn’t food, you walking stomach.”

He looked back at me as if trying to
decide what to do with what I had said to him and then turned,
grabbed Steph’s sleeve between his teeth and gave it a hard tug,
unbalancing her. When she lost the fight with gravity, tumbled over
the rail and landed ass first in the dirt he whinnied and tossed
his head like it was the funniest thing he’d ever seen. I winced at
the thud the contact produced but still barely held back the laugh
trying to break free.

“That horse is an
ass.”

“Oh come on, that’s not
nice. He was just having some fun.” I gave her a very fake pout and
she rolled her eyes at me as she stood and dusted herself
off.

“Yeah, loads of fun.” She
turned her narrowed eyes on Prophecy, hands on her hips as she
huffed at him. “Jerk.”

I hadn’t been around any horses before
the event so I couldn’t tell if the normal versions ever showed the
kind of emotional awareness our horses did. I couldn’t imagine a
regular horse being like Prophecy. At Steph’s jab he dropped his
head and let out a soft nicker as he shuffled his way up to her and
bumped her shoulder with his nose.

“No, go away. I’m mad at
you.”

Seemingly unwilling to take her
dismissal, he plopped his chin over her shoulder and nudged at her
cheek, nuzzling her. I watched her face as she attempted to
maintain the glare and set of her jaw as he gave her the horse
equivalent of a purr. Her resolve broke a piece at a time but
within two minutes she had a smile on her face and was scratching
his nose. He gave her a happy huff and then pranced around like
he’d won the argument, which I would hold he had. A soft gasp
coming from the door to the pen made us both turn toward the
opening. One of the teenage girls who had relocated to my base with
her family from a renegade camp in what had once been Oklahoma
stood staring at my horse.

“Hi. You can come on in.”
She took a tentative step forward without saying a word, then
another but stopped after the third, keeping her distance. “You’re
Faith, right?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“You can come closer; he
won’t hurt you.” I dismounted as I spoke, flipping the reins over
his head and leading him a few steps closer to the girl.

“What’s his
name?”

She looked up at him in awe and I
couldn’t blame her for it since the radiation had done some crazy
things to the animals as well as us. Prophecy was part of a line of
Arabians who had all taken the same traits as those of us Humans
who had mutated. His pure, snow white coat was only broken by the
streaks of brilliant green in his mane and tail. His bright,
expressive green eyes the same color as those streaks and were
almost glowing.

“His name is
Prophecy.”

“That’s a weird
name.”

I laughed and shook my head, supposing
it could be a strange thing to name a horse, but it had a story
behind it.

“Might be, yeah. But it
suits him. I’m Kai.”

“Oh,” I watched the
realization of who she was speaking to alter her expression before
she stammered out, “I… I’m so sorry, General. I didn’t mean to
intrude, I should go.” My brow furrowed as I watched the girl for a
moment before I reached out and stopped her from hightailing it
from the pen.

“It’s fine Faith. You can
stay, I don’t mind. And please, call me Kai, only the soldiers call
me General.”

Ever since I’d achieved the rank it
had made me itchy, I hated the sound of it but couldn’t shake it.
I’d be General forever so I had to let it slide sometimes, but not
every time.

“O… Okay. He uh, he’s
big.”

I chuckled and turned to look up at
Prophecy. He was rather large and I’d been told normal Arabians
were an average of fifteen hands high. My horse stood a massive,
gleaming, snow-white eighteen hands. His shoulder reached almost
four inches over my head.

“That he is. But he’s a big
ol’ baby. Wanna pet him?”

Her eyes went wide and I bit back a
laugh, not wanting to make the poor girl self-conscious. She gave a
small nod then stepped forward and reached a hand out. Showing
himself to be the wonderful animal he’d been since the day I’d
received him, Prophecy leaned down and touched his nose to her
palm.

“Wow, his nose is really
soft.”

I nodded as I patted his neck, making
sure he knew what a good boy he was being.

“How old is he?”

“That’s a really good
question. I haven’t got a clue.” She giggled as Steph and I both
laughed. It was the truth since I’d been given the horse as a gift
from my mentor when I’d made the rank of General in the resistance.
No one had any idea how old he’d been then so I couldn’t even begin
to make a guess on his current age. As the sound died away a voice
called Faith’s name from somewhere inside the barn and she offered
me a sheepish look.

“That’d be my mom. I sorta
wandered off. I should go.”

“Yeah, probably best. Come
back and see him whenever you want though.” She beamed at me and
nodded as she turned and charged back through the door toward her
mother’s voice. I shook my head, let out a sigh and turned toward
Steph. “Come help me get him settled for the night?”

“You just don’t wanna do it
yourself.”

“Crap, you caught me. So
I’m being lazy, so what? You gonna help?”

“Sure, come on.”

She laughed as she grabbed his reins
from my hand and started out of the pen and back toward his stall.
I trailed behind them a few feet, knowing he’d get up to something
before we made it all the way. Sure enough when they hit the
halfway point he butted her shoulder with his nose, sending her
sprawling into a pile of straw outside one of the empty stalls. In
usual Prophecy fashion he tossed his head and whinnied like he was
oh-so funny. My laugh caught her attention as she turned over in
the straw and she glared at me.

“Some friend you are! And
you!” She turned her gaze on Prophecy who I would have sworn was
smiling at her. “See if I sneak you anymore treats.”

I knew he’d comprehended what she’d
said to him when the playful demeanor fell away and he hung his
head. Steph stood, brushed the straw off herself and then pulled
his bridle and saddle off. I grabbed my kit and worked on brushing
him out with her help and then we settled him in for the
night.


Chapter Four

Kai’s Story

With Prophecy in for the duration of
the storm and realizing I was still in need of some unwinding, I
headed for my quarters. Beyond spending time with the horse, I’d
found naps a great way to relax and get my mind off of things. Not
to mention the fact I could have probably dropped and fallen asleep
right where I was standing. I said goodbye to Steph and hauled
myself into the small space I called home. After kicking off my
boots and once again changing into dry clothes I dropped a few more
logs on the fire.

I settled onto my makeshift bed on the
floor of my room after propping the door open so the smell of the
rain still coming down outside could filter into the space. My
hands folded behind my head I stared up at the ceiling, the new
fire burning in the corner casting shapes across the surface. My
mind wandered as I stared at the morphing shadows, picking out
familiar things. A dog, a pony, a butterfly, a bird, all present in
the shifting grays and blacks above me. They grabbed my mind even
though I had been ready to fall over less than an hour
earlier.

I gave up on the idea of sleep as the
light outside faded into darkness and the rain slowed then stopped.
Bradley and his group would be back with our captives soon enough
and I would be questioning them. I rolled off the bed, stood up and
left my room, not bothering to douse the fire or close the door. I
wandered the area for a bit, thinking too hard and making my head
hurt. I needed a distraction and as soon as the thought entered my
head, I knew exactly where to go.

I took a sharp right and cut between
two buildings, coming to a small house, nothing more than a larger
version of the room I lived in. The buildings we used were what was
left of this part of the city. Most of the metropolis had been
blown to hell except a few undamaged panic rooms which had held up.
There had been this one corner however, this single bastion of
civilization amidst the devastation which had leveled the rest of
the city. It had once been a retreat of sorts with sprawling
fields, houses, barns, stables and meditation areas. Now they
served as our saving grace, giving us places to sleep which kept
the rain out and were mostly fire proof.

The residence I stepped up to had been
a reinforced house once, owned by a particularly paranoid man who
had been very right to be so prepared. The family living in it now
were his descendants and had kept the place up wonderfully. Well,
wonderfully considering how long it had been since we’d seen
anything like decent cleaning supplies. I grinned as I took the
five front steps then crossed the wraparound porch to the front
door. The sounds of the children laughing inside made me smile as I
pushed the massive wooden door open and walked in.

“Kai! Kai!” I had made it
three steps into the room when my knees and shins were assaulted by
a tight hug from the rambunctious child chanting my name
excitedly.

“Hey, Michael! What are you
doing up so late?” I squatted to scoop the seven-year-old boy up
into my arms. The silky waves of his long golden locks fell down
the back of my shoulder as he leaned his head on it.

“I couldn’t sleep without a
story but mommy said she was too busy tonight. Can you tell us
one?”

A pang tightened my stomach at the
mention of Keira being too busy for her family since I knew it was
my fault. She was one of my top guards and I knew for a fact she’d
be out on patrol tonight with the threat of Purists being so close.
I’d have to make sure she and Luke were given time to spend with
their younger kids when this all ended.

“I don’t know, would anyone
else want to hear one of my stories?”

I glanced across the room, one of
Michael’s two brothers and both sister’s smiling at me. The eldest
of the group still living at home, Brandon, glared in my direction.
I chuckled at him as I remembered being thirteen and thinking I was
far too cool for pretty much everything.

“Please, Kai?”

I turned my gaze down to the green
ringed blue eyes looking up at me and nodded.

“Yay!!” The shout came out
with a hefty wiggle which forced me to put the boy down before he
fell. I watched him bound across the room to his bed and crawl in
then joined the group as the younger ones all did the same. Brandon
folded his arms across his chest and continued to glare at
me.

“Alright you lot, what kind
of story do you want to hear?”

“Tell us about when you
were little like me!”

I grinned down at the little blonde
I’d been holding a minute ago. As the youngest of the siblings he
was generally the most excitable.

“Little like you? Well I
don’t remember much from when I was seven! But I do remember when I
was about Brandon’s age.” I received another glare and a trademark
Brandon eye-roll for my comment. “I also remember stories I heard
and things I learned from adults when I was younger.”

“Oooh, tell us some of
those!”

I ruffled Michael’s hair and thought
hard for a minute, letting my mind wander to the days when kids
still attended schools and read books, back when books existed.
These days something like half of the members of my compound could
read. Not because we didn’t care, no I was very interested in
having all my people be able to read. It was because the materials
needed to practice at a young enough age to learn properly simply
weren’t available any longer.

“Well, I remember something
I learned. Once, long before I was born, the world was split into
these things called countries. Each country had its own leader,
government and even religions, sometimes more than one. Back then,
people used to fight each other all the time.”

“They fought each other?
Like we do now?” I turned a sad smile down at Michael.

“Yeah, like we do now. Only
lots more people from all different parts of the world. Well, after
years and years and years of fighting each other and getting
nowhere about it, people finally came together and seemed to work
out their differences. We finally had peace. A world government was
put in place and several people were picked to lead it. Diseases
were healed, technology advanced and everything seemed to be going
right.”

“If everything was going so
right, how did we end up here, like this?” The sharp tone ripped my
gaze to Brandon and I had to take a deep breath, releasing it
slowly before I replied.

“Well, Brandon, not
everything goes the way we plan every time. Sometimes, things just
happen, they go wrong and we can’t fix it. We had a new way of
producing energy, something more efficient that seemed better for
the planet at the time. It produced some minor radioactive waste
but people had managed to find a way to deal with that. Don’t ask
me how, I never did understand any of it, they didn’t teach us
about it other than how well it worked for supplying us with
electricity.”

“What’s electricity?” The
innocent question made my heart tighten as I realized for at least
the thousandth time since I was in my twenties these new
generations might never know electricity, running water or things
as taken for granted as a microwave oven.

“Electricity was what we
used to have for lights when it was dark.”

“Like fire?” I hadn’t ever
explained electricity to someone and it dawned on me how difficult
it could be.

“Kind of like fire. But
without the flames, so things didn’t get burned. And you didn’t
need to stay with it and add wood to make sure it didn’t go out.
You just flipped this thing called a switch and it came on and then
stayed on until you turned it off.” The little boys’ eyes went wide
and when I looked up at the rest of them they all had the same
look. Except for Brandon who still wore his glare.

“Sounds great. So why don’t
we have that now?”

Oh how annoying and trying teenage
attitude and angst could be. I wondered how his parents put up with
it. Every time I visited the group I gathered a new level of
admiration for Luke and his wife.

“Well, see, we should have
it now. There were these things called fail safes in place, they
were supposed to protect us.”

“Seems like they worked
fabulously.” The sarcasm dripping from his tone hit me like a solid
punch in the stomach but he wasn’t exactly wrong.

“The problem with fail
safes is that they are created by people and, well, we’re flawed.
Something went very wrong and all the protections the scientists
had in place failed. The system broke down and the devices started
to explode. It was like a ripple after you toss a stone in a lake.
Some, the ones closest to the main operating zone, went off in
seconds and no one near them survived, some had several hours’
notice. Those zones had people who survived, who managed to hide
like we did here. Even then, people found out pretty fast that they
fell into one of three types. The first couldn’t fight the
radiation, it got into their systems, created disease. They didn’t
make it long, five or ten years.

The second group caught on to their
differences about twelve years after the explosions. That was when
they realized that, well, they weren’t affected at all. It seemed
like the radiation just rolled off of them and left them completely
human.”

“The Purists.”

My eyes met Brandon’s and I
nodded.

“Yeah, the Purists. The
third group didn’t actually know they were a separate group until
about five years after the Purists figured out their immunity. Most
of the first generation just thought they were Purists, that they
were completely unaffected. It wasn’t until some started showing
weird effects and others began having children that they figured
out how wrong they were. That group, well, they were special. The
radiation did affect them but it didn’t kill them. They mutated but
in a way that allowed them to survive, to use the toxins rather
than being killed by them. These traits showed in the strongest of
them within just a few years as their genes mutated. The rest
picked it up as they had kids, the signs allowed them to be
identified.”

“That’s us!”

“Yeah, Michael. That’s us.”
I chuckled at the little boy’s enthusiasm. “Our bodies use the
radiation to constantly regenerate our cells.”

“Is that why the Purists
call us ‘Regens’?”

“Right on the dot, Brandon.
Well, the world fell into chaos after that. Not much had survived
the explosions then the fallout afterward and at first, everyone
seemed to be working together and making a go at survival. Then the
first true Regens were discovered, the first Level Ones and the
Purists went off the deep end. Somewhere along the way they took on
this belief that God saved them, chose them for something. They
believe they have a calling, a higher purpose. That would have been
just fine with the rest of us, if they hadn’t decided we must be
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