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Chapter One
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"I must be out of my freaking mind to have agreed to this."

The battered post war knock-off, 1971, powder blue, Buick Rivera glowed unearthly green, an eerie light cast off from the dashboard.  August 3, 2040 flashed in bright red numbers on the digital screen where the car radio was supposed to be.  Of course, there were no radios anymore.  Most of technology had gone belly up since the war.  Except for the occasional twelve-volt car battery, old style gas piston engines and cigarette lighters, most of what mankind had labored to build since their creation was gone.  

Being born after the nuclear holocaust, it didn't matter to me. I'd only heard stories from my mother about such things.  You don’t miss what you never had.  It was the day after my twenty-first birthday and there I was sitting in the passenger seat, grasping the faux leather upholstery and wishing for all my life that I was anywhere but on a dark, lonely road in the middle of the night.

"So, what else is new?"  Jasmine Cho, my best friend and driver on this ill-fated expedition, asked beside me.  She was so busy concentrating on the road ahead of us she didn't have time to give me one of her 'enigmatic' Oriental expressions.  

I leaned against the grimy car window and watched the tangled mess of post-war devastation slide past us.  She and I were making our way south to, of all places, Destiny, Florida.  

Destiny.  

I would have laughed my ass off at the irony of it, if I hadn't been so busy shivering and trying to keep warm.  Besides a bent fender, a right side door lock that wouldn't open, and the nauseating stench of mildew, this junkyard reject didn't even have a decent heater in it.  It wasn't all the car's fault, though.  It was early spring, and somebody forgot to tell this godforsaken state that it wasn't supposed to be so cold this far south of the border.  

Except that maybe it was, what with the radioactive fallout and all.  Of course, I couldn't worry about the plummeting glacial temperatures like the rest of humanity.  Our world got nuked twenty years ago and left us in an unending nuclear winter and it didn't matter a rat's ass to me.

I had bigger, more important things to worry about. Like keeping my friends and me from being permanent residents of a post war concentration camp.  We were escaping the north, smuggling ourselves past the Mason-Dixon border patrols.  It was a foolhardy thing, especially given that we were likely to be next on the top ten dishes to be served with sushi.

At least that was what my friends faced, me, I was an altogether different sort of animal.  If they caught us, the Company would find out soon enough.  Then, as the former generation used to say, it would be 'game over.'

I glanced over at Jaz.  A tall, lean girl, with impossibly long raven hair and skin the color of pure cream, she and I couldn't have been more different.  And yet, we'd been closer than sisters since pre-school.  

Squinting through thick-rimmed glasses, she studied the road ahead.  A brilliant tech-head, she could program any design of operating system with her eyes closed.  When we'd left home, she'd had three divisions of the local soy plant after her to work there when she finished college.  But, Jaz, be a company glove?  No way.  She spent her every waking moment at the neighborhood shelter.  Kids.  She wanted to work with kids.  One of six children, she'd grown up with a large, loving family.  More than that, Jaz wanted to save the world—one child at a time.

I wrapped my arms even tighter around my skinny body.  In contrast to Jaz's well-proportioned figure, I'm considered gaunt.  My skin is so pale, heck, I'm almost transparent.  My hair wouldn't win any awards, either—straight, mousy brown and cut short so as not to attract attention.  Add to that I have a narrow face, eyes that are too blue and too large, and a small, bow shaped mouth.  Hell, I wouldn't win any beauty contests even if we did still have them.  

Yep.  No self-esteem here.  Move along.  I let out a long slow sigh.  

"Easy does it, Mav.  It'll be okay.  After all, it's Daniel we're talking about, right?"  Jasmine shot me a nervous smile.

Daniel Elias Wolfe.  He was the only son of Martha and Jacob Wolfe and the tenth grade love of my life.  Great. 

It may as well have been the devil that summoned me.

"I don't know, Jaz.  I just don't know."

Truth was, I didn't want to scare her.  At least not as badly as it scared me.  Only Daniel, Jaz, and her boyfriend Russell Hines know my secret—the humongous truth that had kept me working a minimum wage crap job and living in the low rent side of town.  The reason every time a knock comes at my door I face the possibility of a firing squad.  Or worse.

I'm a 'Blue Star Baby,' one of the unfortunate few who were born during the single clear night about a year after the nukes fell.  It was the only time the radioactive sludge we called an atmosphere opened up and let true starlight shine through.  At least, that's how the legend goes.

The other story was that BSB's are all some sort of cosmic mutants.  We have different 'gifts,' you know.  Like some of us can walk through walls or others of us can read minds.  Me, I bring back the dead.  And the dead aren't pink and pretty when they come back, you know.  They are really nasty, pissed off, and hungry.  Know what's top on their menu?  If you guessed anything that breathes, you won the prize. 

Let's just say I do the best I can to stay away from anyone or anything that once lived and anyplace that houses the dead.  Graveyards, crematoriums, high school biology classes, those places.

Pretty messed up, huh? 

That's the opinion of the rest of civilized society, too.  We're freaks. Degenerates who don't deserve to breathe.  And if the company, uh, I mean the government finds us, it's a special hell.  Think torture, think slavery, think vivisection—you'll be on the right track.

Of course, we're not the only ones screwed by the world's total nuclear devastation.  Everyone got a share of bad juju.  Everybody changed.  Only it wasn't growing a third eye or having square babies like everyone thought.  Worse. It messed with our metabolisms.  Half of the population was either fried by radiation or died agonizing deaths from cancer.  Those who were left didn't fare much better.  

If that wasn't bad enough, around half of the remaining survivors who didn't succumb to illness or death have become dependent solely on animal protein for their food source.  The other half, strictly plant protein.  Yep.  It's the carnivores versus the herbivores.  

So much for the family of man.

At the beginning of the nuclear winter, not much vegetation survived.  The plant eaters were starving to death.  That's when the government set up 'the company.' Massive plant factories that grew and processed veggie foods.  Turns out, one plant survived the blast.  Soybeans.  After ten years in development, they fed the remaining vegetarians, what we now call 'planters,' short for plant eaters or 'herbies' for herbivores.  

But life didn't get all cozy after that.  Not by a long shot.  The meat eaters, or "carnies," began facing their own problems around the time the "planters" resolved their food issues.  The wrinkle that our bomb-dropping grandparents didn't consider was that animal life wouldn't fare any better than human life.  

As a result, when the only edible food supply for the carnivore half of the population runs terribly low, it makes the rest of us pretty damn nervous.  Did I mention they consumed only animal protein?  Can you guess what happens when the number of consumable animal protein sources dwindles and the carnivores get hungry?  Herbivore stew, that's what.

So far, things have been okay, other than wild rumors from small, third world countries.  To the best of our knowledge, there has been no cannibalism on our side of the world to date.  But it doesn't take a genius to see the writing on the wall and what could happen if they can't figure out how to manufacture animal protein soon.

From behind us, Russell coughed, made a sputtering sound, and went back to sleep.  He was the third person in our doomed triad, and of all of us, the most likely to get out of this mess alive.  Mostly because he was going to be a doctor someday, and while the rest of us weren't worth a rat's ass to the meat eaters, they could always make use of a medical.  

"Shit." I said, remembering just why we were driving down an old highway in the middle of the night—a midnight meeting with my old friend, Daniel, who also just happened to be a flag carrying member in the company's number one adversary, the semi political paramilitary organization, known as the 'New People.'  

Semi-political, paramilitary folks.

Yep.  I had to be freaking crazy to have agreed to this.

I was worse than crazy.  I was in love with Daniel.  After seven years apart his name still sent a shiver up my spine.  

Here I was barely struggling to survive and Daniel and his buddies were said to be preparing for the final 'end of the world' scenario by stocking up guns and dusting off their 'how to serve man,' cookbooks.

Did I mention that Daniel and his family were carnivores?  Yeah.  Lucky me to be in love with the 'enemy.'

I shouldn't have answered Daniel's letter.  My gut told me I couldn't trust him.  But my heart told my gut to take a hike.  I'd known him well when we were children and a part of me wouldn't accept that he'd ever put our lives in jeopardy.

The other part of me huddled into a ball and sat facing the corner.  

The truth was, at the time, Daniel and I had believed that we'd been more than high school sweethearts.  We'd been certain that we were soul mates.  Back then, we thought nothing could ever tear us apart.  Not distance, not time, not even the difference in our physiology.  We were going to be together forever.  

Then his family went south.  Way south.  The last we'd heard was that his parents had moved into this wacko camp and we would never hear from him again.  

I would have gone after him, too, except my mother got sick shortly after Daniel left.  My father thought we were all going to starve to death, so he did what he thought was the only noble thing he'd ever done in his life.  He killed himself.  

He'd said that mom and I could get bigger rations from the company if he wasn't there.  The truth was he was a coward.  He couldn't face dying of starvation.  He couldn't stand the pain of always being hungry.  Pity that he didn't wait another month when the company announced the opening of the soy production facilities in Terre Haute and St. Louis.  That was when the company basically took over the government.  

Remember the golden rule?  He who has the gold makes the rules? Well, the company is a twenty-four carat jewelry store and we're all buying.

Mother and I didn't starve, though cancer finally took her last spring.  Leftover effect from the radiation sweep after the nukes went off was what the doctors told us.

In my mind it was just another murder of an innocent by a generation that hadn't given a shit about anything but their petty differences. 

Another blast of cold air came out of the car's heater.

"Where the hell is global warming when you need it?"

"Why don't you take my jacket?" Russ said behind me, his voice low and hoarse from sleeping.  

"Because I don't want it.  I'll be fine.  I'm just looking for something to bitch about."

"Something else?" he asked.  I didn't look back at him, but I could feel a smile edging up the corners of his mouth.

"Shut up, Russell," Jasmine said.  She scooted all the way forward, wrapping her arms around the steering wheel.  Hell, it was almost as big as she was.

"Hey, just goofin."

I sent him a sympathetic glance.  I was, after all, the leader of the small group, and it was my responsibility to keep it together.  Most of the time I did a piss-poor job of it.  Like right now.

"Only twenty-nine miles to Destiny," Jaz said as she squinted at the sign ahead.  

Since we were in an old car with a battery jury-rigged multiple times, the headlights could barely illuminate the road.  We had to really strain to see the turns in the roads as it was.  Fortunately, someone had had the presence of mind to paint the road signs with a fluorescent overcoat or we wouldn't have been able to see them at all.

"Yippie," I deadpanned.  Ever since we’d left home, I'd had this building sense of dread, and right now it was about the size of the Empire State Building.

"Maybe it won't be bad," Jaz said beside me.  Reaching up she used her sleeve to rub a clear spot on the windshield in front of her. 

"Maybe the earth will change its rotation and we all can vacation at the North Pole, but I don't see it happening."  I shifted in my seat, trying to avoid their scrutiny.

They always stared at me that way, their expressions a combination of sympathy with dread.  I hated it.

Russ cleared his throat. "What exactly did the note say?"

"It wasn't a note.  It was a summons.  "A goddamn, 'get your ass down here or else' summons," Jaz said.

"Oh.  We'll know soon enough, I guess."  He leaned back in the seat and turned his attention to the dimness outside the window.

"I guess we will," I muttered.

"I trust Daniel," Jaz said, her breath forming little clouds of steam as she talked.  "I mean, shit, he is Daniel.  Our Daniel."

"Yeah, right," Russ laughed.  "It's not like he would eat us or anything."

I shrugged.  "He's a meater.  We're sushi as far as meat eaters are concerned.  Or we will be, when the last cow dies."

"I miss cows," Jasmine said.  "And pigs, and chickens..."

"E-I-E-I-O," I laughed, though it didn't really sound like a laugh.

Jasmine's pale complexion turned scarlet.  "Make fun if you want, but I still miss them.  My Grandda lived on a farm when he was little.  He used to tell me stories."

"We shouldn't be worrying about animals." Russ leaned back in his seat and stretched.  "People are what's important.  You know, we got a raw deal.  If they hadn't nuked half of Europe and all the Mid-east, we'd all be reckless college students and I'd be worrying about where the next frat party was going to be."

"And I would kick your ass in video games," Jaz laughed.  

"In your dreams," he shot back.

Just then a stab of pain shot through my head.  I'd been having migraines since I was twelve, right after the food revolution.  I don't know why.  One doctor had told my mom it was from the radiation, another said it was just stress or hormones. Who knew?

"I used to dream," I told them.  Suddenly the car got quiet around me.  I closed my eyes, feeling their stares like fire on my skin.  Of course, my dreams were the substance of nightmares and we all knew it.  Dark, foreboding images of a world that was nothing but death and destruction.

"I still miss Daniel, too." Jaz said, barely above a whisper.

"It's not like he could help what happened to him.  His parents brought him down here, forced him to sign up with those morons." I said.

"He has a choice, just like the rest of us."  Russ was the least supportive of the theory that Daniel was really an okay guy.

"No, he didn't." Jaz shot back.  "You're an orphan. What do you know about the things you'd do for your family?"

"I know I wouldn't turn my back on anybody I cared about."

It was the same argument they'd been having for eighteen hundred miles.  It started about Daniel, but it always ended up there, about what we'd do for family.

"Will you both shut up!"  I rubbed my temples hard, hoping the pressure from the outside of my skull would ease the pressure inside.  It didn't work.

No matter how hard I pushed, I couldn't get rid of the memories of Daniel and all the hope we'd once had.  We were going to save the world.

Stupid hope.

​
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Chapter Two
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We were a couple back in the day, Daniel and me.  As much as fourteen-year-olds could be a couple that is.  No sex, of course.  Others our age did, but we didn't hold it against them.  We just knew it wasn't for us.  At least not then.  It turned out to be never. 

"How much farther?" Russell asked after a couple of strained minutes went by.

"Not far, about ten miles, I think."

"Great.  Let's just get this over with."

I leaned back and let the car's rattling bounce lull me into a dull numbness.  Truth was, I thought I'd gotten over Daniel.  Like I'd gotten over the deaths of my mother and father.  But I guess if I had received a letter from them on the eve of my twenty-first birthday, I would have been shocked just the same.  Yeah, Daniel had been dead for me a long time, too.  You'd be surprised how easy it is to love the dead.

And now, he was alive.

I opened my eyes to see the tangle of trees that twisted over the rutted road.  Corpses of old scrub pines and oak trees.  Their bent, misshapen forms looked more like demons holding hands over the landscape than the remnants of a once prolific plant life.  It was like that everywhere these days.  Only skeletons on the landscape reminded us of the grandeur of a life that no longer existed.  

Most of the plant life had died during the earlier days of the nuclear winter.  Good thing we had oxygen replicators throughout the world or we'd be really screwed.

God only knew what animal life remained out there in the wilderness. Whatever it was, chances were it was mutated and inedible.  Another present from the screwed up atmosphere.

Nuclear winter.  That was a funny name for it.  Makes you think of radiant drifts of snow and glowing icicles, or something.  My generation had been born at the beginning of it, so we weren't as affected by the radiation as our parents had been.  Now, most of the elders were gone, too.  We struggled on until the earth froze over or we killed each other off, whichever came first.  Some life, huh?

"I wonder what he looks like these days," Jaz said.

I shrugged.  He had been what my mom had called a ‘nice-looking boy’ back in the day.  Straight brown hair, eyes the color of the sky at sunset, and a smattering of freckles across his nose. He was skinny back then, like the rest of us.  Taller, I think.  At least I could remember looking up at him.

"Probably looks like all the other meat monsters." Russ crossed his arms and closed his eyes again.

Meat monsters.  That was a nightmare on ice.  Those were the select few individuals who used steroids to beef up their animals with to produce more meat.  Of course, these morons grew the size of a medium-sized mountain and drug their knuckles on the ground.  Oh, and they pretty much never became physics professors, either.

Jaz sighed.  "When I think of Daniel, I remember him as a kid.  Like us."

"Well, he's not a kid anymore and neither are we."  

I hadn't meant my voice to sound so harsh, but I guess that's how it was.  We'd all grown up, hard and fast.  Now it wasn't about just living.  It was about surviving.

"His note was pretty weird, don't you think?" Russ asked behind me.

"For Daniel?  Not really.  He always did over dramatize things."

"Maybe but strange, just the same."

I sank lower in my seat.  They were right.  It was weird.  Damn spooky, in fact.

I closed my eyes, remembering the words scrawled across the page.

“Mav,

I need to see you.  Things are changing fast.  New breed taking over Europe.  People are dying by the thousands over there.  We're next. You've got to help us.  

Daniel.”

Yeah, damn dramatic.

"There's the cutoff.  From here we're on 'New People' property.  Whoever or whatever they are." Jaz turned the steering wheel hard, the car dragging to the left as she did.

Shit.  My pulse kicked up a notch.  I didn't want to do this.  I didn't want to stick my neck out.  What did I care if all of humanity dropped dead?  It was only a matter of time until we were all worm food, anyway.  Now rather than later, what difference did it make?  

I wished I'd never agreed to this.  Anything would be better than seeing him again.  Than finding out that he was living and having a good life without us.  Without me.  

Maybe I was just jealous.  In a twisted way I'd wanted him to suffer the way I had all these years.  Well, so be it, I thought.  He deserved it.  At least, I hoped he did.

Just then a figure stepped out of the shadows and right in front of our car.

Jaz slammed on the breaks and we all bounced forward.  I put up my hands on the dash to keep from going through the windshield. 

"Son of a bitch," Russ rumbled behind me.  He'd slammed into the back of Jaz's seat.

Shaking my head to clear it, I glanced up and saw a large, thick muscled man in the middle of the road.  Recognition sliced into my brain.

Daniel.

Suddenly my throat clenched and my voice jammed somewhere below my voice box.

"My god," Jaz whispered beside me.  "He's beautiful."

Tears stung my eyes, my chest seized and a god-awful sob burst from me.  It actually hurt to look at him.

About the size of a hundred-year-old Cyprus tree trunk, Daniel Wolfe stood in front of our car, his knees meeting with the front fender.  He was tall with tightly corded muscles covering his whole body.  Not grotesque like meat monsters, but smooth and iron hard.  He wore a black muscle shirt and black denim jeans.  The cold didn't even seem to affect him.  

I shivered again, but it wasn't from the temperature.

"Welcome to Destiny," he called.

Realizing after a stunned moment that he was talking to me, I reached for the car's door handle and tried to jerk it open.  It took me a moment to remember that the lock was broken and I had to bash my shoulder against it to get out of the car.  Finally, the latch came free and with a loud scraping whine, the door opened.

I stepped out slowly, trying hard to quell the sudden rush of anxiety that shot through me.

"Maverick." He said, and I nearly shattered.

He stepped forward, and the world spun around us.

"Daniel."  The breath left my body and for a moment knew I was near to falling into his arms. I would have, too, except for the glint of something metal across his chest.

Mylong-time friend was carrying an assault rifle and strapped to his chest was an array of other weapons.  Two knives, a long sword at his side, and an ion blaster hanging low on his hip.  The evidence was clear and my throat dried up to dust.

The love of my life was a killer.

*****
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Stunned, I was barely aware of the sound of the car doors opening and closing behind me.

"Hey, butthead," Jaz said behind me.

"Yo, beanpole, puke-face," he nodded to Jaz and Russ.  They chuckled behind me.

Daniel grinned, and for a moment he looked like he had back then.  One of the high school gang.  We'd hung together, the four of us inseparable.  But life had changed, and he had moved on. Unfortunately, I thought with a bitter taste in my mouth; we hadn't.

"Same ol' Daniel." Russell stepped forward with his hand out.  The two men shook hands, and I held my breath.  They were odd reflections of each other.  Russell was long and thin, wearing a ratty t-shirt, his slight frame made more obvious when he moved.  Beneath his clothes, he was a stark contrast to Daniel's thick-muscled form.  

"Dude."  Daniel used the handshake to pull him into a crushing embrace.  

"Daniel," Russ choked out, his breath coming out in a rush.

I held mine.

The two men pulled apart.  "Come here, Jaz, you little freak."

Jasmine stepped into his arms as well and he lifted her off the ground.  "God, I've missed you guys."

Jaz sniffed as he set her down.  "So, how're things," she said, dragging her sleeve across her face to wipe at her tears.

"Just living, that's all. And you?"

"Ah, you know.  Russ and I work at intake shelters.  New refugees are coming in every day.  We just sort 'em and send 'em."

"I've heard the stories," he said, lowering his eyes.

Jaz bit her lip.  "Well, you know.  I oversee mostly children.  Russ works in the examiner's office.  He's an expert at taking care of the sick.  Working on his healer creds."

"Good for you.  You always took care of everyone," he said to Russ.

All three turned to me.  I stood silent for a moment.

"So," Daniel began, "what have you been up to?"

I shrugged.  "Not much.  Working at the soy distribution center in New Chicago.  I'm a packer."

"Oh." 

An uneasy silence spread between us.  "How about you?"  As if I didn't know just by looking at him.

"I'm in charge of the local militia, a captain actually.  My company and I guard the property lines from here to Miami.  Not a bad job, really."

"I can see." I nodded to his hardware.

"Its not what you think, Mav.  I'm legit."

"I never said you weren't."

"Despite what you planters think, we still have enemies in the world."

"That's what we're told."  I didn't give him an inch.  

"Look, whatever.  I'm not here to argue politics with you.  I've got proof of something that'll blow your minds.  Come back to camp with me and we'll discuss it."

"Sure," I said.  "That's what we're here for."

"Good.  You guys look half starved.  Have I got a treat for you."

Russ cleared his throat.  "You remember that we're different from you, right?"

"Strictly non animal protein.  I remember."  He looked at me.  "Especially for you.  We've stored all the animal goods and the leather outfitting is under wraps.  There isn't so much as a dead ant on the grounds."

"You got soy down here?" Jaz asked, her expression lighting up.

"Naw.  Something better.  Come on."

I stood a moment and watched the others follow him.  They trusted him.  The question was, did I?

​
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The military camp looked the way I had always imagined one would look.  Short squat buildings that were probably converted blockhouses, dotted the neatly organized streets.  I was shocked, however, at how clean everything was.  There wasn't as much as a piece of paper or an empty tin can to be seen.  It was also the first time in my life I'd seen really green grass, outside of the video halls, that was.  

At the end of the main street, Daniel led us to a two-story stucco structure that hinted at what old Florida must have looked like once.  I knew that because of pictures I'd seen in our schoolbooks half a dozen years ago.  

"Wow.  Is it warmer here, or is it my imagination?" Jaz asked beside me.

"If you think this is warm, just wait.  It's what we call 'afterglow' from the thermal heaters inside the housing units.  A nice consequence of a technology we've resurrected."  Daniel pointed to something on the other side of the stucco building.  It was a tree, but different from any I'd ever seen before.  My gaze slid up the wide rough bark to the top.  

The tree had large green palms blowing lazily in the night breeze.

"Oh," Jaz said beside me, all of her emotion packed into a single word.

"Nice," Russ said.

I swallowed, blinking away tears of my own.  I'd never seen a living tree.

"Come on," Daniel said.  "Come get something to eat and we'll talk."

Two things struck me when we entered the building. Light. Brighter than I'd ever seen it.  It must have been what sunlight was like, back in the day.  The second thing? Heat, warm and inviting wrapped around us.  I nearly fainted at the feel of it.  Closing my eyes, I held out my arms walking to the source, a grilled heater at the far end of the room.  Jaz and Russ were also similarly enthralled beside me.

"Like it?" Daniel asked, a chuckle in his voice.

"How do you do this?" I sighed and turned so my backside could take advantage of the delicious warmth.

"Nuclear power, baby.  The way it's supposed to be used."

"Oh," I barely breathed. 

"It's not possible," Russ said.

"Well, not wide spread.  There's a nuke plant about two miles from here.  Experimental, though.  It's one reason we need to keep this area heavily guarded.  They're working overtime to work out the bugs so it can go worldwide one day."

"Sweet."

"Yeah, well, we're hoping."

Silence spread between them until Daniel cleared his throat.  

"How about something to eat?"

"Sure." Russ answered, his hand reaching out to Jaz.  She took it and the two of them gave me a look.

"Yeah.  Why not."

"Good. This way to the mess hall."  He led the way from the foyer to a back room.  

I didn't know why, but at that moment suspicion twisted in my gut like one of those firecracker snakes I'd seen once on the fourth of July.  Would he tell us that they had used up the last of the meat supplies and that we were next?

I chewed on my bottom lip.  Of course I knew all those stories about panic among the meat eaters were nothing but sensationalist rumors.  You know, stuff that covered the pages of the Company's propaganda rags.  Still, one shouldn't completely dismiss the possibility, no matter how remote.

As we entered the room, Daniel paused in the doorway to let Jaz and Russ pass.  He stepped in front of me.

"You don't have to be afraid, Mav.  I wouldn't let anything happen to you."

"Thanks," I muttered, not knowing what else to say.

He reached out his hand and lifted my chin so that we were looking into each other's eyes.  His fingers felt hot on my skin.  I swallowed.

"I mean it.  I haven't forgotten."

I hadn't either, but I wasn't about to let him know it.  "Sure."

He paused a moment longer and I could see the shade of pain that slid over his expression.  He nodded and then turned away.  My skin stung from where he had touched it.  Heated emotion wrapped around me like the warm air in the small kitchen.  Not wanting to alarm my friends or let Daniel know how much his presence upset me, I quickly blinked away my tears.

More than that, I struggled to remember that he might have become our enemy and it was too dangerous to show him any weakness.  Too much depended on my ability to stay objective.

At least, that's what I kept telling myself.  

Fortunately for me he walked into the room and over to the stove not even sparing a glance in my direction.

I'd been concentrating so hard on Daniel, I hadn't immediately noticed two other people were in the room with us.  Jaz and Russ stood uneasily at the end of the table where two 'meaters' were sitting. 

Like Daniel they were thick bodied and looking pretty damn dangerous.  Bells rang in my head like firehouse alarms.  The first one was a black man who wore what I would call a 'stay the hell out of my way' expression.  

Beside him sat a shapely Latino woman who was strikingly beautiful, with thick black hair and smooth olive skin.  She had wide red lips and ebony eyes.  I also made note of her very shapely figure.  A jealous pang shot through me.  I instantly saw images of Daniel entwined in the voluptuous woman's arms.

Too late I realized my emotions must have been clear on my face because the woman breathed a heavy sigh, and smiling, leaned forward showing off her huge breasts and a cleavage that probably ended somewhere behind her backbone.  

Behind me I heard the muffled sounds of Russell gasping and Jaz landing a blow somewhere in his abdomen.

Daniel turned back and must have seen her actions because he coughed loudly.  "Let me introduce you to my crew.  Lieutenants Marvin Haskell and Lorena Cruz."

I nodded to the pair, my gut twisting into an agonizing knot.

"These are my friends, Maverick Dunne, Jasmine Cho, and Russell Hines."

Each of them nodded at the introduction but it was far from a cozy scene.  Daniel didn't make further conversation and instead lifted the lid from a pot and began stirring. 

"Have a seat, guys.  I think you'll enjoy this."  

Not knowing what else to do I approached the opposite end of the long table and pulled out a chair.  Beside me, Russ and Jaz did the same.  Like the picture on a military recruiting poster, we sat looking disheveled and ragged at one end of the table and the neat, well-groomed 'crew' sat at the other.  An ancient tune of a 'be all you can be' advertisement rattled in my head.  So far, it looked like it was going to be a staring match and neither side was ready to surrender.  

Daniel must have noticed the unease growing in the room, because he turned to his companions and gave them an order.

"Why don't you two do a perimeter check while I discuss things with them?"

"Yes, sir."  Haskell was the first to rise with Cruz following. Though they didn't argue with their commander, their eyes never left my group.  So, it wasn't what you would call a really warm welcome after all.

Once the room was empty, Daniel worked silently at filling up three bowls.  Grabbing some bread from the box on the counter, he filled a tray and turned to set it down before us. 

"Sorry we have nothing but water to drink.  Our supply truck's a week late."

"This will be fine," Russ said.  "Wow."

I glanced down at the food that Daniel had set in front of me.  It was a steaming hot bowl of stew.  Vegetable stew.  Used to the freeze-dried gray green mush that had been a staple of my diet since I was old enough to walk, I took in a deep breath and inhaled the most incredible aroma I had ever experienced.  Dizzy with delight, I shivered.  I had never seen anything like it in my life.

"How did you do this?"  Real vegetables that weren't soy related were extremely rare.  Only the really wealthy could afford such extravagance. 

"Like I said, benefits of the local nuke plant.  Nice, huh?"

I nodded dumbly.  My hand shook as I picked up the spoon.  What followed was one of the truly remarkable moments in my life.  The food tasted like heaven.

In minutes my friends and I had consumed most of the pot.  For the first time in my life I knew what it was like to be full.  Really full.

"Thank you, Daniel," Jaz said.  I looked up to see tears forming in her eyes.  "That was awesome."

He gave us a lopsided grin.  "I'm glad you enjoyed it."

I swallowed a baseball-sized lump of my emotions.  As nice as it had been, the time for the family reunion was past.  I pushed my bowl away.

"You didn't bring us down here for a Thanksgiving dinner.  So, what's up?"

Daniel met my gaze.  His sharp expression instantly stung me.  I guess he'd expected more from me.  Well, that was too damn bad.  I wasn't in a mood to be friendly.  I came from poverty; it was real to me.  I had to remember that all this wasn't.

"I heard from Jack two weeks ago."

My gut jumped.  Jack, or rather Jacques DeMoray, was another old school chum of ours.  The "French kid" was a refugee from New Paris after the nukes fell, which was turned into a virtual slum.  Now, people knew it as Zero City because most said the nuclear attacks started there.  In actuality, the attacks had all been so close together nobody really knew who got bombed first.

A small, mousy kid, Jack rarely spoke to anyone but had somehow tagged along behind Daniel most of the time.  Probably because even back then Daniel wasn't one to pick on the smaller kids, let alone stand by while somebody else did.  Though Jack and I hadn't liked each other, I had long ago accepted the strange friendship between Daniel and him.

Two weeks after Daniel had left town, Jack disappeared as well.  The Wolfe family's absence shook everybody.  Nobody commented on the missing DeMorays.

"So, where is Jack these days?"  I asked, not really caring to hear the answer.

"He went back to Europe.  We've been writing back and forth over the last seven years."

Another sting.  In all the years that had passed Daniel hadn't written me a single word.

"Oh," I said.  No sense in dwelling on it, even though the pain stabbed me right in the gut.

"Yeah, well, he kept writing, me, actually.  Anyway, he says that there is an enormous threat over there.  It seems we have a new enemy."

"You mean someone other than each other?"

"The 'New People,' don't consider planters or meaters as enemies.  Just those with opposing lifestyles."

"Right," I said.  Beside me I could see Jaz and Russ tense up.  We all had the same thought.  This was looking more and more like a trap.

After glancing at my friends I took a deep breath.  "Go on."

Daniel gave me a dark look.  He knew I didn't trust him, but still he continued.

"Word is that Zero City has fallen under the control of a dictator who has launched attacks on several of the local villages.  The number of casualties has been high.  In the hundreds."

Russ shrugged.  "There's always unrest over there. Ever since the French government bugged out they've been at each other's throats.  We hear about it everyday on the newsreels."

The newsreels.  We all knew how true they were.  Still, I supposed there might be a few grains of truth to be found in the darkened reelie theaters.  Most of us just went there to sit in the dark and try to believe there were people in the world that had it worse off than the rest of us.

"Not like these, you haven't.  The international police set up an ambush about a month ago and managed to capture some soldiers.  They intended to put them through interrogation and then execute them.  Turns out, the soldiers glowed like a Jack-o'Lantern, lit on Halloween.  The bastards were already dead."

I felt the blood leave my head.  God.  Nuclear zombies.  "It's not possible."  The room began to spin around me.

"Easy, baby," Daniel said, instantly beside me.

"Get your hands off her," Russ said suddenly standing on my other side.

I opened my eyes and saw Daniel throw his hands in the air and back away.  "Just trying to help."

"I'm fine," I said, lying.  In the previous century they had just discovered how to splice genes and clone cells to make test tube animals.  Even before that science fiction books and movies had well covered the possibility of bringing back the dead and all of its moral implications.  

What I was capable of was scary enough.  A freak of mutant nature.  But, bringing back the dead for fun and profit, and world domination?  For real?

I sighed.  At least it explained my nightmares.  The dead were coming back and it looked like they were pissed.

"I need you, Mav." Daniel said.  "With your gift, you are the only one who could help us put the threat down, at least until we figure out who's running the operation."

"What makes you think that anybody's doing anything?" I asked.  "Maybe the nuclear winter caused this.  Some weird radiation shit."

"It's been years.  The French say this guy was a top scientist before the war.  That he had been on the verge of developing a new virus," he explained.  "One that can reanimate the dead.  Mind you, I didn't say bring them back to life.  Reanimate.  Not only that, but he's controlling them somehow.  Think about it.  He envisioned an army of soldiers that no one could kill because they were already dead.

"Right.  So, bullets don't kill them.  What about bombing them?  Or using flame throwers, or something."

"The usage of bombs have been outlawed since the war.  Any country in violation will lose their charter.  Other countries don't have the soy plants like we do.  If they don't adhere, they starve.  As for flamethrowers, reports tell us they don't burn.  Something about their biology makes them flame retardant.  At least that's what the intelligence people tell us."

I let out a breath.  "And you believe them?"

"I believe Jack.  He's working for the company now, at one of the science centers.  He's scared."

Disgust rose in the back of my throat like bile. "What do want from me?"

"We want you to bring the creatures back to life so we can destroy them once and for all.  It's the only way, Mav.  Nothing else will kill them. You're our only hope."

Fear rose in me like the sea at high tide.

"Just how many of them are there?"

"Were not sure.  Reports say they're an elite force, maybe fifty."

"Fifty?  How can I possibly touch that many?  It'll kill me."

Daniel shook his head.  "We need to capture one and bring it back so we can study it.  After that, we destroy the factory where this guy is turning corpses into soldiers.  I can't tell you everything, but I have a plan."  

"What if your plan doesn't work?  What if I can't bring them back?  What do we do then?  I'll tell you what.  We die, that's what."

"It's a chance we have to take."  

I shook my head.  "Nothing doing.  We're leaving, Daniel.  Thanks for the meal."

That's right.  I'd go back to living in fear of discovery and thinking Daniel was dead.  Yeah, right.

Daniel took a deep breath.  "As you wish.  But, before you go, you should at least enjoy the amenities."

"Like I said, it was a great meal," I told him, "but we've had enough."

"Na, I don't mean that.  We've got a hot tub."

Before the denial rose in my throat, I caught a glance of Russ and Jaz's longing expressions.  They'd gone to great lengths to get me here.  The fact was, they were the only genuine family I had left.  How could I deny them this? 

Damn it all, I had a feeling that Daniel was counting on my being unable to say no.

"Fine," I said.  "We'll stay one night.  We leave in the morning."

Russ and Jaz exchanged glances.  I could tell that they were really going to enjoy this.  As for me, I wanted nothing more from Daniel than a quick good-bye.

"Good.  Go through that door and down the hall.  On the left is the lanai.  The tub's already on.  Enjoy."

As they stood to leave, hand in hand, Jaz leaned down and whispered in my ear.  "Are you sure?"  

"Yeah.  Have fun."

She nodded and the two of them left the room.  I could feel their excitement.  A part of me instantly warmed to it.  I had always known that they were a perfect couple.  God bless them.  

When the door closed after them the light seemed to go out of the room.  Too late I realized that I had made one serious misjudgment.  Letting them go without me meant only one thing.

I was alone with Daniel. 
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