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IT ALL BEGAN AS A STANDALONE concept, where a weaponized virus turned into a healing agent.

They were called the Lazurai, because they could be poisoned, shot, gassed, infected – but would keep coming back from death. And were able to give as good as they got. So the government researchers found out.

It was their third generation where the story picks up. The rumor was that a Lazurai was coming – and every human in their path was as good as dead.

We meet the owner of a roadside convenience store. Who has a sick wife in back. He didn't pick up and run like everyone else. 

He sees a young girl is walking down an empty desert highway. Coming toward him, like the rumors said.

And so they meet...

What I didn't realize at the time was that this particular set of abilities would solve many problems for other characters in many story lines.

This one girl then returned in a follow-up story. And then more stories came up, crossing into other book universes. 

These stories then tended to inspire even more stories to explore and explain their abilities and how they affect others around them. Other authors here picked this element up and added it to their stories. All with great results.

At this writing, our set of stories seem to have a pretty solid basis on their own. The point of this anthology was to deal with the Lazurai themselves. The last story in this set has the fullest exploration of how and why the Lazurai exist. Perhaps more will be added later. But you can go ahead to enjoy and embrace the life stories that are already told here.

You're of course encouraged to explore the other universes which are detailed in the bibliographies of all these authors. 

But let me get out of the way and introduce Rochelle...

J. R. Kruze
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The Lazurai
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BY J. R. KRUZE

I

AT THE OPEN DOOR TO the empty concrete dome, inside the long chain link fence, you can see those sheets of paper tacked to a bulletin board, each page protected by plastic against the weather.

You can read it from where you stand, if you focus your binoculars just right:

They call me Death.

But I gave you only love as my gift.

Blame it all on the terrorists. Or the scientists. Or the government.

Doesn't matter. I'm alive because I'm a freak. And I was made in the image of you.

Some say it was after they found viruses were sentient. And passed that Sentient Life Act. But people say a lot of things.

I can't die, you see. And so the government scientists gave me more life to give away in return. That life can cause death.

But I'm not a terrorist, I was a victim of terrorism.

I remember none of this, as I was just a babe laying in my bed in a maternity ward. A bomb went off nearby. Most everyone died in the hospital. It wasn't the explosion that mattered but what was in it.

More than half of the babies in that room with me lived. And kept living. While all around us were getting sick and dying, we kept gurgling and smiling when anyone in their hazmat suits came around. We only wanted to be fed, and cradled, and listen to the funny voices and faces they made for us behind their plexiglas faceguards.

The few babies released to their families resulted in most of their family getting sick and dying. Any remaining lost their minds. The babies were then recovered and returned by people in hazmat suits.

So all of us who survived that day were taken in by the government, and research was begun to see how and why and what we had become.

Finally, they found a common virus in us, they called Lazarus.

It kept us alive, and killed most other humans around us, other than other babies. The youngest ones had the best chance of surviving any infection.

When we became older, we were moved to a sealed dome where we could grow older. And be watched.

Our ability  to make people sick got worse after we became teenagers. No adult was with us very long. The Lazarus virus came out of our pores, and then made its way through any known fabric, plastic, or even metal.

One day, they gassed us all. And a few hours later, we were still alive. Made our eyes tear up, but that was about it. A few days later, they tried other chemicals. And then different illnesses they had stored up. Even tried to burn us, blow us up.

Didn't work.

No one else knew about this. Because they were all told that we had died. And our dome cemented over. A Chernobyl solution.

As you're reading my story today, you know that also failed.

You see, we absorbed the chemicals and antivirals and diseases they released among us. And in our system, we were able to then release them back through our pores. In strange and different combinations.

Without oxygen, our systems would change to live on other compounds. In a vacuum, our bodies would create air by digesting the materials we touched.

And that is how we had food and fluids after we were put in the concrete. We lived several years that way.

Until the day we ate our way through the concrete. And the fences, and learned to digest the metal slugs they shot us with. We got very good at healing ourselves.

All they could do is retreat. And retreat, and keep away from us.

Exactly what we didn't want.

All we wanted was to be loved. All we had was each other. The other Lazurai.

We went back to our concrete bunker. And made it into a home.

We built in skylights, and found enough clear plastic to waterproof the holes. If we needed building materials, we just went out to find them. Someone finally got smart enough to leave a walkie-talkie with enough spare batteries so we could put our requests out. Then whatever we needed was delivered to a neutral zone, usually through remote-controlled trucks, that would self-unload their contents and drive away, blowing themselves up shortly after leaving their cargo.

People didn't want us to get transportation.

One of those supply runs brought us our Internet access, and we found more about the world.

Eventually, one by one, we left. They couldn't stop us.

We left in search of love. Understanding. Humanity.

We each were walking Death.

Mostly.

II

THIS MORNING, CHUCK opened up the highway store again. Like he had most days for the last 20 years.

He sat on the faded wooden bench, under the faded metal awning out front and waited.

The morning was still cool, a slight breeze from the south that would mean another hot day. Not enough to raise the dust. In the shade, it was comfortable. The bench was wooden, but curved to support your back. And he had his step stool out there to keep his booted feet up off the ground.

Nearby, a tall thermos of lemonade spiked with vodka was busy perspiring. Ice cubes slowly melting, sometimes shifting with a light tinkle as they settled in.

Lately, he'd been putting that extra "juice" in it. Just to take the edge off.

Didn't expect much customers coming in today, if any. Like the last few weeks.

Once a Lazurai was rumored in the area, people left. And mostly didn't come back.

Chuck didn't have much of a choice. And didn't care anyway.

He stayed with his wife, Charlene. She had her good days and others. Mostly others, more recent.

He'd gotten an OK from the doctor to bring her home from the hospital, to those rooms in the back where they'd lived in for so long. She wasn't expected to live as long as she had, so every day seemed another blessing. But they both knew what was in her was eating her up. Day to day, they kept going.

Chuck had gotten used to being her nurse. For awhile, one of the professional nurses had come by once or twice a week to answer his questions and check in on him. But she hadn't been around in weeks. Not since the rumor got started.

He'd heard of entire cities emptied out just because of a traveling Lazurai rumor. And when the story didn't pan out, it didn't mean people would come back.

His store was stocked OK, everything except propane canisters, electrical generators, and gas cans. The crowd had bought these all out, on their way to somewhere else. There was still plenty of gas in the ground for the pumps out front. If the power lines went dead, he had his own generator hardwired in and bolted down so it couldn't "disappear." If need be, he could last for months just cannibalizing the fuel in the ground and what food he had on the shelves. As long as he didn't get tired of beer nuts and beef strips.

It might get lonely, though.

He stayed because Charlene stayed.

Charlene didn't want to leave for treatment, as she'd be too far from the baby's grave out back.

That seemed to be the turning point for her. She never seemed to recover after the baby had died.

Death was such a weighted term. But it was more accurate than anything else.

He remembered that day when they held the small ceremony out back. One of the few days he didn't open up the store.  The local lay-pastor had come out to say a few words. And a friend with a backhoe had dug the hole in that dried, hard ground. Chuck had bought a concrete cross, but couldn't afford to have the baby's name carved into it.

Charlene was in a wheelchair that day, and never left it to walk again since. Only left it to lay down in their bed, which she had left less often as her illness got worse.

Chuck left a folding chair out there by the grave, where he could come and talk to their baby, to tell it all the things he had on his mind. Even read children’s stories out loud. And sometimes Charlene would ask about what he had told the baby. Sometimes, she'd ask Chuck to sing a hymn for the baby, for her.

Chuck used to have a great voice for singing. They'd go every Sunday down the road to a little town that was big enough for a small congregation in one of the store fronts there. Chuck would sing the hymns along with everyone else, often leading them with his strong baritone.

Nowadays, he hardly could get through half the verses before he would break down and sob.

That was the reason for the chair. Sobbing things out helped him get through the next few days.

Otherwise, most of his day was dusting the shelves, sweeping dust from the floor out the front door, or sitting where he was. Waiting.

​

III

LATE MORNING THAT DAY, he saw someone walking. Miles off yet. Coming toward him, along the edge of the road and staying off the pavement.  Chuck could tell because the highway was laser straight for miles in both directions.

You could hear anything coming when there was traffic. And then hear it going.

Walkers made no noise, and took a long time to get there. A long time to get gone.

"Well Mr. Lazurai, take your time. I'm in no hurry." Chuck said out loud to no one in particular.

He figured that this had to be a Lazurai as he was walking.

People told stories about them: they wouldn't always kill you right off. If they liked you, then you had a few days. The people that lived were cursed anyway, as anyone they knew would leave them alone after that. As what the Lazurai gave a person could also affect the other people around them. Big or small community, it didn't matter. Viruses spread.

Chuck didn't care. He would not leave Charlene and she would not leave her baby. So if this was the end, he was as ready as he would be.

By the time the walker was nearly in earshot, Chuck had finished off the rest of his lemonade and was ready for a refill. But he stayed on that bench in the shade and waited to meet this person.

His only real hope is that the end would be swift and painless. For everyone concerned.

The walker just kept coming. The dark hood of a jacket over its head. Dust covering its boots and lower half of its jeans. Hands in pockets. Like sunshine was bad for it. As cool as the day was, a dark jacket would make everything a lot hotter.

Chuck was in a gray t-shirt, faded jeans and his thick hunting boots.  Denim cap on his head with a frayed visor finished the local look.

When the walker came up to the porch, a small breeze came up from the east. The smell of the venison in the slow cooker inside wafted out along with the barbecue sauce and the coffee Chuck had brewed that morning.

"Good morning. What can I do for you?" Chuck called out as carefully as he could, more out of habit than instinct.

The walker stopped before store's awning. Still standing in the sun. There was no reply.

Chuck simply waited. Watching. Nothing to do at this point.

After a voice-clearing cough, the walker at last said, "It is a good morning."

Chuck didn't reply, just smiled. Why he smiled was still probably out of habit.

"Why are you still here?" the walker asked.

"Nowhere to go."

"Most people just run off, even if they don't have anywhere to go."

"That's their choice, I guess."

"What made you choose to stay?"

"Wife's sick in back, and she won't leave her baby. So there's not any choice to it. I won't leave her."

The hooded head raised as the sound of the word baby. And a light face showed up at the edge of that hood.

"You have a baby?"

"Did. Buried out back."

"Sorry. For all of you."

Chuck paused at that. The sound of that 'sorry' was honest. "Not to seem rude, but why would a Lazurai be sorry about anything?"

"And you think I'm a Lazurai?"

"Well, I heard weeks ago that one was heading our way. And you're walking instead of driving. I could be wrong, but are you?"

"Some people call me that. The name I prefer is Rochelle."

"OK, Rochelle. That's a lot prettier. Won't you come in out of the sun?"

"Aren't you afraid of me?"

"Sure, but that's not going to make anything any easier. You might as well come up here and get out of that hot sun. It's a little cooler in the shade."

"Thanks." Rochelle came up on the concrete porch under the awning and sat in one of the chairs next to that bench.

She raised her hands to her hood and lowered it. That action revealed a startling beauty with dark green eyes and straight auburn hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her skin was light, but she had freckles across the bridge of her nose.

Rochelle looked at Chuck with unblinking eyes, but more in question than accusation. They both looked at each other, until Chuck looked away.

Rochelle then gazed out across the plain where the dried prairie grass was bent from the weather. She relaxed in her chair and extended her feet out in front, crossing them. "It always feels good to stretch your legs after so much walking."

"I imagine it does. Say, I'm about to get a refill. Did you want something to drink?"

Rochelle glanced at his face again and noticed the corners of his mouth were starting a smile. "Sure, some water would be nice."

"How about some lemonade? I've got a pitcher full back there."

"Sure."

As Chuck got up with his thermos glass, he rose with a practiced and unhurried ease like he would for any paying customer. Not that he would ask her for anything. Death doesn't have to pay.

Soon, he returned with a tall plastic sixteen-ounce tumbler, a plastic cap on it, and a paper-covered straw. Gaudy logos covered it, in contrast to the dark and dusty jacket Rochelle wore.

Handing the cup and straw to her, Chuck noticed her fingernails were clean and well-trimmed, silver rings on several fingers.

Rochelle smiled with straight teeth and a look that could melt any teenager's heart. "Thanks."

Rochelle took the straw and set it down by her leg on the chair. Then carefully she took the lid off the filled cup and drank deeply. She paused when she got about a third of it down, knowing she should take small sips to allow her body to adjust.

The silence returned again.

At last, Chuck spoke. "Have you been walking long?"

"All day so far, and most of the day before that."

"Heading somewhere in particular?"

"Not really. Just walking."

"I may be out of line here, but all that walking will end up take you somewhere. Most people know where they want to go when they start out..."

"Nope. Not for me. I'm just walking."

Another fresh breeze came through the store, and reminded Chuck of what he was cooking.

"Hey, are you hungry? It's a little early for lunch, but late for breakfast. Would you like to join me for some venison stew?"

Rochelle brightened at this, all the creases from her face erasing at the thought. "It's been months since I've had someone else's cooking. My breakfast was a trail bar."

"OK, you just sit there and I'll bring you out a plate of it. We don't have a table inside, and you don't need to be standing at a display counter after all those miles your dogs have covered. Be right back."

Rochelle smiled at her feet being called 'dogs' and the idea of some hot food.

- - - -
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CHUCK RETURNED SOON with two plastic foam plates, and some corn bread. He had put a plastic fork and spoon on each plate. Rochelle thanked him as he handed her one.

They sat and ate in silence. The wind rustled the brown and gray grasses, while a skeleton tree with a small clump of shade provided a perch for a lone hawk out in the distance.

Rochelle loosened her jacket by unzipping it partly. That exposed a t-shirt that had some rock band logo on it. She had curled her feet under her chair while she ate, sat the tall drink by one chair leg. Once the plate was cleared, she sat it down on the bench seat and picked up the drink again, sipping it with pauses.

"Thanks, Chuck."

"How did you know my name?"

"Road sign. Figured that you must be the Chuck in 'Chuck's Place.'"

Chuck smiled. "Yea, that would be me."

Rochelle looked directly at him. "I don't know how many years its been since someone talked to me like you have."

"Like I have?"

"Nice-like. As if you cared."

"Well, what choice do I really have? People are people. It doesn't seem right to treat them nasty even when you're facing the end."

"Do you think I've bringing you your end?"

"Well, aren't you? Aren't you a Lazurai?"

"Not actually. Something like a third generation."

Rochelle then told the story of how she had come into contact with someone who had been in contact with one of the original Lazurai. By the time she had found out, she was already cursed by her own family and community. She'd been asked to leave and did. She'd never heard from them again, or even tried to call them.

"Most of the original Lazurai are gone. They literally faded into the earth or canyons, or even vacant concrete buildings. Loneliness does strange things to people. And they didn't have to be human anymore, especially if they weren't wanted. They'd lean up against a wall, all depressed, and then just melt into it. Or sit in a canyon until they just faded into the rocks they were sitting on. Some seemed to evaporate into the air. But those are all legends.

"There are isolated camps of people who were infected by them, and they've learned to master their situation. So much so that they can pass for normal, and move through cities entirely un-noticed and not make anyone sick.

"Others used to work for the military, at least until they were being experimented on too many times. Vengeance only goes so far as motivation. And trusting the government too much has never worked well, if you read your history. Corporations are no better, and usually worse.

"So a private and reflective life is the usual outcome. No one but our own kind understand what it's like. And when you get a group of them together, it usually winds up getting attacked one way or the other. Ends up badly for everyone."

Chuck closed his open mouth. "So you don't make people sick? Don't kill them?"

"I can if I want. Mostly I don't want. Why would I want to?"

"But isn't that what the originals did?"

"That was all they knew how to do. They didn't have control over it. And everyone who got close would die, so they quickly turned pretty sour, mostly."

"How did the next generation survive?"

"In their travels, they'd sometimes find babies. And babies are able to adapt easier than kids or adults. The ones that did then would inherit the genes from whoever had found them. Just through their physical touch. And the Lazurai took special care of those young ones, as babies didn't judge them and would give them love in return.”

She looked up at Chuck again. "Tell me about why you're still here when everyone else left. Tell me about your life."

So Chuck in turn told her about the baby and Charlene. All the doctors and treatments. And finally Charlene's decision to simply go back home. To the only home the two of them had ever known together.

When he was done, they were both silent again.

The sun had climbed while they were talking and the porch's shade had shortened considerably.

Rochelle then asked, "Can I see her?"

Chuck rose without a word and took her plate with his to drop in the trashcan on the other side of the open door. He motioned to Rochelle. "I think Charlene’s still asleep."

Rochelle rose out of her chair and they then went inside.

​

IV

CHARLENE WAS ASLEEP, eyes closed tightly into a pain-filled frown. She was gaunt, thin. Her brown hair was brittle and had streaks of grey in it. Her breath came in wheezes. While she was dressed in a comfortable cotton blouse, with a fan circulating the air overhead, it was obvious there was little comfort for her in that bed.

Rochelle sat in the chair by the bedside and took Chalene's hand. And looked at her. After a few moments, she looked back up at Chuck.

"She's in pain, but is still strong. It's her spirit that is keeping her here. And your love."

Chuck felt a tear come down one cheek. "You can tell that from just touching her?"

"That and more." Rochelle returned Charlene's hand to the bedcover and patted it. Charlene had quit frowning, her face relaxed. She looked at peace.

Rochelle rose to face Chuck. "Please take me to your baby."

Chuck led her out the screened back door out to the concrete cross in the ground a dozen yards away. There were children's toys tied with monofilament fishing line to it.

Rochelle kneeled next to the cross and put her hand on the mound where a thin covering of gray grass lay. She touched the sun-faded toys and rearranged them so they were closer.

Chuck's voice was gravelly. "I tied them on so they wouldn't blow away in the wind storms..." He stopped at this, choked up.

Rochelle looked up to Chuck, and saw his eyes brimming with tears. "I think there is something I can do for all of you. But you're going to have to do something for me."

Chuck nodded as a tear fell onto the dusty ground.

​

V

YOU CAN STILL VISIT Chuck's Place. It's still there. Chuck is a lot older now. Charlene had a "miraculous" recovery and given a clean bill of health by her doctors. Never been sick a day since, other than when the wind whips the pollen around, but that's temporary. Doctor's claimed the bedrest and fresh air helped the healing and her excellent health since.

Chuck and Charlene just smile at each other and let people believe what they want.

They never mention their visitor to anyone. As far as they’re concerned, it was just another empty rumor that had wrecked so many communities. Another conspiracy theory.

A few years after Charlene was up and around again, they had another child. Red-haired and hazel-eyed. They named her Rochelle. She grew up strong and healthy. You can catch her running the checkout stand most weekends. Usually surrounded by some of the local boys who hang on every word she says and watching for her heart-melting smile.

Rochelle doesn't mind, as long as they keep buying stuff she can ring up.

The grave out back has become a sort of tourist destination now. You can see piles of crutches left there, and old wheelchairs stacked nearby. People have found that there's some healing properties in that old concrete cross and the ground nearby. But that's just what they say.

If you ask Chuck, he'll nod and agree with whatever you say. If you press him, he'll say that we each have our road to walk in this life, and how we treat people is important.

If you ask Charlene or Rochelle, they just look off in the distance or at each other and smile.

​
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The Lazurai Returns

[image: ]




BY J. R. KRUZE AND C. C. Brower

​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 what 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 way to find these. 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, they all 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.

We didn’t even know how old they’d live for. 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 came into contact were the next problem, but these mostly learned to control themselves and not be virally infectious to everyone around them.

Very occasionally, they 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 they couldn’t “un-absorb” themselves one day. So no one ever goes down there, except their captured Lazurai.

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

I don’t know the last time I’ve had a paycheck for chasing one down. And I went back to chasing regular human-type criminals down, instead. 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.

Anyway, here I was in ‘Cagga.

I stopped once I saw the gates. Turned down a side street in their empty suburbs so they 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. Figure someone needs me and head that direction. I’ll get what I need as I needed it. 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 boldly walked up to the fence and cut it. 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. It would last a few days. 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. Restaurants were mostly on the ground floor of one or the other, so paid a percentage for their protection.

That left the wanted criminals hiding out in the rest of the city. 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,

Then she turned toward my glass. From her side she couldn’t see me, but the way she was looking, it seemed she knew 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 our selves on a clear path right over to a long line of tables with two immense soup kettles bolted to the floor, just coming after tables with bread racks.

This blond had pulled me right along and now handed me a bowl and large spoon, motioning me along down the line in front of her. I got a couple of dark brown buns and they filled my bowl with some sort of ham and bean soup. As I paused by the end of the kettles, she then came up next to me again.

“This way.”

She led us to a single dining table with benches on each side, straight ahead of us and away from long rows of these type of tables and benches that lined the main hall instead of pews. It looked like this single table was where the staff ate 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, 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’d 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 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 there 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 they could check, and knew how they acted, 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 a long line, some even come back year after year just for her.

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

I

IT'S HARD DETECTIVE work when you could only interview through thick glass while wearing a hazmat suit.

It's worse when you're trying to find out why someone is healing the terminally ill and being very successful at it. 

Because since this one nurse took over, people had quit dying.

But the hospital wouldn't let them out of quarantine. Until my investigation was complete.

No pressure. 

The problem was how I was getting paid. All in cash, Random serial numbers, unmarked and used bills. Occasionally someone included a note, printed out by a laser printer on common paper stock. No fingerprints on anything. Completely anonymous.

And all I wanted was they stay off my back if they wanted to keep it that way. 

Because this coin had two faces. Let me do my job finding what you asked me to, or I'd find out the flip side as well.

That was the message I sent the last time I got a note from them with advice on it. And no more notes since.

I told them three weeks. Period. I'd solve it or give them their money back. Minus expenses.

No notes since. And I had under a week left, with no leads. Yes, I was getting a bit nervous.

But I didn't have to deal with perfectly healthy people who weren't even allowed to talk to their family. Or me.

It all depended on this one head nurse named Cathy.

II

IT WASN'T ANY REAL surprise to me that these patients started getting better. 

But my methods were unorthodox, and had been kept a secret for nearly half a century at this point. I was called in as a last resort by some very insistent, and very connected family of one of the patients. 

And now he's fine, but neither I or him or anyone else can talk to anyone outside. 

Well, I've got this detective fellow named Johnson who somehow wangled a way into my over-booked schedule. 30 minutes a day. Uninterrupted. And that's a miracle all on its own. 

Typically, we are understaffed. And all volunteer. None of us were expected to ever return from the quarantine. But all their doctors and nurses had gotten ill as well, so they'd asked - no, begged for people to basically suicide in order to help these people live out their last days with some sort of dignity. 

They got half the number they wanted, which was twice what they actually expected. 

But they were city folks. Pretty cold and pessimistic. Hard to get a smile out of them.

And that was our secret weapon - infectious smiles. Works every time. Because you have to heal from the inside out, not just pile on more drugs and pills. 

The main trouble was with the quarantine security equipment. The technicians to fix it were also sick. If that equipment failed before we got this outbreak under control, it would roll through all the population of this suburb and those beyond it like no plague before it. And the infected  would spread it further, all within a few hours of contacting it. All innocent carriers. 

What was worst, it left babies alone. The ones that needed help the most. That was why we were here, originally. To solve why the babies weren't getting sick - and feed them and change them and cuddle them meanwhile. 

But when the last of the nurses collapsed, we had to break into the worst areas and sacrifice ourselves. Because the walls were all glass, and we could see the entire ward from the maternity section. Damned if we were just going to stand there and watch them all die...

III

IN BETWEEN OUR TALKS, I had access to all their electronic reports, and all the medical files on the patients. Mainly because I was authorized by the CDC to snoop anywhere I needed to. This meant their families and their family's lawyers were all purposely kept out of the loop. Privacy be damned if you knew you had a plague that could cripple civilization starting with everyone around you.

Of course, they made me sign huge stacks of non-disclosure agreements and bonds that would keep me in hock for the rest of my life, if not in prison.

The money was good, so I took it. All untraceable cash, but I told you that already. And I already made plans to disappear after this, since more than likely they'd make me disappear permanent-like, otherwise.

All those electronic reports didn't give me much besides headaches. I was going over them for the fourth time. It wasn't adding up. 

Sure, you had the babies that didn't get sick. But only when these student nurses and their barely graduated head nurse broke quarantine to take over was when the patients started getting better. 

All I knew is that whatever they were doing wasn't in these reports. 

They were keeping something from me. But so were the people who hired me. 

My daily half-hour was coming up. Just enough time to get into that damned hazmat suit again and go through decontamination just to get into the interview cubicle. 

Maybe this time, I'd get something I could use. Like my gramma used to say, "Hope springs eternal." 

Whatever.

IV

"HEY CATHY, HOW'S IT going?"

"Fine, Detective Johnson, how's the real world?"

"Call me Reg, OK?"

"OK, Reg-OK - how's the real world" She smiled at her own joke. Something that lightened her tired face.

I had to smile at that, which just made hers wider. "At least you've got some time for humor, even if sleep is tight."

"Sleep is always tight for nurses, but we make do." 

"Well, over to questions, then. I've been over and over your reports and I just don't get it. How come you and your students don't get sick from what your patients have?"

"We've been over this ground before, Reg. It's our proprietary training and our faith in that training."

"But you don't seem to be doing anything different, other than you ignore safety protocols and do what seems to be normal nursing actions."

"And we didn't have time or the necessary suits available when we had to break quarantine to save the life of that nurse. After that, it's of little consequence. We are still alive and that again goes back to our faith."

That line of questioning was getting me nowhere, as usual. Science didn't account for faith more than a placebo effect. "Your student nurses and you all come from very small towns, and it looks like you were all adopted."

Her eyebrow raised. "That's of no concern to you. Our methods could be taught to anyone. It might be that our students have more personal moral values than those found in larger metropolitan areas. Or maybe it goes to the love of our families, which again goes back to that 'faith' point you find so disturbing."

I hadn't realized my face gave away so much. "I don't mean to question your faith..."

"Don't you? Are you quite certain? You've almost done nothing but. And if it weren't for those children, we wouldn't be here and we shouldn't be having these questions. And if whoever is paying you had an ounce of courage, they'd come right out and see this scene for themselves." Her frown deepened as she leaned toward the glass.

"I'm sorry to offend you and I don't..."

"Don't give me that 'sorry to offend' crap! Just like those insane 'Tolerance Edicts.' All they've done has been to harass a lot of innocent people who just want to live the life they were given. A small minority few don't have more rights than anyone else..."

"Cathy, Cathy, please. I'm sorry, OK? Sorry. You look much prettier when you aren't upset, and I'm sure your job goes easier as well. How 'Cagga and the Secessionists treat people should be none of our concern. How your nurses are actually curing your patients is all I want to find out."

She calmed at this, a little bit. "I'm sorry, too, Reg. I'd prefer to be smiling more. These long hours have us all a bit on edge."

"Is that singing something you do as part of your training?" 

"Oh, well that singing is between us nurses. It's not part of nurse training, but are just some hymns from my local church that seem to help everyone keep their spirits up."

"I see from the video's that some of the patients are singing along now. Most of them were unconscious when you went in there."

She had to smile at this. "Yes, we're finding that they have some healthy lungs in there. Probably good exercise for their Cardiod-pulmonary. Mr. Smith has an amazing baritone, and Clara - she insists we call her that - has a contralto good enough to sing a church solo." She looked away. "I don't know if you can hear it from there, but they just hit that chorus on 'Little Brown Church in the Wild-wood'." Cathy was nodding her head. "Singing helps everyone."

At that point, the buzzer went off. I had minutes to get into decontamination before the interview area would be showered from overhead nozzles. It happened once before. Made talking impossible.

Cathy stood with graceful ease. "See you tomorrow." She smiled and gave me a half-wave.

From that angle, I could see my own reflection and how impersonal and bureaucratic I looked.

I rose to leave, and she was already gone, her own door closing automatically behind her.

V

"HEY CATHY, DID HE ASK anything different today?" A blond student asked.

"No, Sue, just more of the same." 

"Mr. Smith wants to get out of bed today, insisting I let him or bring you to him so he can talk you into it."

I just smiled at her. "I'm sure he'd love to 'talk' with me. With his hands where they shouldn't go. Ever notice that I hold both of his hands when I'm near him?"

"More like I noticed that I need to start doing that myself. He's very personal with his touches. Must be feeling a lot better."

I shook my head, still smiling. "Give him a broom and have him start using his hands to clean up the store room. Just make nursing sure those meds are locked up first. If he's still frisky after that, he can pull some hot water and start mopping. Just not around the other patients where we have to walk. Use some ammonia in it, and he'll be doing us all a favor with the smells in this place."

Sue nodded and moved off. 

I picked up the charts and found we had seemed to turn the corner for all of them. I remembered how my teacher, Rochelle, cautioned against optimism that we would be able to save all our patients all the time.  "Only faith works miracles..." was her phrase for it. The rest of it was "...and trust in God to fix what humans screw up." A bit sardonic for her, but it got the point across for us, especially now.

That reminded me to check the babies again. That's what really kept us going around here. Some of them would be trying to walk if they were kept here much longer. Already most were into higher-walled beds they couldn't climb over - yet.

Another reason to smile and hope. 

Rochelle would be proud of us all - if we were ever allowed to call her...

VI

THAT NIGHT, ALARMS went off. 

I jumped from my cot in the administration room and reached for a non-existent gun in a missing holster. Habit.

Lights were strobing and it took me minutes to figure out where the stupid off-switch was. I turned the lights to "On-Full" and saw the problem.

Our only remaining maintenance tech was out cold on the floor. I felt his head - fever. And foam coming out of his mouth. 

Contagion.

So I did what I needed to do. I pulled him up in a fireman's carry and went right through all the double doors I needed to so we were both in with Cathy, the nurses, and the other quarantined patients.

Cathy looked up and rushed toward me. Sue was already motioning me to an empty bed near the doors I'd just barged in through.
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