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BY C. C. BROWER AND J. R. Kruze

- - - -
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SHE WAS DIFFERENT - and could be mankind’s savior, or it’s worst enemy.

The third generation born after a freak accident, her kind were shunned by humanity. Because they meant walking death. Until one human showed her compassion. Then her gifts came to view.

Her parents and their parents only knew death, could only give death. But they only wanted to be understood.

Rochelle was searching.

For the one thing that could save all of mankind from itself.

To find it, she would have to live among them as one of them, in disguise.

As she still could wipe out an entire city through her touch. If she wanted to. But she didn’t know what she was supposed to want.

So she came here, to surround herself with strangers. Some her natural enemies, but maybe some friends. It was up to them, for she didn’t really care whether they lived or died. But she knew she needed to find out “something” and only in these massive crowds was where she could her answer.

And what she looked for might even be her own cure...

​

I

WHAT BROUGHT ME TO ‘Cagga was a string of miracles. More of a hobby than an actual case. I was on a case following a cold trail of a Lazurai.

You might have heard about them on the news. But probably not. There was a terrorist bombing some years back that involved a hospital. Only the youngest babies survived. If you could call it that. The government hushed it up and eventually leaked it out that all of them had died.

The problem was, they didn’t. Because they couldn’t die and they couldn’t be killed. The government tried. Because they were walking death to anyone else they touched or even got near. As bad things always get worse (like when the government is involved) they escaped. And a few of us were given the details of the case so we could track them down.

I’m a private investigator, sometimes bounty hunter. And I’m the last surviving tracker that was on the Lazurai case. Because the other trackers died and the original Lazurai just disappeared. A trail would lead into long forgotten wastelands, and just end. Sometimes, there might be a strange inscription in a rock. I remember seeing one that was the permanent outline of a human being. Life-size. Like he had been absorbed into the side of a cliff. They bored into the side of it and found his DNA actually inside those rocks.

But no foul play, just weird.

The last one I know of was what they call a third-generation infection. The original Lazurai found babies and turned them. They  grew to become teen-agers and turned other babies. No record of the Lazurai giving birth, just their converting other’s babies.

Into some sort of deadly superhuman. But these were the toughest to track. Because there wasn’t a track of death following them in all cases. That was mostly the conventional way to find Lazurai - find a “serial killer” who was tracked by movement, not by a particular “MO” of type of death. You’d see a string of deaths and a viral outbreak that happened on a trail, usually a back highway.

Eventually, all the trails quit. And no one ever could figure out why. If you were very smart and very lucky, you’d find some sign where they seemed to melt into the landscape like that one I just told you about. (Dumb and unlucky often wound up as a dead tracker.)

We didn’t even know how old the Lazurai lived. It was very possible that they were immortal, only ending this existence on their own, but not by natural or unnatural causes. The government had tried everything on them at first. They only adapted and became more lethal. But like I said, most of the original set had suicided. 

The few babies they contacted were the next problem, but these mostly learned to control themselves as they grew through teenage years and not be virally infectious to everyone around them. (Probably helped having someone to raise them who didn't die off on contact or exposure.)

Very occasionally, those could be flushed out. Or their families and community would force them to leave. And again, enough shunning would result in their simply disappearing.

The third generation was the worst to track. They were only lethal by direct choice. Occasional deaths would happen, and it would track to someone of these who got real angry. The government got a few of these scooped up. But their original infection and DNA mutation always beat whatever drugs and treatment they tried to “cure” it. They’ve got a lab, way deep underground, where the “best” thing they came up with was to drive the person into apathy so they just walked into the wall and absorbed themselves into it. There are outlines all around the walls there, like painted discolorations. 

Only it isn’t paint. And they don’t know that those Lazurai couldn’t just “un-absorb” themselves one day. So no one ever goes down there, except their captured Lazurai.

But they ran out of available Lazurai to capture, and all the other leads dried up.

I don’t know the last time I’ve had a paycheck for chasing one down. I went back to chasing regular human-type criminals down. A guy’s gotta live, somehow. I’m good at figuring things out, finding things out. So the Lazurai went onto a back burner for me. Like I said, became a hobby.

This one was different. She left a string of miracles behind her. People healed when medicine couldn’t. By her touch. And it’s the hardest thing to get their “cures” to talk about it. Like you don’t want to giveaway someone who just saved your life.

I get that. So I’m not tracking this girl to bring her in. I’ve got personal reasons now. And she’s probably my only hope.

​

II

CHUCK’S OLD BEATER truck got me right outside the suburban borders of ‘Cagga. Then I finally let it die. That truck I’d gotten started with a new crankcase of oil, new transmission fluid, and a full tank of gas. And I had to touch a few parts under the hood.

It literally became part of me. So it would start up only for me, and no one else could make it run. They’d try. I’d even leave the keys in it and watch them from a diner window sometimes. They’d see me drive in, see the windows down, look inside for the keys and nip in there as quick as they could. But the battery was always dead.

If they tried to tow it for scrap, it wouldn’t come out of gear and the brakes would lock up solid. The funniest time was once was when I was watching them over a third cup of coffee and a second slice of pie. Like I had nothing to do that day. But I could feel them coming for it, so I just waited and smiled to the waitress who brought me re-fills, as I looked out their big front diner window.

The guys pulled up with a beater tow truck, of all things. And they couldn’t get the rear end of that truck off the ground. Straps broke. Chains broke. And their hoist motor burned out. Smoke rose off it. Even tried to back into it to get it to break free. All they did was bend their own backend up. Like they had hit a battleship or a concrete bridge support.

I paid off the waitress in coin, then came out to have some fun with them.

They were really pissed and frustrated beyond belief. Just standing there. They knew the cops wouldn’t mess with them, not in their own neighborhood.

So I just came up, this white girl with red hair. and put on an innocent look.

And got some of the most foul-mouthed nonsense coming back at me. But me, I was like that truck. I didn’t ask to be hit on or abused. So anyone that tried to get near me got sicker and sicker they closer they came. When they moved away, they felt better the further away they got.

Funny, huh?

At last, I just walked up to the truck, opened the door and slid in. Turned the key, started up with a roar, then adjusted my mirrors (smiled to them through that reflection) and drove off in second gear like nothing had happened.

Just once did anyone try to come after me.

Their truck just stopped dead in the street. Engine dead. All wheels locked. I just drove on, under the posted speed limit, obeying all the local laws.

- - - -
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ANYWAY, HERE I WAS in ‘Cagga.

I stopped once I saw their fencing and gates. Turned down a side street in their empty suburbs so their guards wouldn’t get alarmed.

In those days, they only had chain-link fence up. With razor wire on the top. That was to replace the troops after they seceded. Fed troops they didn’t want.

No troops, but having to go through a checkpoint with no papers or ID, that would be a little difficult. Probably could make one up if I could see one and hold it in my hands, but not today.

And ‘Cagga was calling me for some reason, to meet someone. That’s my way these days. I get an idea someone needs me and then head that direction. I’ll get what I need as I need it – along the way or when I get there. Always the way it’s been, since as long as I knew.

So my next thing was to walk over through the suburban lots in between the empty houses until I was about half-way between this last check point and the next. Then I just walked up to the fence and cut it by touch. More like dissolved it, and absorbed what I touched.

Yea, that sounds weird, but you get used to the concept after awhile. The original Lazarai learned to breathe vacuum and eat concrete, along with every single disease the government had in its lock-boxes. I’d never had to do it, but I’d tried and tested about everything I touched and found out I could absorb about anything. Even drowning was impossible, as I could get along fine for hours at the bottom of a pool. Quiet down there. 

The difference to my generation was that we knew we didn’t have to. Besides, I really liked chocolate cake or pecan pie much more. Anything home-made. As well as a good Caesar’s salad or some barbecued ribs. And craft beer. The finer things in life.

So I was through the fence and moving fast. I didn’t sense any proximity alarms or motion detectors, but that didn’t mean much. I had places to be and people to see.

Just didn’t know where or who, not just yet. And the closer I got the more I knew.

​

III

I WAS LIVING ON BORROWED everything at this point. I was able to pick up an overdue bounty at the local Interpol office, but that exchange rate was pretty bad. Those funds would last just a few days in this overpriced city. One “fortunate” thing is that the city police had pulled back to just protecting the government facilities, as the finance area had rent-a-cops, as did any manufacturing and the posh neighborhoods. Restaurants and better stores mostly all moved into the ground floor or higher in one of the high-rises, so paid a percentage for their protection. (Like cities within cities, if you think about it.)

That left the wanted criminals hiding out in the rest of the city, scrabbling by with the gangs and the just-too-poor. And like the South Side, it was mostly shoot-or-get-shot. Most of the one-story buildings had been gutted, and the two story jobs and higher were armored up to that second floor.

I did the math on the rewards, and figured out I’d barely break even with the payoff’s I’d have to make to the mob bosses and their lieutenants for information. I had one day to poke around and another day to get out of ‘Cagga - or join one of the street gangs as an enforcer. I’d done some mean and nasty things to keep alive in my time, but sucking up to a bunch of punks just to keep from getting killed would be a new low. I’d rather take my chances in Ole-Mex and their cartels.

One day.

Her trail went to ‘Cagga and she’s probably here already.

One day to find her and - do what, exactly? I didn’t know. Couldn’t be killed. Only long stretches in isolation seemed to have any effect. One day of isolation, even if I had her in my hands now - that’s just a joke.

More like the plan had to be getting a positive ID on her and then re-group with some more resources. But by then she could have moved on.

Sticking my hands in my pockets, I found my meds bottle. It rattled with the few doses I had left. A mental note to see if their free clinics would help a visiting law enforcement type. Maybe, maybe not.

Next to the wanted posters were some floor-to-ceiling bulletproof glass, tinted with reflection on the outside.

I was watching the two-bit hustlers operating right in front of what passed for police in this town.

One redhead caught my eye. Kinda strawberry blond in a faded jeans jacket - too large with rolled up sleeves. The three-card hustlers I could figure out. But she looked like she was handing out money to the little kids. Dimes and quarters.

They’d come up as a rag-tagged bunch, and bring her rocks. She’d put close her hand over their rock and then make a pass - the rock would be gone from her open hand. But then would close her palm and make another pass - and then hand them a coin. All depended on how big a rock they gave her. But I didn’t see any half-dollars go anywhere.

Probably smart. The littlest kids would get rolled for it, and the big kids didn’t deserve it.

Funny how only the smallest could approach her. Adults and teens kept a distance from her, making funny faces if they got too close. I could see how the coins for rocks gimmick could be slight-of-hand, but the perimeter trick was something that simply didn’t make sense. Still, it kept her safe. Giving out money was something only politicians could do with any safety - and then never from the street, never in person.

At last, the mob of kids got their quarters or dimes and moved along. As well as the people who couldn’t get into her perimeter.

Now she stood alone on the sidewalk, a light rain falling. Alone in a crowd of people,

But then she turned toward my glass. From her side she couldn’t see me, but the way she was looking, she seemed to know I was standing there looking at her, looking at me.

I wondered what to do - she might be that girl I was looking for. Matched the description.

As I moved toward the door, some sidewalk people moved in between us. And by the time I was through their security and outside, she had vanished.

​

IV

OF COURSE, I KNEW HE knew. Because, like I said, the closer I get, the more certain I got. This was the town, that was the place I was supposed to be. There was the guy who I needed to meet.

I was across the street by the time he came out. And he looked almost frantic to find me.

So I gave him a knowing glimpse as I peeked over my shoulder and rounded a corner. Then I ducked into a little recess in the brickwork and faded into the brick itself, just like the early Lazurai did - but I didn’t give up my consciousness. It was harder to see him, but other senses worked pretty well. I knew when he rushed by. Then I came out again when he was down the sidewalk a few dozen yards.

Trailing him was a cinch. He wasn’t expecting it, and I didn’t feel like anything most people recognized. Lazurai don’t emit like regular humans. Until you’ve met one, and worked around one, you can’t put your finger on what it feels like. Just different somehow. We could feel others of our kind even miles away. Like how I found this guy. The closer we get, the stronger the sense.

He was some sort of detective. But I could smell the sickness in him. The meds have their own scent, but the dying tissue inside him reeked of death. And death was something I was too familiar with.

We were nearly there, but I’d have to lead him the rest of the way. Otherwise, the gangs would make mince-meat of him. Literal minced meat on the sidewalk. Broad daylight or not.

He was slowing down, getting uncertain. I just kept up my pace.

Just before we were going to collide, I slipped my arm inside his and gave it a squeeze. “Keep walking,” I told him, quiet-like. “Another couple of blocks and I’ll treat you to lunch. Don’t look around. Act normal.”

“What....” he started to ask.

“Don’t. Just let me show you the ropes. There are gangs on both sides of us. We don’t want to get in between one of their shooting wars. But they both know me as harmless. You’ll be my guest at the Don’s place. Their form of organized welfare. Just smile and nod like a tourist.”

The detective nodded and smiled and tried to relax. Our pace was a bit rushed but everyone on that street understood except him. He was my patsy, my dupe, and off-limits to any gang-banger that wanted to cross me. Just not worth it to them. I carried a “rep” they wanted no part of.

Soon we were at the door, I opened it and pushed him in ahead of me.

​

V

THE PLACE WAS AN OLD church. From the outside, it looked like someone had built a warehouse right onto the back of it. And we came in through the transept and found ourselves on a clear path right over to a long line of tables with a highway of day-old buns and bagels on plastic racks. These ended with two immense soup kettles bolted to the floor, steaming into the already humid air.

This blond pulled me right along and now shoved a bowl and large spoon into my hands, motioning me along down the line in front of her. I got a couple of dark brown buns and the wait staff ladled my bowl with some sort of ham and bean soup. As I paused by the end of the kettles, the blond came up to my side again, her own hands full.

“This way.”

She led us to a single dining table with benches on each side, straight ahead of us. These sat well away from long rows of these type of tables and benches filling the old church nave instead of pews. It looked like this single eating area was where the staff took their own meals, or something.

We sat down at her motion, sliding to the farthest end by the wall.

She started almost inhaling that soup. Hungry, I guess. I took more of my time with mine. But gave her one of my buns once she’d finished hers and her soup.

“They make the best soup here. Bread’s local and donated, but they make this great soup. You know the difference between edible food and great food? Love. It’s the love they put into it.” And she smiled.

Just a light, wistful smile. It completely changed her face. Made her look pretty. Innocent.

I didn’t know what to expect with this. I was surprised. More than anything that had happened today, anything I'd ever seen, more than anything I’d ever been told about.

This one girl was still a human, no matter her powers or abilities or supposed danger to the rest of us. She didn’t have to live on air or food. But she lived for love.

I quit eating, just looking at her. And she noticed.

“Yea, smiles are contagious. Worse than any disease anywhere. Can’t be stopped, just held back. Some day, in some way, they come out again and start spreading. Even us Lazurai - the one’s you’ve been hunting - have no control over a smile. Look - your own face. Oh no, you’ve been infected...”

She touched my face. I let her.

And smiled at her simple joke.

She smiled back and moved her hand to mine. We just sat there for awhile. Something had changed in me. I could feel it in my heart. This was the true legacy of the government testing and destruction -  all those inhumane actions couldn’t stop one little thing.

Love. And it was spread by smiles.

​

VI

“I’M ROCHELLE. I’M THE Lazurai you’ve been hunting.” I still held his hand. “You’re former detective Decker. Rick Decker.”

He just nodded. “You read that from my skin?”

That made me smile. For all he knew, he was missing so much about me. “No, you had some APB’s out on the ‘Net for my body type with my name. Funny thing is, it wouldn’t have worked if I didn’t want to be found.”

“Why’s that?”

“You were watching me with that coin trick, weren’t you?”

He just nodded.

“The real trick is to make your palms sweat. Turning concrete into silver alloy isn’t that hard. You just have to turn your largest body organ into both sending and receiving mode. Most people only use it as another way to get rid of waste - sweat, smells, and so on. But the skin absorbs an incredible amount of material. That’s why it can dry out, become brittle. Here, feel this.”

I put the back of his hand to my face and held it up to my cheek. Then looked into his eyes.

A single tear came out of his. And rolled down his cheek to fall into his soup.

He turned his hand over to put his fingers on my face, and his palm. He moved it down the corner of my jawline and onto my neck.

I let him. In fact, I encouraged it. When he got his fingers over my pulse, he could feel my heart beating. It was a bit faster than normal.

Then he just took my hand in his and held it on the table for awhile. Looking into my eyes, not saying anything, but telling me his whole world.

Sure, he was sick inside. But he and I had one cure for each other. We had to learn to love, to trust, to simply co-exist and depend on each other.

​

VII

WE GOT BACK OUT THROUGH the checkpoint gate with no problem. I had official ID. So did she.

A few minutes earlier, I let her touch my Fed ID and look at how it was made. Then she took a Styrofoam cup, half full of cold coffee, and made it disappear into one hand. Didn’t spill a drop.

She sat with her eyes shut for a few seconds, and then put her palms together. When she opened them, they held a laminated photo ID of herself with all the same type and seals, even the official hologram and magnetic stripe.

I took it from her and compared them side-by-side. They were both suitably worn from use. Basically identical marks on each. That was the only way you could tell one of them was fake. But if you come right down to it, every ID in the world is fake. Only the human love in each of us is individual, right down to the whorls on our fingertips.

And our ID's passed us through their checkpoints with no problem.

We walked over to her truck. Still there, and mostly in shade.

And it started right up, with her driving.

So we headed out. South.

There was a small town out there on the Midwest prairies, a little village between bigger towns, one where her kind - our kind - live quiet and normal existences. We held elections, had to deal with regulations from the state and Feds. And I fit right in. Got elected sheriff. As I had a background other police-type officials could check, and I knew how they reacted, what they thought they wanted. Not that we had any crime, really.

Sure, when you can make money come out of your hands, who had to steal – or even work?

But most of our people love to work with their hands and make things. Real craftsmanship.

And we hold a small festival every year, where people from out of town come in and buy our stuff. Wood carvings, jewelry, metal sculpture, they eat our home-made food, drink our craft beer.

Rochelle runs the “fortune telling” booth, And she teaches them how to read palms. Usually has a long line waiting, some even come back year after year, just to have her hold their hand and talk to them.

Sure, like she did me, she also gives them a little healing along with the palm reading.

But most important is that she leaves them all infected.

With her smile.
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Ham & Chaz
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BY C. C. BROWER & J. R. Kruze

- - - -
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FINDING OUT YOU'RE immortal as a teenager can set your world on fire. 

But finding out at the same time that getting angry could kill everyone around you can dampen that pretty quickly. 

Who wants to live forever if you can't get close enough to someone that they can piss you off and live to see the next sunrise with you?

Meaning - it was time to take a road trip to sort things out. 

When my uncle offered a summer gig cooking out of his food truck for a big-city contract, I jumped at it.

But when he stopped to pick up another helper down the road, I was bummed. She was a looker, a great cook, but I didn't know if I could trust myself with her - in every way...

​

I

"CHAZ? YOU READY?" UNCLE Jean was rustling around in his food truck, opening and closing cabinets, double-checking everything.

I swung my duffel up the steps into the truck. "Sure thing."

He looked at my bag, and the jacket I was wearing. "That's all you're bringing? We're going to be there all summer."

"Just packed light. Enough t-shirts for a fresh change every day, skivvies, socks, jeans. It's going to be hot, humid and maybe we'll get rained on every now and then. Didn't figure a raincoat would be worth it. I know every inch of this truck and know how little space there is to stow anything not vital to cooking or living."

Jean just smiled. "That's my nephew. Always practical."

There was a school bus bench seat that was bolted down just behind the driver's air-ride bucket. I stowed my duffel behind that bench seat and flopped down across it. "Ready when you are."

Jean moved around my legs and slid into the bucket, pulling the shoulder belt across his broad frame to click it in position. Then checked his mirrors. Turning on the ignition, the big van started smoothly. He checked the gages as it warmed up and turned into a throaty purr. "You've added another few inches to your length since last summer." Almost an after thought.

"Not so many that my favorite t shirts don't stay tucked in. There's not so many inches this year, and they tell me not so many more in my future."

"You can count on those nurses to give you the straight scoop. Handy having that nursing school in town. Free check-up for just about anything. Of course for you, the check ups go both ways."

"How do you figure? I'm no doctor and you wouldn't catch me being a male nurse."

I could see his face in the big bus mirror he'd installed above him to keep an eye on his cabinets and passengers. "Just as long as you can get your checkups at the beginning of each semester when the new student-nurses flock in."

I just smiled and looked out the window. Jean knew me better than I knew myself sometimes.

Uncle Jean checked the non-existent traffic on that street before he clicked the fine-tuned transmission in gear to roll and lurch out of the steep driveway onto graveled roadway in front of it. It would still be a few miles before we got to the nearest state road and actual pavement. 

I was looking forward to getting to some real civilization as a break from these rural villages. My whole life had been spent in them, it seemed. Only long trips to state fairs brought any semblance of organized culture near me. 

While I loved the quiet and peace that pastures and woods brought, I was itching to find what the rest of the world had available.

​

II

"IS THAT ALL YOU'RE taking?" Mom was hovering around me, trying not to appear anxious, but she and I both knew she was nervous about my trip. 

"Mom, I'll be find. Uncle Jean will make sure I'm safe. And besides, all those classes you make me take in self-defense don't exactly make me a victim waiting to happen."

"I know, I know. And when you get back, you can work on getting your next belt. All I want you to know is that we wanted you to be able to defend yourself, not look for trouble." Her forehead frowned again.

"Mom. Look, it's that Zen stuff that I like in these classes. They help me control any situation. I know my limits. I know when to back away. OK?"

She smiled and moved off a bit, knowing her hovering wasn't going to do either of us any good. "Oh, I almost forgot..." A few quick steps into the kitchen and then she was back by the front door where I had my knapsack and book bag. In her hands were two rolled-over lunch bags. 

I had to smile. Mom was always looking out for everyone.

"This is a snack for the road." She held up the smaller of two bags, a brown one. Then lifted the bigger white bag. "And these are your Uncle Jean's favorite treats. But I know you like them, too."

Just then we could both hear the down-shifting gears of a heavy truck outside on the graveled street. Through the front door window, I could see the big food van slow to a stop.

I kissed Mom on the cheek and grabbed the rucksack. She bent to pick up the book sack and put the two lunch bags inside it on top, holding out the long straps together so I could put them on my shoulder.

I opened the door, slipped the straps on my arm, then pushed through the screen door out onto the paving stone walk to our graveled street.

"Be careful..." She called from the doorway. 

I smiled and waved.

Jean had the door open for me and was smiling as he moved down the van steps to greet me. Giving me a big hug in spite of the bags I was carrying, he then turned and went back ahead of me to his driver's seat.

I made my way up the steps and saw the young man in the bus bench seat. I had to pause. He wasn't the same boy I'd met every year at the summer festivals. Longer, and now some beard showing up on his chin. His eyes were darker, even moody now. And a frown crossed his forehead as he swung his long legs down and got up to give me the bench to sit on. 

"Hi, Hami."

"Hi, Chaz. Been awhile."

"Missed the festival last year."

"Yea, things come up. You didn't miss much."

"There's space under the bench for your things, I'll ride shotgun for awhile." 

Chaz meant the fold-down seat just inside the van's front door. Where the only place to put your legs was usually curled up underneath it. Not comfortable for a long trip.

I stowed my knapsack under the bench, but put the book bag on the bench seat. "Jean, Mom made something for you, but she only told me you'd like it." I pulled out the white bag and handed it to him. 

Jean took the bag into his lap and opened the top, then closed his eyes with the smells making his face widen into a smile of contentment. "Macaroons. She knows the way to my heart."

He waved out the still-open door to Mom, who was standing in the doorway, holding the screen open to see us off. She smiled back. Jean closed the front side door to the van, and put it into gear. 

Chaz flipped down the seat by the door and got his own seat belt on to match Jean's. Then stretched his long legs out to rest them on the dash. Putting those new inches of his to good use.

Jean handed him the bag of cookies, and Chaz held it open in return, so he could take a couple in his large hand. Chaz then turned to me to see if I wanted any. 

I shook my head no and settled in to get my own seat belt on. 

But I couldn't get that vision of Chaz' dark eyes out of my head. Moody, maybe, but I knew we were needing to have a talk about things – comparing notes, or something.

Soon we were onto that paved state road. There were still some miles ahead before we could get onto the Interstate and start feeling that freedom that travel brings.

​

III

WE DROVE PRETTY MUCH straight through. I don't know how Jean does all that driving. But I do understand why he invested in that up-scaled bucket seat with the air suspension. The other big investment was on the power steering, a smooth transmission, and what must be an endless supply of patience. 

Hami had been busy in the back for the last hour, rearranging things, and setting up some dishes so she'd be ready to start cooking when we stopped. I tried to see what she was working on, but she wouldn't have it. Just shushed me out of the back and told me to find something else to do. 

Like I had any choice. No matter how big this van was, it got cramped real quick. "Hey Hami, can I read one of your books?"

"As long as you don't start wagging your jaw at me about 'mushy' romance." And punctuated that with some clattering steel pans.

I found some thick novel, I think it was Gaskell's "North and South" - another dry classic, but when I stretched out on that hard cushion called a bus seat, I lost myself for the next hour or so. She was right about the mush in there. But I didn't see any Doc Savage or L'Amour in her bag, so this beggar couldn't be choosy. (Still, not even a Doyle-Holmes collection?)

Finally we got to a lot outside a one-story long hospice we were going to work outside of. It was getting dark, but I could see some yellow tapes strung around the place and white placards with red letting posted on poles. I think I read “Quarantine” somewhere in all that.

Once we pulled up, Jean let me be first out the door. And the exotic urban smells almost floored me. Exhaust fumes and hot asphalt, all mixed in a humid soup that made it hard to breathe.

Jean had a few words with Hami, then came outside himself. "I've got to go check in, or try to, anyway. Hami says her 'miracle' will be ready in 15 minutes or so. Why don't you get one of the folding tables out with a couple of chairs and pull out the awning?"

I nodded, he turned and left. I didn't feel like saying much, and that was fine with him. Moving around outside felt better than sitting and waiting. I knew where he stowed everything from working his truck last summer. Getting everything set up before Hami was ready to bring out her dishes was quick. I pulled out a checkered plastic table cover in lieu of scrubbing everything down in the darkening twilight. Although the outside lights gave enough to eat by, the anti-bug yellow glow made sure you identified all your food by smell.

And I didn't know if "miracle" was Jean's term or Hami's, but some breezes through the open windows of the van brought me smells that made me realize how long it was since I'd eaten.

Jean reappeared when Hami got the rest of the pots and hot pads down, taking several trips until I just told her to slide the screens aside and I'd help her. Her last trip was with a covered desert dish that was beading with condensation.

Jean had brought drinks for us. Three tall iced coffees from some local quick-stop convenience store.

We all sat, held hands, and bowed our heads for a moment. Then we dug in, coordinating taking a helping with being able to pass it to the next open hot pad. Hami took a few of the empty pans off, pushing them back through the van's windows and closing the screens behind them. 

We were all tired, the food was great, and so the conversation didn't really start until we finished.

"Where did you learn to cook?" I asked.

Hami frowned. "I'm supposed to take that as a compliment, since you cleaned your plate." Statement of fact.

"Yea, I mean, sorry. I really wanted to find out if it was a book or lessons from your mother or grandmother or what. Like I wouldn't mind learning if I could." Of course all that came out of my mouth clumsy, backhanded.

Jean and Hami looked at each other. Jean just shrugged. She handed him the dessert dish.

"Well, see if you still think so after this last one."

And yes, I did, after having a little bit of heaven melt down my throat. 

"I thought you had to bake cheesecake."

"Thoughts can be deceiving," Hami replied, with a wry smile.

I turned to Jean, "OK, now that you have your cook, what am I supposed to do this trip?"

Jean just smiled and looked at the two of us. "You're going to be the best summer cook team I've ever had. Hami is great, and that's no doubt, but you're the fastest short order grill cook I've ever seen. And believe it when I tell you that it's going to get fast around here. Almost all the local restaurants have closed due to the outbreak. So they are bringing in special volunteer teams."

"Outbreak?" Hami and I both spoke at once.

Jean just smiled broader. "Yes, it's just what you're thinking. No, we aren't at risk. When is the last time either of you even heard of any flu going around either of our little towns?"

We both sat back and started piecing it together. 

​

IV

"LAZURAI EFFECT." UNCLE Jean said at last. 

That term rang a bell somehow. 

"That's also why you are both adopted. You've got special genes and can't get infected by the normal stuff. Hell, probably by anything. There is one catch, though."

Both Chaz and I leaned forward at this.

"You can't allow yourself to get pissed off by anyone or anything. Because the same stuff that keeps you healthy all the time can make anyone around you quite ill, and quite fast. I'm only telling you this because it's probably something your parents haven't bothered to tell you so far. And they let me do it, because - well..."

I nodded. The pieces were falling in place. My mom had left my summer schedule open, while I was usually piled higher and deeper with activities. She knew I wanted to get out of town and see the world, especially when my reading list was filled with exotic locations. And the video's I'd bring home or download were about traveling.

Chaz spoke first, though. "So all our training and studies, even the sports we took were to help us get to the point of taking our first road trip, but you're here to tell us the ground rules."

Jean smiled again, but then got serious and leaned forward. "Only because you two can handle it..."

"Rite of passage." I finished.

Jean nodded. "All that Zen and meditation and inner counting you've studied. Both of you. You're going to need it in the next few days and weeks. Because you can both be unsung heroes, keeping your secret and solving their little problems - or you can make everything much, much worse. Your choice."

Then he sat back and sipped his iced coffee. And waited for the next questions.

It took awhile. 

I spoke first. "Why keep what we are and everything about us a secret?"

Jean answered, "Because while people say they want immortality, they also can't accept the responsibility of it. The original Lazurai learned that the hard way. And why you don't see many of them around. That you can recognize, anyway. It's been the children they raised who have learned to master the talents and abilities the first ones were given. Your parents, your grandparents, all back to the originals have been working to this point."

Chaz would wait no longer. "Wait, so our genetic make-up has something to do with this outbreak. Meaning we can heal somehow?"

Jean replied, "Ever notice how fast you recover from a scratch or cut? How about a bruise from some of your sports? Some of that is you, some is from the people around you that are your family or your fellow towns-people. But the thing you have to remember is that the original Lazurai had no control over this. And even people downwind got sick - and died."

That thought took over - a place neither Chaz nor I had wanted to go. 

Jean smiled to lighten the mood. "Of course, both of you are great under pressure, both of you are great cooks. You'll do just fine. After I help you two set up in the morning, I'll leave you to it - I have to get some supplies lined up and attend to some other matters around town. But just remember this - I'll always be around if you need me.”

Chaz and I nodded.

"OK, then. We're camping out. Hami, you've got the van, Chaz and I have the outdoors."

We all pitched in to clean up. Jean showed us where the sleeping rolls, pads, and ground tarps were. Parking lots and van floors weren't soft, but we'd make do. Just more adventure.

Of course, sleep didn't come easy that night.

​

V

THEY WERE WAITING FOR us before dawn. 

Hungry people. Lots of them. Jean nudged my feet and I sat up, rubbing my eyes. 

"No rest for the wicked."

I rolled up our sleeping gear and stowed it while Jean went inside to make sure Hami was up - she was. And he came back out with a wad of her sleeping bag and pad for me to roll up and stow. Jean then went around back to start the generator. I heard Hami firing up the grill and soon got all the smells of it. Meanwhile, I unfolded the chairs again and set out the small condiments table. Hami opened up the screen window and passed out the napkins, salt/pepper packages, and plastic-ware. 

Everyone was pretty orderly and started forming into lines. I heard some coughing, some sneezing, but nothing really serious. Of course, in the dark, it was hard to tell much beyond the yellow glow under our awning. I did see some white nurse's and doctor's outfits in the line out there.

The guys in front of the line just smiled at me when I gave them any attention. And I smiled back. Our work was cut out for us, but they were honestly happy to see us.

Jean was inside, doing a final check to see everything was in place. I pulled up a trash can and put a liner in it, one of many I could see filling today.

Then I headed inside the van to get started.

- - - -
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THE DAY ROLLED THROUGH with just enough breaks that we got our own meals in between. Jean showed up regularly, often riding up with someone's delivery truck with more supplies.

Both of us got frazzled from working in the humid heat. And I had to take my “quick-counts” for “centering” myself often – just keep going on an even keel. Hami seemed to deal better with it than me. But she got to smile at the customers and seeing them smile back. Of course, I was focused right on the hot grill, while my bandanna kept my brow  sweat wicked to the side and out of my eyes. 

All I could see most of the time was the next order and the last one going out. 

And Hami's cute backside every now and then. 

But mostly my mind had to stay on what I was cooking and my supply of hamburger and cheese. For our menu was simple. It had burgers and cheese in different combinations. And we never had any complaints. 

By our long lines, we didn't have much competition, either. Jean had understated how much we were needed. We were on our feet for most of that day. Hot, sweaty work with few breaks. 

Finally, after sunset, the lines quit. Before then, there was no shutting them down. People just kept coming. Some said it was the first meal they'd had in days. Most paid in cash, but we also accepted the local version of government welfare cards. Our truck had some sort wi-fi connection that was locked down within an inch of itself. It took care of their payments somehow. 

All Hami and I needed to do was just keep everything moving. 

What helped was the intermittent showers that cooled everything off. The hungriest stayed in line, but that line shortened to the few who could stand under our awning.  Hami and I could take a break during those showers and clean up inside the van a bit. Then the rain would let up, the line would stretch out again and we'd get going on their requests.

- - - - 

[image: ]


JEAN WAS BACK BY NIGHTFALL. He brought us both some ice cream in pints. We ate it as he  walked us over to a nearby truck stop that had shower facilities. Hami went first, and I caught up Jean on how it went that day. I went next, then Jean was in for his.

I didn't have much to say to Hami, nor she to me. Tired, too tired to say anything. 

But she looked over at me with her eyes. Those hazel eyes of hers set off against her deep red hair always got my attention, even when she was a little girl at the festivals. Not that she couldn't lead most of the boys around just by her looks alone. 

While I was remembering our years of growing up, she just moved over and hugged me.

My surprise was evident. Not that I didn't like it, I just wasn't expecting it.

"That's for staying cool today. You really kept it together. All I had to watch out for was your elbows. Those patties were almost flying out of there on their own. Thanks."

I was speechless. "Well, you did good, too." 

She just smiled and went back to leaning her shoulders and hips against the brick wall and combing out her long red hair.

"Boy, I hope the rest of the days aren't as bad." I said to no one in particular.

Jean surprised me by answering. "Some will be worse. But you both did real good today. I'm proud of you and your parents will be, too. We helped a lot of people today."

Jean smiled at both of us. "Ready?"

We walked back to the truck. It was dark and late. You could still hear the traffic, and occasional music blaring out of someone's open car or  truck windows. Still humid, still gritty. Far from the open fields and graveled roads of home.

​

VI

THE NEXT COUPLE OF weeks went by too quickly. 

Uncle Jean gave us lessons at night after our showers, when we felt more refreshed and awake again. He taught us to pull from within ourselves to change the world around us. 

One night, a gang showed up. They drove by us as we were walking, and then came back, and parked ahead of us - on the wrong side of that street. About five of them, in one car. One stood on the sidewalk ahead of us, just waiting. The others fanned out for an ambush.

But the closer we came, the more agitated they got. And sicker. If they moved off, they felt better. But the last one, the leader, tried to stay the course right in front of us. He wanted something.

Sad for him, all he got was a bad case of up-chucks, right behind his own car. Lucky he missed it.

We just kept walking. 

Jean told us, after we were out of their earshot. "All that martial arts training wasn't so you could get into fights and kick butts all over town. It was to learn your own self-control. What you saw back there was just an inkling of how you can affect the environment around you. And there's only one defense against something that powerful."

We walked on for a little bit. Finally the suspense was just too much.

So I asked, "OK what is it?"

Uncle Jean just looked at me with a side-wise glance. "Hami, what's the secret to your cooking? There's some ingredient you use that only master chefs ever really learn. Usually something they can only get by cooking with their mother or grandmother..."

Chaz was hanging on this one. 

I stopped walking and they both stopped with me while I figured it out. I knew that something, and knew what it was, but I never had to put it into words before. It was just “something”. Like the look on my Mom's face when I got the recipe just right. Usually with a big hug, no matter what was on the front of our aprons.

Then it hit me. "Love?"  

Jean smiled. Chaz lit up like a light bulb.

"Of course. Love!" I was dumbfounded not to think about it that way before. "Chaz, those kind were the best burgers you ever served at the festivals. The ones that went to your friends and family. Tasted the best, gave you the longest lasting full stomach and never an upset one. It's not on any recipe anywhere. And I've studied lots of them."

Jean put his arms around the two of us and we started walking again. I put mine around his shoulders and Chaz put his on top of mine.

Big smiles all around. 

And sleep came easy that night. 

Except for one dream.

​

VII

"HAMI, WAKE UP - WAKE up." Chaz was shaking me. Or I was shaking and he was trying to get it to stop.

I sat up from my place on the floorboards of the van and grabbed onto him with both arms, like I didn't want to let go. 

He turned and sat beside me and held on as well. 

"What was that all about? The whole truck was shaking. And we could feel it out there."

"You two OK?" Jean was in the doorway, looking in at us. 

"Now we are," I told him. "Just a very bad dream." I stroked Hami's hair to help her calm down. She softened and leaned against me.

"Thanks." She looked up into my eyes. "I'm glad you are here, both of you - but especially you, Chaz." 

Jean quietly left to inspect the outside of the truck and check things out.

"You know you're always welcome, Hami. Whatever you need, just ask."

She gave me a tight squeeze at that. 

With her head on my shoulder, she was much calmer now. I could smell the fragrance of her hair and the soap she used. Not that I could tell you now exactly what scent it was. I was still concerned with her dream. Something powerful enough to shake a truck was nothing to take lightly. 

"Chaz, I think there is something more we need to ask Jean." She started to get up, but waited for me, since only one of us could get up with enough grace out of that twisted position we were in. My legs were crossed on top of hers, so I had to move first. 

Then I helped her up and we held each other as we squeezed down the narrow steps and out the front side door of the van. 

Jean was there, waiting for us. Somehow, he had three iced coffees in his large hands. He'd turned on the awning bug light and set up the folding table and three chairs, like he knew we'd have questions. I moved my chair next to Hami's and also got my bedroll to put around her. 

After I sat down and opened up my own drink, she snuggled back next to me, putting my arm around her shoulders again.

Jean was understanding, but wanted to know more. Still, he waited until Hami wanted to talk. We both did.

"It was one of those chases, some monster I couldn't see. And then I tripped and fell, but a long, long ways. Then I was caught by something - like a huge invisible spider's web. And no matter how I tried, I couldn't get out."

Jean quietly asked, "What were you feeling right then?"

"Fear. Pure fear."

"And what are you feeling right now?"

She looked at him with big eyes, and then looked into mine. "Love. Unconditional love."

"So that's what you have to remember at all times, in all situations. Let go of the Fear, the anger, all those negative emotions, and just find the love you always carry with you."

Hami frowned as she looked at him again. "But it was all so real."

"Regardless. That is the one lesson you have to keep with you. Lack of that is the only thing that can stop anything in its tracks. But love is also the universal solvent. Nothing can stand in its path." Jean looked away, into the darkness of the pre-dawn. "That is the one lesson that all the Lazurai had to learn and learned to pass on to everyone they meet. It's where anyyone draws their real power from."

He sipped his ice coffee. "Here's an example. Remember I told you that if you get angry, people could get sick and die? Well how come those gang-bangers, the ones that moved away got better? And do you remember after we walked away from that one heaving behind his car? What happened as we got away from him?"

Hami frowned. "I remember looking back. He stood up after that. Seemed fine."

"He was fine. If I wanted him hurt, he would have been. Seriously hurt. But that would do nothing, he would learn nothing. And that kid has a lot of lessons still to learn. He's got a lot of understandings to master. No matter how he gets treated, he has to decide what he's going to learn from every situation he gets himself into. Just as you two do. Just as all of us always have and always will."

Hami nodded and hugged me again.

Jean got up at that point. "Well, no real damage done to the truck or anything else around here." He picked up his own bedroll and pad. "It looks like we still have a couple of hours before dawn. I'll leave you two to talk it over." Then he turned and went around to the other side of the van.

We both just sat there and held each other. I pulled my bedroll across both our shoulders and in front of us to keep warm.

"Chaz, thanks. Again."

"Anytime, you know that."

"I do now, for certain." She looked out into the sky beyond the awning and the yellow bug-light. "Do you think someone knew more than we did - I mean about us?"

"Like we were going to get together sometime, or maybe that they wanted to see if they left us alone together..."

"Something like that, Chaz."

I just kissed the top of her head. "I don't know if we'll ever know for sure. Like it matters at all now."

And we held each other until it started lightening up in the eastern sky. 

An overcast day after sleep interrupted by nightmares. Didn't seem like the best beginning to a day. 

Other than watching a new sunrise in the arms of one you love, anyway.

​

VIII

THE LINES WERE SLOWER forming that day. Chaz rolled up all the bedrolls and Jean did a check of the supplies, like usual. I cleaned up the van and wiped down everything, turned the grill on low to warm up. Made sure I had enough order pads and backup pencils to take orders.

Jean took off to get our deliveries for the day, and I handed Chaz the condiments through the screen window. He then came in to scrape down the grill and put some buns on to warm.

The first in line stepped forward and the day started as usual. 

Well, mostly usual. The lines were quieter, less jokes and talking. And fewer people in those lines. But it wasn't a Sunday or other holiday. After a few hours, I saw someone going backwards down the line talking to people. And most of the people he talked to left the line to move away. The bulk of them walked went over to the chain-link fence on the edge of the hospice parking lot. Some went further. 

Then three cars came roaring in with a lurch through the entrance, then screeching to a halt. Two in front, and one in back.

Gang bangers. I recognized the face of that one who got sick the other night. He was still a sicko pasty-white, his skinny face sticking out of his dark hoodie and leather jacket. The rest crowded out and approached our van ahead of him, but he only came forward when he saw they weren't getting sick this time.

"Chaz." I nodded outside. A fast look and then he turned all the burners off and moved everything to the cooler back where it wouldn't start a fire from over-cooking.

Then took my hand in his.

"I'd like to place an order!" That was the sicko. "I'd like to order the two of you out of there so we can deal with you. Our way. This is our turf, and what we say goes!" He looked around to the rest of his guys, and they all nodded. 

Yet their fear was tangible. We could feel it where we stood.

Chaz just held my hand tighter. 

I leaned down to the window and opened up the screen. "So you're feeling better since last night? Listen, we only take orders for food. And we serve the best food you can get on this side of Kansas City - maybe in the whole of KC. So get in line and we'll help you get fed today. Have your cash or Welfare card ready and we'll get started."

Some of the gang bangers actually started moving behind that leader like they would rather be getting a burger than giving grief.

Sicko just glowered at them and pushed them back. "No. We don't want your food. We want to take some payment in kind out of you and your boyfriend. You've been serving up stuff without permission. You owe us! So you can start paying now, or we can make you pay a different way."

One of his goons started for the front van door. Chaz hit a big red button and all the doors and windows locked down. The awning rolled up on it's own. 

The other goons moved in and started to bang their sticks on the Plexiglas. Then they picked up the edges of the van and started rocking it.

My eyes went wide, but Chaz just narrowed his. He turned to me and took both my hands. 

"Remember this, Hami - I love you. No matter what. No matter why. I love you."

I nodded, with tears in my own eyes, not of fear or grief, but of understanding. "I love you, too. Forever and always. Now, let's get some real loving happening to those boys outside."

We both closed our eyes and saw the world from within. Emotions became colors. The darkest emotions also had the darkest colors. People had these colors surrounding them. Reds and oranges for some. 

Ours were bluish. And we concentrated on pushing more love into each other and outward from there. I could see Chaz' face clearly, and I'm sure he could see mine as well. We were both smiling at this. Any yellow or tint of red was pushed back out away from us and we soon saw the familiar van insides as blue and whitish-blue outlines. 

The rocking stopped. Without us opening our eyes, we saw them backing away their reds were going more yellow as their own fears started replacing their pent up anger. And they kept backing away. 

We didn't open our eyes or let up. Chaz and I just kept pushing that love outward as fast as we could, as strong as we could. We saw them run back to their cars, but those were dead. By then our blue sphere was beyond their cars, and they piled out of them, holding onto their stomach and mouths, struggling to get away. Running or walking or crawling – just to get some distance from us.

We just kept moving the blue sphere outwards until they had all left the front gate on foot and were across the street. Many just kept running after that.

About then a huge thunderstorm let loose overhead and the entire area was pelted in thick rain, washing everything away. 

​

IX

CHAZ AND I FELL INTO each other's arms and just held on to each other until the storm passed. 

About then, Uncle Jean opened the van door and came up the steps. Somehow dry as a bone. "Well, I see you two love-birds don't need any help with gang-bangers." He was all smiles.

A patrol car came up with lights flashing. An officer in dripping rain gear came in behind Jean. "Is everything OK, anyone hurt?" Both Chaz and I shook our heads "no" and smiled. The officer smiled back. We could hear him shout to someone to “get those plates run”, and saw a police tow truck enter and back up into position behind one of the gang-banger's cars.

The crowd came back from the fences and up to the van see how we were doing. They hadn't gotten wet at all, for some reason. But were very glad that we were all OK. 
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