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Preface

[image: ]




WHILE YOU DON'T FORESEE any one story or series growing large enough to need its own Box Set, any popular series – or a set of prolific co-authors – can create that need out of necessity.

The Hooman Saga started with the story of a single girl who somehow escaped her human slavery of a moon colony and returned to earth. Surviving that crash landing, she was then immediately surprised to find herself rescued by a sentient wolf talking to her inside her mind.

Together, they escaped the organized feral wild canine breeds that hunted them.

And then she had to undergo their psychic testing, which no human had ever survived before.

But all she wanted was to free her family in that moon colony. Only 248,000 miles away - with no working technology to lift anyone from this planet.

As these stories were written by C. C. Brower, other authors came forward to explore the earlier stories that had to explain how most of the major cities had lifted off this planet and left those few human remaining to a new Dark Age, with virulent diseases that eradicated most of the highly populated areas. 

The few humans remaining were in isolated encampments and lived in fear of any other human contact. 

And meanwhile, were eking out a living under conditions that hadn't been seen since the first settlers arrived in that wilderness.

How these cities developed their technology, and what their own conditions were – all these questions were asked by other authors. And they provided their inspired answers.

Then S. H. Marpel brought his own characters in as cross-overs from his “Ghost Hunters” series – along with J. R. Kruze addition of key elements that explained how Brower's story was a possible progression from our current reality. R. L. Saunders biting satire then  filled in the cracks with his brand of humor.

Between these four, we now know how everything got started, how it went from here to there, and left us wondering what's next.

Of course, at this writing, there are rumors of Books Three, Four, and Five all in the works. But we'll have to leave those for the next Box Set, won't we?

Editor's Notes:

BOOK II, PART 1 WAS originally written as a novella in its own right. Those chapters do not have their own titles. Book I and Book II, Part 2 were both written as a series of short stories and then compiled into their own larger anthologies.

At the end of Book II, Part 2, there is a “Character List” which tells where the S. H. Marpel (and J. R. Kruze) characters had their origin stories. This short list then explains the crossovers for your own “extra-curricular studies”. All so you can enjoy, and perhaps better understand, their motivations and decisions (as well as where they got their unusual abilities.)

Good Hunting!

- - - - 
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ROBERT C. WORSTELL

Chief Editor, Living Sensical Press
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The Hooman Saga - Book I
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BY C. C. BROWER, J. R. Kruze, R. L. Saunders, S. H. Marpel

Book One Introduction

IT CAME TO ME ONE DAY that I and my co-authors had been writing the Hooman Saga Book One all along. In our short stories. And remarkably, they didn't overlap or contradict – too much. 

So instead of working for months to piece together and write a new history, I would be better invested in editing these into shape so you could see what happened before Sue came back to Earth and met Tig and his pack in Book Two.

It's really all here. 

You get the biting satire of R. L. Saunders and the common-sense insight of J. R. Kruze, the fascinating supernatural characters of S. H. Marpel - along with the fantasy and science fiction world I created. Between the four of us, we tell a not-too-unlikely possible future based on our current news and trends. 

That's if you sincerely believe in what passes for “news” these days.

If not, then this is just another anthology of what used to be called “speculative fiction.”

Regardless, it was all a lot of fun to write and collaborate on.

I've included some notes at the start of these stories to help tie the history of these together, to bridge any gaps.

And none of us are prohibited from coming up with additional stories to fill in those gaps. There are a lot of people and characters in these pages that I, for one, would not mind hearing from again.

I hope we've written these well enough so you do, too.

(You can then expect this book to be updated, perhaps.)

Please enjoy.

- - - -
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C. C. BROWER

Mind Timing

BY R. L. SAUNDERS

-
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From another time and space, we've often been visited by unknown people and creatures. Not often do we hear of someone being brought back from an alternate future to our current one. This one actually sets the stage for what happens to our cities, starting with what is happening now...



-
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I

WHEN THE LAST OF THE long-languishing news media died, it was with barely a whimper. No bang. Not even a sullen pop. And eyes were dry all around. No one mourned, few even noticed.

Two glasses clinked at the Club in celebration. And that was all the wake they deserved.

I and my visitor-turned-conspirator were the only witnesses.

To the end of a global catastrophe that now never happened.

- - - -
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HE HAD ENTERED UNINVITED and unwelcome that first day, long ago. It’s not that women couldn’t have male visitors at the Club. As long as they were properly chaperoned or in the very public areas. But in those days, and by that time, no one expected that a white male presented any challenge or hazard.

Women ran politics, they ran business, they ran the world. Women scientists explored the known universe and profited from their discoveries. 

"Mari, a man is here to see you." The female maître d' at my elbow quietly announced.

This interrupted my news scanning, but was cautiously done. Alarmed Club members could get a bit defensive. And in these days, that could be dangerous to other Club patrons.

I sensed this as something unique, something out of the usual, the humdrum. It was actually a change I had been praying for. 

So when that lone white male called at the all-female Club and asked for me by name, I accepted. He was shown to the middle of the main lounge, where two overstuffed chairs sat separated by a small side table. A distance surrounding them for room to move in case anything untoward developed.

While such a visit took time away from my scheduled daily poker game. I was tired of the usual bitching banter that accompanied each hand as we all knew the other’s tells and bluffs. 

It was time for new blood. Or a new game.

He entered wearing a very impeccable three-piece wool-blend suit, the shade of a fast quarter-horse out of the gate. Close behind him was our maitre d', who was a black belt in more martial disciplines than I could name on the fingers of both hands. She was our security. Not that we needed it. Because we were all qualified in many such disciplines. Hours in our basement gym was both socially demanded, and required. Because men had run the society into the ground, and after they lost their hold, most often became the last of the criminal class. 

Women ran things, but because they had to fight their way to the top.

This male "suit" was accepted into our midst, in front of me, because it was more he was entering the lionesses den. One that was hidden behind the curtains, lace, and ruffles. Like the barred and electrified windows the Club maintained between themselves and the street. Like the concealed pistols, stiletto blades, and reinforced plexi-carbon fingernails most of us sported. For self-defense, of course.

No, I had no physical fear of any man who showed up in front of me.

But his attitude, like the quaint brown felt bowler he passed off to our maitre d', was precise and a statement of its own. Old-fashioned. Of a time before the sexes were at war. Before women had won. 

“...and this civilization became just that, ma’am, an unending civil war.” the stranger finished my thought.

“Intriguing, sir. I don’t know your name and already you are inside my head, the ultimate hack to privacy,” I replied, showing a hint of outrage.

“And you have every reason to be upset, Marigold. My name is Peter. And I am at your service.” At that he extended a well-manicured hand, in the quaint, nearly extinct custom of hand-shaking.

I rose and took his hand more out of curiosity, knowing that my thin layer of dermal plasticine protected me from any direct poison, nano-biotic, or bacterial infection. Beside pheronomic door sensors had already passed him while x-ray scanning him against any weapons. 

“Welcome, Peter. Call me Mari. You are just the mystery I’ve been seeking to relieve the tedium around here.” I replied. He had a firm grip, one calculated to show respect, as that of an equal, not dominant or afraid. The skin was not calloused, but not soft. Unscarred. No missing digits.

“Thank you for seeing me without notice.” Peter said.

I indicated the other matching overstuffed chair, the two separated by the ornate marble-topped side table between us. And we each sat, crossed our legs and studied the other for a few moments

“How you understand my thoughts is some parlor trick?” I asked.

“More like being able to recall conversations in retrospect. But you’ll realize that soon enough. We’ve met before,” Peter replied.

“Not like Merlin, you are living your life backwards?” I asked.

“More like the vast majority of us are. Like the old phrase, ‘those who refuse to study their own history..."

“...are condemned to repeat it.’” I finished.

“And life in these days and times is nothing more than a series of mental calculations to determine what could happen and what did. So most conversations have already occurred, most actions are taken by result of causes that have long ago ceased to be more than a continuing habit.” 

Peter accepted an iced tea from our waitress, as did I. She left with a studied grace, her high-grade stainless steel tray balanced in her hand, and at the ready to become shield or weapon as needed. 

We both sipped, while I studied this puzzle before me.

“An interesting challenge to our culture. I’ve heard of no paper that has been submitted to the Academy for review...” I started.

“...because any review would not uphold it or even understand the principles it posits,” He answered. “Our modern culture is no better than the one it replaced, which was no better than the one which brought us out of the caves or led us up from flea-scratching apes...”

“And as it is running circular to itself, then it is no better than any before it,” I finished. “Meaning that all thought and action then continues in infinite loops until entropy finally collapses the universe on our very heads.”

“Not exactly, but that is the accepted apparency,” Peter said.

“You are then implying that there is an existence outside this time and space which doesn’t follow the paths we and our forebears have traveled before,” I said.

“Actually, your existence is more the fiction than fact. The universe I come from has ‘asked’ me to come and interview you with the idea that this endless cycle might be interrupted long before the quaint concept of ‘entropy’ might have its way,” Peter said.

Shocked to my core, and the very challenge I was looking for. I sipped again, delighted with the hint of lemon in our green tea. 

“The next question you would then ask yourself is whether you are up to that challenge,” Peter said.

“And again, that nasty habit of mind-reading you’ve been displaying,” I replied.

“I’ll give you a few seconds to study what you just said.” Peter now spoke in terse terms. “Your reply will determine if I leave or stay. I have other appointments with several similarly qualified women of power and station.” 

I mused on this. He had uncrossed his legs, and his straightened back showed him prepared to stand and depart, all depending on my answer. 

“Nasty. The key term was ‘nasty.’ That showed my habitual thoughts, which then led you to suspect that my mental habits might not be open to change. I apologize. And ask your patience." 

At that Peter relaxed, again sitting back against the tufted cushion of his chair, his eyes reading my face as an open book. I had met with the challenge I had asked for. The game was afoot, as I liked to paraphrase. Obvious to him, my apology was sincere. But even in these seconds of thought, he was well ahead of me. And I needed to act.

"Where and when are you from?" I asked.

He smiled. "As if that would make a difference. And perhaps it may. But we are 'wasting time' as you would say, working through these loops again. The question is: do you accept?" Peter asked.

"When do we leave?" I replied.

"Now." Peter set his drink on the side-table, stood and again extended his hand. All in one very smooth, singular motion.

I rose as well, calling the attention of our maître d' with a subtle half-raised hand that she was expecting. She started to return in our direction with his bowler.

"And may I ask where we are going?" 

Peter replied, "Not so much where as when..."

At that, the room shimmered around us, placing us temporarily in physical limbo.

II

WHEN THE SHIMMERING stopped, we were back in what seemed the 20-teens. Standing outside a vacant lot in Los Angeles. About where the Club would be built some great time later. The polluted air stank of car exhaust, only matched by the tar-smell of the road next to us. We stood on cracked concrete sidewalk, ringed on both sides by dry grasses and gravel. Screaming sirens in the distance accented the noisy roar of traffic that passed us, with clumsy buses buffering blasts of air about us as we stood in the sultry heat. The sun was overhead, a dim light in that haze called sky. Everything had a yellowish cast as a result. 

What was called "normal" for that day and age. 

Peter spoke in a pitch to be heard above the traffic. "Let's go to that chain restaurant you can see from here. It will be quiet and cool enough to think clearly as I explain these principles to you that you'll need for this challenge.

He talked as we walked down the mostly vacant sidewalk. That old phrase and song was correct, nobody walked in L.A. So he was able to explain most of the basics to me in simple terms, uninterrupted except where we had to cross intersections and wait our turn for car traffic.

While he kept a good pace, I was able to keep up as sensible flats had long replaced high-heels (King Louie's invention) as well as slacks replacing skirts (except in Scotland, where women preferred the freedom as did their men. But those customs in that locale had always been a bit frisky.)

Peter also matched his longer pace to mine, a bit of courtesy, but also as he needed to see my reaction, which he couldn't do if he was forging ahead. 

By the time we reached the restaurant front door, we were both well cooked and wearing a sheen of moisture. For some reason the old phrase, "Men sweat, women glow." came to mind. Not the first anachronism I would encounter in this alternate time.

The air-conditioned interior of the orange-and-brown outfitted restaurant was welcome. It tended to make that “glow” turn to drops that dove down my neck and below the white starched collar of my blouse. 

When we were shown to our booth, I quickly pulled a paper napkin from below the stainless "silverware" to mop the worst of it off my face and neck. Peter pulled some extras from the container on the table for us to use, as he similarly cleared the running drops off his own angular jaw. I could only imagine how that wool suit was heating him up.

"Actually, wool tends to wick the moisture away, an old Arab trick from the desert. The trick is to wear only cotton or silk underneath. And yes, as you were thinking, boxers." Peter said.

My mouth was hanging open, and so I shut it, focusing on breathing to avoid the reddish tinge creeping up from my chest. It had been a long time since a man had given me a reaction like that. Not unpleasant, but that found me off-guard. I never liked being caught off guard. Especially by my own thoughts.

"Most of that is the time we are in. It's the contagion of mental habit. And why L.A. is key to the entire challenge. You'd might think New York would be first, but the simpler and easier route runs through here." Peter said.

I replied, "You know that mind-reading stuff would be fascinating if it weren't so..."

"...invasive of your privacy. Sorry. Different space/time culture. Once I get you up to real telepathy instead of simple empathy, it will get easier for you," Peter said.

At that the waitress came over.  Peter ordered, "We'll have your special, with two large iced teas, sweet. And apple pie ala mode. Thanks." The waitress was surprised to receive such a succinct statement, as she wrote it down. And as she picked up the unopened menus, she gave him more than one curious glance. Tucking a errant wisp of hair behind an ear with her free hand, she moved quickly away, with a little more flounce than she arrived with.

I sat to digest this without speaking. The teas returned soon, along with the waitress picking up our spent paper napkins to get a few more up-close glances at Peter. 

But these were the days when women courted openly, something that would seem anachronistic in our own time. 

"Or maybe just suppressed," Peter said. "Oh, sorry again, but not sorry. There is some elements of human nature which get out of hand every now and then, but rapidly balanced out. Your particular time is out of balance. And we are here as a challenge to see if we can fix that."

"Suppressed? An interesting concept. Of course our history said the reverse. That women were suppressed by the males until they rose up as equals and eventually became the superior sex," I said.

"Superior implies inferior. Let's say co-equal is more ideal. But the problem isn't history, it's again the point of whether it's interpreted or ignored." Peter said.

"And who is this challenge directed against?" I asked.

"Not an individual, but a thought-habit that was started some time ago. And we've traced it back to a off-wordly, out-of-time experiment," Peter replied.

At that precise point, the waitress returned with the plates of their diner special, a true American spread, served 24 hours a day in true American binge fashion. A stack of pancakes with sausage and two over-easy eggs. Matched by a slab of something called "hash browns." All the sugar, salt, and partially-hydrogenated oils, plus added trans-fats you could stuff into your unsuspecting and soon obese self.

All an historical footnote. Until this current, present.  Where now I was just about to give my body the shock of its life. Welcome to this new millennium, not even a quarter of the way into it. A time when lifespan is shortened by diet, and humankind nearly extinguished itself over the next century. If it weren't for the handful of survivors in rural enclaves called "farms" there would have been no genetic material to re-start humankind.

"Dig in. You'll never know what you've been missing with all your pure diets and wholesomeness," Peter smiled as he cut a portion of those golden-brown flap jacks covered with artificial butter whipped and scooped up into a tiny ball. Covered with corn-derived sweetener that itself would add to heart disease. Grown with corn that was laced with a nutrition-inhibitor called glysophate, genetically modified to be immune to it - while the human body was not.

I watched him stuff the five layers of pancake into his mouth and catching the dripping fake butter and fake syrup with his tongue, while quickly bringing his paper napkin to dab off any he missed. Taking a swig of reconstituted orange juice, which was pretty much devoid of any natural sugars, he then smiled at me. 

"Go ahead. You only live once. And cocaine doesn't even taste this good." 

I cut a tiny bite with my fork and tentatively tasted it. The thrill raced through my tongue and brought sensations to my mouth and brain that I had never experienced. Chewing thoughtfully brought a massive flood of hormones into play which had laid dormant through all the specified diets and training our own culture had carefully maintained for several centuries after the Collapse.

"Damn! You're right. This stuff is amazing!"

And for the next 5 minutes, we stuffed our faces with this poisonous mass-produced 21st century diet, downing it all with our artificially flavored and sweetened tea. 

As we finished our plates, right down to the unhygienic idea of licking them clean, the observant waitress came over with our apple pie (also questionably raised, sliced and cooked between dough of similar poisons as our stack of pancakes. It had been heated with ultra-short wavelength microwaves to give those molecules excitement enough to re-radiate lower-length heat. Enough to begin melting the scoop of artificial ice cream, allowing it to run in streams across the pie. Another beautiful golden and off-white sight to the eyes. 

"Now, this is the coup-de-gras," Peter said with all sincerity, slicing off a forkful with a slice of the ice cream and pushing the whole wad into his mouth. Closing his eyes with delight as he savored the addictive artificial ingredients that were making his brain and glands work overtime. A true rush.

After a small taste, I also had to shut my eyes to experience the exotic flavor and affect it was having on my body. 

-
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SOON WE WERE COMPLETELY full and sitting back against our plastic-covered foam seats. Delighted as only an addict can be.

"Just to top all that off, let's get some of their world-famous coffee." Signaling with his hand, the waitress brought over two thick mugs, and filled them both with black Java-bean coffee. Leaving us each a plastic container that at least honestly said it was all artificial, Peter showed me how to open it and pour the white liquid into the mug, stirring it to make the contents more light brown. 

Peter sipped his lightly. "Like piping-hot tea. Careful you don't burn yourself."

I gingerly tried it and the caffeine brought a new rush to replace the sugar high which had been dissipating. "So the creamer is to cool it off. Amazing concept. Incredibly addictive. No wonder these people nearly wiped themselves off. Eliminate war in a single lifetime, only to kill everyone off with abundant and addictive instant gratification."

Peter nodded. And smiled with an addicts glee. "Yes, it's true. Destined for doom. Only saved by the discovery of fusion drives and a misguided attempt at salvation by flying their largest cities off as spaceships to other planets." 

"Oh?" I asked. "That part wasn't in the history I was taught."

"Well, it's actually one of those alternate facts that historians managed to ignore. The timeline existed like that, but their view is that farmers again saved the cities and the women took over at that point to sort things out. The cities were never heard from again, at least not officially. UFO's and what not have always been around." Peter explained.

By that point, we had both finished our coffees and the waitress had removed our plates, then returned with the bill. Peter pulled out a piece of plastic and she took it to return soon with a couple of candies and the receipt.

"More coffee?" She asked.

We both shook our heads no. She smiled and picked up our cups, lingering over a look at Peter's profile a little longer before mincing off. I noticed she had written a series of numbers separated by hyphens on that paper. 

"Code?" I asked.

"Mating ritual." Peter replied. He did stuff the receipt along with the plastic card into it's faux leather folding container, which he kept securely in his suit's inner breast pocket, I noticed. 

My senses were still filled with the sensations of all the sugars, fats, and salt. 

"Me, too." Peter said. "I had to bring you here to experience this first hand. This culture is routinely drugging itself. Obesity is a side effect. But we have to change their mental habits that make meals like this profitable – or at least try. Come, I'll call us a cab and we can ride to our final stop."

As we rose, he allowed me to go first, and put a hand behind my back without touching me. As if to steady me in case the after-effects were too much.

Making our way to the door, Peter pulled a plastic and metal device from his pocket, touched the front screen of it several times and put it to his ear. A short conversation later, a yellow vehicle soon drove right in front of where we were standing. 

We got in back and were soon being jounced around by the driver jockeying for position with other “freeway” vehicles. When we weren't zooming along, we were stuck at a crawl where the driver still continued to try to get us into a faster lane. Obviously paid by the mile of transport, not the minute. 

Shortly, we had left the freeway and were traveling on double-lane surface streets, finally turning up to a single lane, bi-directional paved surface in what seemed a residential area. The pace was slower now, other traffic rare.

We had no reason to talk, and our metabolism was not motivating us to further conversation. While I had a thousand questions, I had no energy to ask even one. Just keeping my head from nodding and eyelids open was effort enough.

Eventually, the driver pulled to the side. Getting out on the passenger side, Peter paid with that plastic chip again, but also handed some paper slips to the smiling driver through that opened side window before he drove off with another rush. 

All very strange to me, as I touched my credit-chip implant in my right arm near the wrist. All of this could be much simpler...

"But we'll leave that conversation for another time," Peter said. "No, I didn't want to interrupt your view of this world as it is, even though you may describe it as through a drug-induced euphoria."

I smiled at that as we walked the short walkway to the front entrance. Too true. My current state could easily be described as drugged. While I had only met Peter hours before, something in him inspired trust. This was no date-rape scenario he had concocted. But we would know shortly. If so, I would bet my reflexes and weapons against his height and strength. 

III

HE OPENED THE LARGE white door and allowed me to enter before him. 

Cool air bathed my face. I felt tired after that meal, very strange.

"That room to your left is yours. You'll find a nice bed, and sanitary facilities. Rest as long as you like. There is a manual lock on the door, but you won't be disturbed," Peter briefed me, with a gesture toward a mahogany-tinted door to my left, down a short hallway. 

Then he smiled that winning smile of his and turned right to travel down a similar hallway to a near identical door opposite, again with its own hallway.. 

While I could see a larger living area ahead of us, and had more questions, I was wrung out from the artificial everything I'd just consumed, plus the change in time. I turned and walked carefully to the door, the opened it. 

Locking it behind me wasn't difficult. The question was whether he had a key.

I turned and took in the room. It was simple in furnishing. A huge bed in the center of the room that looked so soft, covered in a padded comforter. A single padded chair. Two matching side tables framing the bed, both with lamps, both secured to the wall on either side.

I kicked off my shoes, shucked out of my own jacket to leave it folded, laying on the side of that bed. 

Before I relaxed, I moved the heavy chair over to the door, then opened one of my sturdier locking clasp knives, jamming it into the carpet directly in front of the front chair leg in line with the door handle.

Now I could relax. The noise would alert me if anyone tried to enter. 

I intended to sit down on the bed and let my head clear. 

But soon, I laid back and closed my eyes. Just for a second...

-
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AND I WOKE UP WITH the room dark, alert. Scanning the room, I found nothing had changed. I was still fully dressed, the jacket as I had left it. The light that had come in the windows was gone. Evidently the earth had rotated out of the sunshine. How long we had been in shadow or how long we would be, I could not tell. For I didn't know what time it was here.

The darkness didn't wake me. It was my own reflexes. Something had made a subtle sound. Or something else had wakened me. 

Calling for lights didn't affect their status. I quickly scanned the room and felt my clothes and jackets for weapons. All present. Nothing had changed while I dozed.

Standing up failed to turn the lights on, waving my arms had no effect. 

A sudden realization came to me. This was a mechanical age where they had actual hard-wired switches to turn things on and off. Just as they needed a human driver to operate that taxi.

It would be logical to have a switch by the door. My night vision gave me dim shapes, plus my memory helped me retrace my steps. Also, it should be about elbow height or slightly higher. Stepping to avoid the chair, I ran my hand along the wall and upward, finding a peg sticking out of a wall plate. Turning this upward made the lights blaze and my eyes flinch in their drug-influenced daze.

Now I could explore the room. Probably should find and use those sanitary facilities, as I felt a need to eliminate.

There was the door. One twist and a quick pull showed nothing of note. Another wall switch turned on the lights. 

An interesting seat with a hinged cover must be were one did their "duty."

- - - -
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AND MINE I DID SIMPLY enough. Although it was fascinating to work out how the water was plumbed with various knobs and levers. I tried them all to see how they worked. Most fascinating was the puzzle of how to get the overhead sprinkler nozzle working. Two levers had to be operated in sequence to make the water flow into the nozzle overhead instead of the over-large white basin below.

And a flimsy curtain to channel the water into that huge basin. No vacuum jets to pull the moisture into filters for recycling.

Truly primitive times. I wondered how long before our more efficient fog-mist cleansers would take to be invented. Just remove your clothes, walk in and through, then a drying wind would remove the moisture in the time it took to walk through it. Often built in a curved arrangement, where you would then return to your closet where you started, to select fresh clothing.

While I felt a bit soiled in these clothes from the sweat and heat of yesterday, I didn’t know how I was to replace these with clean versions, so I continued to explore.

Just then, I heard a tapping on some surface in the larger room. Alert to someone trying to break in, I pulled a stiletto blade from a side pocket while I made my way over to my jacket on the bed where I could get my large-caliber pistol to hand. It was a choice between that and the smaller caliber derringer, but better overpowered than under.

The tapping was coming from the door. 

And I heard Peter’s muffled voice from the other side, “How are you doing? I heard you up and about. Is everything OK?”

“Just fine, thank you.” I sheathed the stiletto and pocketed my pistol in the jacket as I shrugged it on.

Walking to the door, I pulled the knife out of the floor and kept it in hand, concealed. The other hand moved the chair and then shifted the mechanical lock back.

Opening the door, just a crack wide enough to peer through, I saw it was only Peter, I let the tenseness of my shoulders, stomach, and thighs release. There was no danger. Only a single man. A defenseless white male.

Peter was dressed in a pale violet shirt and light gray slacks, wearing only dark gray socks against the tan carpeted floor. Hardly the danger I had prepared for.

“I didn’t want to intrude, but when I heard the water running and saw the light on, I knew you were up and around. So I came to do my hostly duties of showing you around.” Peter said. “While we are here, please let me show you your wardrobe.” He didn’t step forward, but waited for me to allow him entrance. 

It was that thin line of manners which separated the barbarism we were currently in and the culture of my own time. Men knew their place there - or would be quickly reminded of it. The blade concealed in my hand would have been my first reminder.

As I stepped back and he passed by me into the room, I was able to pick out his particular scent. Something along the line of charcoal, and a light earthy smell. 

“I’ve been out gardening,” Peter explained. “Hope that doesn’t bother you. It helps me clear my mind.” 

No, of course I didn’t mind, even though he was again reading my mind without asking. For some reason I found that scent exciting. And for a strange reason didn’t care if he picked up that thought.

“Over here is a selection that should fit you.” Peter walked to two matching wide panels in the wall with recessed handles colored the same as the paint. These panels he slid open silently and they continued on their tracks to almost disappear into the walls. His extended arms showed that the walk-in closet was at least 8 feet wide, just in its opening.

Inside were hanging garments overhead and a long set of drawers below. A rack for shoes resting on the drawer section top was filled in every opening, and extended the length of the drawers. It only stopped for a section of hanging dresses and gowns.

“I’ll leave you to explore at your convenience. I think you’ll find a wide variety of clothing and undergarments that are sized to be comfortable.” Peter turned and walked over to a console that contained a large flat screen. A narrow shelf held a plastic control unit that he picked up. The flat screen came to life with light and low sound.

“These numbered buttons will allow you to find the various programs and catch up on these social nuances they currently call entertainment. There are also some fashion programs that will show you how the various clothing is arranged and worn.” Peter was rapidly flicking through the remote buttons. As he mentioned a program, he was able to show it on the screen. 

Finally, he turned the screen off and returned the remote.

“You’ve found the bathroom and probably figured out all you need. Other than the bed, that is about all there is to this room.” Peter continued. “I’ll leave you to change or you can come and I’ll show you a ‘hair of the dog’ mixture that will help wash away that all-day breakfast we had this afternoon. Your choice, of course.”

“Of course. And thank you,” I replied. “While my body would like something a bit fresher to wear, my mind is telling me that this fog around my head should leave.”

Peter smiled. “Wise choice. We aren’t going anywhere tonight, but the questions you have can wait until both your head and body are comfortable again. Will you come this way, please?”

A perfect gentleman, I thought as I followed him. And managed to quietly unlock and stow the clasp knife as I walked behind him.

He led through a great central room that contained a large ring of couches in front of a massive screen over an unlit fireplace. To the side of them was a large, long hardwood table with seats enough to fit all those spaces on the couch. Evidently for eating, although a board conference would also be appropriate. In that case, the large screen might serve for presentations, though I saw no projector.

Finally, he lead to a bar that connected the cooking and preps area to the eating area. On its top, centered, there was a tall, clear carafe of cooling pinkish drink, sitting in an ice bath. 

“‘Hair of the dog’ is a phrase which refers to an old remedy for rabies, which was to consume the hair of the dog that bit you. In this age, it mostly referred to having a small amount of alcohol the morning after having over-consumed such the night before,” Peter explained as he poured out a large portion into a tall glass tumbler. “This is known as a protein-drink, but is fruit and plant-based. It has some natural sugars in it as well as protein to help you wash those various chemicals we consumed earlier out of your system.” He placed the tumbler in front of me.

I tasted it lightly, and found it quite good. A larger sample encouraged me to take an even larger draught. 

Peter looked on with amusement. “Good, isn’t it? I'm working on my second large tumbler already.” 

I nodded as I kept drinking. It was as if my body craved this drink like water to a dehydrated man at a desert oasis. One with a fruit bar.

Empty, I put glass down on the bar top. Peter smiled and handed me a cloth napkin. 

I dabbed at sides of my mouth where the pink drink still remained. And smiled back.

“Thanks. Truly refreshing,” I said. “The most delightful dog-hair I’ve ever drank.”

"You are almost ready for the challenge. As you already suspect, this is one of the most important and risky you've ever faced." 

IV

PETER'S EYES WERE FIRM, his brow set as well as the corners of his mouth. He was serious.

"You brought me all the way here just to tell me that?" I asked. "I've allowed myself to be drugged, perhaps just then again, and moved to a time and location that I do not know. So risk is something I was prepared for. Tell me something I don't know."

"Or tell you something that you are not aware of," Peter continued. "You were practically bored to tears when I entered your Club several hundred years from now. And came with me armed to the teeth with multiple weapons from a 'more enlightened' time. Where the local laws currently don't even have permits for most of those now-unknown weapons, but they would be confiscated were you ever arrested. Just for carrying them."

He had moved through the doorway, standing now behind the counter in the kitchen it was part of. 

He took the carafe and snapped on a plastic lid, turning away from the counter to place it in a tall cabinet behind him, one I presumed was for refrigeration and preservation. Then he returned, picking up my glass and rinsing it in what had to be a narrow bar sink on his side of that counter. The sound of a clink told that he had placed it upside down to drain. Not the most sanitary, perhaps, but a simple expedient.

Placing both hands on the counter, to show he meant no harm to me, his next statement might be alarming. I shifted my stance slightly to the balls of my feet, prepared.

"I find your heightened awareness amusing," he smiled. "And you know I don't have any weapons on me while I can make out at least a dozen on you. But that is logical, since I am the one who needs to earn your trust. In your time it was the male, particularly the white male, who was the most dangerous and unpredictable. Here, in this time, you are a queen to almost everyone you meet, because of your advanced mental and physical training.

"And there is also the error you've been raised with. Also why I had to bring you here. In your time, you were to have an unfortunate accident of your own Club a couple of hours after we left. Ultimately, you would have died. Because you sought relief from your own boredom. 

"It was your own advanced training that killed you. In that time. Not now."

Peter moved his hands down and turned to leave the kitchen back into the long main room. He  turned off the kitchen lights as he passed through that doorway.

I shifted my position slightly and moved back to appear as normal as possible, turning to walk down the side of the conference table.

He walked along the side of the long table I'd put between us, both seeming to sense my high preparedness and to ease it. 

"This is the problem of that time. Both sexes are in such a high state of conflict that it is too close to an actual war between them. One that would be the end of the human race. And this is why artificial intelligence failed where artificial insemination succeeded. To preserve the human race. Although your genomic work proved that it's better for Nature to decide the sex of the child. Not humans, before or after it is born. 

“That much of the history of this time was preserved. For Nature has ways of equalizing the balance when it shifts too far off course." Peter was talking he walked. 

And now we had reached the end of the table. He stopped on his side, at the corner.

"That is what our challenge consists of. You need to interact with this culture in order to revert a certain mental habit that has crept in," Peter looked at me with his steel-blue eyes. 

Those eyes were simple truth. His brows weren't elevated or narrowed. He was simply gauging my reaction and staying neutral so I could react without his influence.

I appreciated that. Again, this man was intuitive beyond bounds. It fit his tale of being from another time-line.

"The principles of this challenge we went over on our way here. This is another nexus where the decision is yours. We can continue, or the challenge is over and you will return to the time you left, the instant following." Peter waited for my response.

I knew the correct response had to be physical. "Obviously, I need to refresh myself and get into something more comfortable and less aggressive. I won't need any weapons with you..."

"...as you are safer with me here and now than you could be in any time and space. The combat we seek isn't between us, but rather before us," Peter finished.

I smiled at this. He had a quaint way of talking, of explaining things. They matched my scientific outlook. Maybe a little too closely. "Well then, I'll get cleaned up and find something more appropriate for our next conversation,” I said. 

A small smile started at the corners of his mouth. "And that next conversation should be rewarding. We have so much still to cover..."

V

SHOWERED (I BELIEVE the phrase is) and dutifully clean, I dressed and walked back into the main room (called the "living area") barefoot on the soft, deep carpeting. I was wearing a matching gray set of yoga pants, a crop top, and a comfortable cotton fleece top called a "sweatshirt" (probably due to its absorptive properties.) I had not a single weapon on me, even having removed my fingernail add-ons. Because I needed to earn Peter's trust to get him to tell me what I had to know.

Peter rose from the center of the couch set as I entered, another courtesy from a long-lost time. I crossed in front of him to sit in the corner farthest from the door. A position that denoted I was willing to trust him with my life. Or was a damned fool. As I passed, I again caught that earthy fragrance he wore and realized that it wasn't gardening or an added scent. This was his own particular scent. And I found it intriguing.

Peter sat as I did. He was also barefoot, and wore a simple light blue cotton t-shirt that fit his broad shoulders as if tailored, but not tight. He had no need to show off his physique to me. I could tell by his walk and gait that he was used to a lot of daily exercise.

He smiled at me. "And I'll be 'staying out of your head' as the saying goes. You can finish your own sentences. Because in my own time-space, it makes our communication faster, but here it sets you on edge. Mental privacy matters more here, as you have reminded me."

"Thank you for that, Peter." I noticed he had been reading from a set of documents in front of him off a narrow mahogany-colored tea table. While more inside, there were a few loose sheets of paper on top of their gray card stock folder. "But I have some questions before we continue. How is it that I'm able to know the local names for rooms and fabrics? I haven't had time to study the programs on that screen, er, TV set."

"Mental habits," Peter answered. "They are like the global winds that move around every planet and every bit as penetrating. What people think are private thoughts actually spread from one to the other with impunity. This is the reason for mob action, and for both the elevation and degradation of cultures. Why the rural areas are more peaceful and the cities are more violent. And why half of all scientific studies are wrong - inside the same study itself. We covered this earlier, but it had to sink in by experiencing it. We become what we think about. And it is a definite 'we' that is the cause and effect."

"Then how is it that we just don't all become a great mental "melting pot" residue?" I asked.

"Because we are individuals first, and work as a team or herd or pack secondarily. No two people consider the same, just as they don't observe the same accident 'facts.' There are as many slightly different accounts as their are witnesses. Prosecutors and defense attorneys wanting to determine the 'truth' will emphasize one version over the others, and so accomplish the legal result they want," Peter explained.

"Yet we still have choice over what we think, and can so choose our own results," I said.

"Yes, as long as one is aware that as you become what you think about, and so the world is what you think it as," Peter added.

"That then brings us to why we are here?" I asked.

"Indirectly, yes." Peter pulled one of the paper-clipped sets of papers and handed it to me. "You'll have to wade through some of the scientific academia-ese on the back papers, but the summary sheet pretty much lays it out." 

I looked over the front sheet carefully, and then scanned through the rest. Peter had selected this data as key and knew my background. I got excited.

"This is amazing stuff. It was – or will be - only theoretical in my time," I said with wide eyes.

"It's actually little known here and now. Those that might know this to be true aren't listened to in these days." Peter said. "It's because of the viral mental habit that created what they call 'news' in this era."

I frowned. We didn't even have that term.

Peter noticed the frown. "You don't have the term, but you have been effect of the result. That news reader you were scanning when we met is part of the 'news media' in this time. Mostly those are owned by conglomerate corporations who also own televised broadcast media, and even a temporal fad called 'social media' at this time. But there lies the problem and the solution. Our job is to simply leverage certain factors which have been pointed out as crucial to tipping the scales."

He handed me another paper which I scanned quickly. 

Then I stood to move over to reach the papers on the table myself sitting closer to him in the process.

Peter relaxed and watched me work, one arm hanging over the couch back, which turned him slightly toward me. A perfect angle for him to observe.

I was so intrigued with the rest of the papers, I hardly noticed until I finished. 

He was smiling as I put down the last paper. "Want some more of that protein shake?" 

I nodded and sat back. Watching him walk the distance to the bar.

Putting my hands down to each side, one wound up feeling the warmth Peter had left on rising. This again raised my pulse in a not-unwelcome manner. And his scent rose again from the couch fabric, which compounded the effect.

Peter soon returned with two tall glasses, along with a white cloth napkin for each. I took the glass and napkin from one of his hands, while he sat calmly in his earlier position. 

We both sipped in quiet.

"You know, this is darned good," I said.

"Yes. All natural and invigorating," he said.

I set my glass on the tea table, on top of its own cloth napkin. And then just relaxed on that couch next to Peter, considering what we had covered. The heat from him came over to me, although we weren't touching. This made thinking a bit difficult for some reason. But a welcome distraction. 

Soon my thoughts were only about Peter.

I didn't really understand how this could be. Perhaps it was the "mental habits" floating around this city, or those of Peter himself. Either way, it didn't matter. I liked the sensations, much different from those sugar/salt/fat laced pancakes and caffeine-powered coffee. 

What was different is that the society I came from treated men as something to be wary of, that sex was a personal thing, not related to having children directly. Now I saw the direct connection on an intimate level. 

It was intoxicating to experience. 

"You know, this is getting hard to concentrate," I said. 

"Is it alarming to you? We can move to the table," Peter said.

"No, it's a unique experience, one I think I want more of," I replied.

"In answer to your question, this isn't a mindset habit of this culture, rather the result of your moving away from the mass mindset of your own culture," Peter said.

I looked up to his face as he turned to look back at me. His angular jaw and hard lines somehow seemed softened to me, as if I were looking through a filtered lens.

"And I won't 'try anything' on you without your permission, meaning that it's up to you what you want to explore as part of this experience," he said.

I sent my hand up to the back of his head and pulled his face close to mine. "I hope you don't mind that I'm not experienced in this sort of thing," I said softly.

He whispered back to me, as our faces were nearly touching. "I'm yours to teach you whatever you want."

Our lips touched, and the time for talking was over...

VI

AT FIRST LIGHT, I FOUND myself alone in my own bed, a smile on my lips.

Touching them, I remembered what I had experienced and learned that night. Which made my smile broaden. Parts of me were feeling differently this morning. Not sore or abused, but rather - "sensual" I think the term is.

Flipping off the single sheet, I rose and made my way to the bathroom and used its namesake. Filling the tub with hot water, just warm enough to be soothing and relax, I found a cake of organic olive oil soap and a cotton washcloth to carefully clean myself. This sensation of a bath was so different. Again, "sensual" came to mind. 

The growling of my stomach reminded me that with all that exercise requires refilling with food. So I rose, toweled off (yet another remarkable sensation) and left the tub to drain as I went to select something to wear.

In minutes, I was into a workout outfit that perhaps was a bit revealing to my curves, but I was in need of burning off those pancakes from yesterday and toning up in general. Unless this house had a workout room, there was probably room here on the floor for most of the exercises I needed.

But first, I went to see what proteins I could find in the kitchen.

Peter was already there, and the smells from his cooking were incredible. My stomach rumbled in appreciation when my nose and salivary glands went into operation.

As I reached the counter, Peter pushed a plate toward me, and set a tall glass of milk beside it. A fork and cloth napkin were already there, with two mahogany colored high chairs present.

"It's four range-free pullet eggs with natural cottage cheese in an omelet. Oh, I added some buckwheat and milk to it for some real weight. That's whole milk, not pasteurized or homogenized. They call it 'raw' for some reason. I thought you would want some substantial breakfast before you exercised. Oh, yes, we do have an exercise room, big enough for sparring with a weight machine to the side," Peter said.

Then he put his own plate and tall glass on the counter, turned off the range, and came around to sit beside me. He was also dressed for exercise in a sleeveless T and bike shorts. My outfit was modest compared to the lines his showed. I forced my eyes away from his well-defined arms back to my breakfast.

"Are these jellies or jams, and what is in them?" I asked, pointing to the small jars in front of the plates.

"I like the Amish-made jellies. They use turbinado sugar, and locally picked fruit. In front of you are blackberry and gooseberry jelly and wild plum jam," he answered. "Try a little of each. Their tastes are distinctive."

Once I started sampling each one with a fresh bit of buckwheat omelet, I was delighted with each mouthful, almost moaning with the new tastes, as my mouth was too full to talk. Mixing two of them together produced even more combinations of taste. And finally I used the last bit of omelet to clean the plate of any residual jelly and jam. The whole milk rinsed it all down nicely and gave me a contented feeling, as well as a definite reason to exercise this morning. 

Peter had been watching me and his smile hardly quit as he was chewing. He finished about the time I sat back in my high chair, patting my tummy in contentment. He dabbed his lips with his cloth napkin and then gathered the plates and utensils, scooting them to the side and back of the counter.

"You go ahead. I'll clean up. It's that white door to your right, next to the fireplace. I'll be in soon." He rose and went around to the kitchen side of the counter. I heard water running and his humming a song as I left for the exercise room.

After all, there was nothing else for me to see or do since he was on that side of the counter. And I did need to work all that off, to get my mind clear for more studies...

VII

AFTER A THOROUGH ROUND of exercising (and thankfully he was in the corner on the exercise bike all the time, so I could simply face away to concentrate on kicks, punches, and tumbling) we met again at the table after we had both showered and dressed for studies.

I was in an off-white blouse, buttoned to the neck and long-sleeved, tucked into dark-gray, almost black slacks. Black comfortable pumps completed a business-like approach. He already had spread out some material, with a stack of more gray folders on the table to study. He was wearing a light blue, loose cotton faux turtle neck sweater, also in long sleeves but pushed up on from his forearms, black jeans and some moc-toed loafers over black socks. Both of us were comfortable, and ready for study. 

He had made a place for me across a corner of the table, so we could have enough space to study and converse, without the distraction of proximity.

My pile of material was short, but I could see that he was simply reviewing, so that large stack to his left would soon be added to the pile on my left, between us.

I pulled up one of the dining chairs and began my studies.

- - - -
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HOURS LATER, WE'D COMPLETED the reading. A pot of green tea had filled and refilled a pair of stout coffee cups repeatedly as we worked our way through it. An empty plate held only the crumbs of sinfully rich toll-house cookies with butterscotch chips. (Ensuring that I would be visiting the exercise room tomorrow and probably every day as long as Peter's cooking kept feeding me this way.)

"You have questions," Peter said. His mild, but direct style had grown on me. He was still reading me like an open book, but was careful to leave my sentence endings alone.

I began, "Let me state the obvious first. The core problem is religion. Or rather lack of it. Except for the bi-coastal megalopolises, no one is believing what passes for 'news' and both newspapers and news media are losing reader/viewership across the boards. They are going broke. Social media is failing and proving to be unworkable, even depressing. With the Internet becoming widespread, people no longer need or want to have centralized news broadcast to them."

"Correct," Peter said.

"Then why do we need to do anything? It's already collapsing and will wind up with small pockets of area with high crime and rampant sexual diseases, plus higher taxes and lower jobs as job creators leave for rural areas with lower cost of living, which includes taxes," I said.

"True again," Peter said. "The trick is to preserve the genetic pool when the cities ultimately discover fusion-powered flight and take off for the stars. The one thing we need to watch out for is the release of incurable diseases from these cities to remote 'treatment' facilities on their peripheries. And that solution is to raise the health of 'Flyover Country' peoples who will become isolated for a time when the cities do leave. And you've been tasting the preventatives for this, natural and low-processed foods, locally grown and distributed, needing no preservatives for long shelf-life and long transportation." 

"The real solution is to encourage their 'clinging to guns and religion', which have kept them safe and prosperous up until the last decade or so," Peter said.

"Well, that might be, but what are you and I supposed to do about this?" I asked.

Peter opened up one last folder and slid it over to me. I began to read, and understand the simplicity of it...

VIII

AFTER THE PLAN TOOK hold, Peter returned me to my own time. Things were changed. The war between the sexes of my time never took hold. While the Club still existed, it was now devoted to the more feminine studies in addition to fitness and self-defense classes. Family were welcome to visit, and both Men's and Women's Clubs supported Family Centers where pregnancy and support functions were held, as well as chaperoned meeting areas for teenagers where they could enjoy dances and interaction. 

Sabbath and religious holy days replaced 'holidays' on the calendars. Sex returned to a normalized relationship between consenting adults according to ancient texts (which sometimes gave additional advice to enhance that interaction.) The most popular degree in the private colleges that survived was "Comparative Religions". This replaced the failed MBA programs, as cross-studies of such scriptures were found to hold the key to outrageously prosperous businesses. 

How did we do it?

It was mostly all found in the New Testament. Once we could point the proselytizing churches into providing unemployment counseling for fired news people, those reporters and execs learned how to use their content-creation and marketing skills to expose their former employers as anti-religion, anti-gun, and anti-sex. That led to boycotts and hastened the dissolution of most non-bi-coastal and non-metropolitan areas. 

I did get used to the high heels and modest dresses for interviewing the church officials. Peter returned to three piece suits. Fortunately, it was only for a few months as we quickly recruited a large organization of replacements that fanned out across Flyover Country.

As those churches expanded their memberships, they shared these Scripture-based teachings with other churches and soon their private schools and colleges replaced the existing government-funded ones, who lost funds as they lost enrollments. 

Cities, more isolated and failing than ever, soon "seceded" from the Federal government and built walls around themselves to stop the "contagion" of ideas from outlying areas. The rest of the state could no longer be taxed by them and quickly formed replacement governments to capture that revenue base. 

The agreement was mutual, as neither really wanted the "contagions" of the other. While the cities attempted several times to form their own national union, these were unsuccessful, as there was little agreement between them. Being composed of numerous extreme minorities, they found it difficult to agree consistently to form a majority consensus. Also, their transportation had to start and end within those cities themselves, without connecting flights anywhere in Flyover Country. 

Contagion avoidance, again.

The Flyover economies adjusted and boomed. Health quality improved remarkably, once the traditional scriptures were mined for diet tips. Local-oriented agriculture, manufacturing, and shipping helped life expectancies improve, as well as median income, so that while the population decreased naturally, so did the needs for lifestyle excesses. Humility and minimalism became more popular than decadent consumption. 

And since hunting resumed as a national sport, all violent crime dropped with the nullification of gun laws. Guns were widely carried in the backs of truck windows, as well as on the hips of local citizens. Good guys with guns, as well as family counseling based on religious principles tended to discover and resolve personal problems before they created new ones for others. Prisoners were counseled with classic religious texts and recidivism dropped. (Yes, offenders who escaped from cities were returned to those cities with no exceptions, if they recovered from any defensive shooting.)

And healthy genetic material was preserved for rebuilding the human race.

We are now its proof. 

- - - -
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PETER AND I ARE EXPECTING our next child and enjoy each other's company more than ever. He's also taught me the advanced mathematics of retrospective analysis, so I can appear to "read minds" with the best of them. 

Actually, he's teaching this class tonight. Yes, it makes sex incredible. No reason to blush. Just sign here. We'll see you at the matinée, then. Sure, you can bring your lover. Yes, you're right. Thank you and here's your receipt. Pick up your text at the door...

The Lazurai

BY J. R. KRUZE​

-
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Initially, “The Lazurai” stood alone as a unique SF short story. But then it hit me that perhaps the legend of the Lazurai had an application to solving one of the plot holes in this anthology. Without giving out a spoiler, look for a clue below – where Kruze mentions the “Sentient Life Act”...



-
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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 face-guards.

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.

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 gray 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 mono-filament 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.

The Lazurai Returns

BY C. C. BROWER AND J. R. Kruze
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The trick to the Lazurai is in how they evolve as a (super) species of humans...
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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 my 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. 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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Saunders' satire can get a bit biting. But one never tires of a heroine imprisoned against her will, waiting for a knight to come to her rescue – particularly in unique ways. And even if that “knight” usually wears all brown...
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I

I COULD HEAR HER SCREAM in my dreams. Every night. Who she was and how to find her was a mystery.

But I knew I had to try. Or the dreams would never let me sleep normal again.

Not that it was going to be easy. Ever since the Great Secession, it was nearly impossible to get people into (or out of) the big city areas. You could get news out of their jammed "acronym media networks" easier.

But 'Cagga was less impossible than most. And that was where my dreams told me to search first.

I was here to get those dreams out of my sleep. 

I'd been called many times, for many things, but this was the most annoying one I'd ever had to live. Not that you'd call it living. Because sleep was one continuing nightmare for me. Not really a lot of sleep, just a lot of waking in a cold sweat, plus a lot of tossing and turning. I even had to get my own room because of all the yelling I'd do. 

So going to 'Cagga was for my own survival, as well as anyone around me. 

Lots of smiles got me through 'Cagga's gates. The guards didn't want to shake my hand, but waved me through behind the glass in their guard booth. Us "unclean" were only going to another slightly less unclean space - where the guards never went. 

Just to find this woman or girl or whoever is keeping me awake at night. 

She was in here somewhere. I hoped.

- - - -
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LET ME BRING YOU UP to speed: 

I'd been a foot-soldier in those civil wars, and had become a Brownie in self-defense. Because I wanted to help people. Got trained in first aid and counseling. 

There had been decades of guerrilla warfare through the corporate media and their supporters in the East and West Megalopolises. That was also where the "social" networks had their headquarters - of course both the "media" and "socials" only allowed what they wanted spread.

Those lies caused violence, and someone was needed to patch them up. Or so I thought at the time.

The more people found out that they were being depressed and strung along, they quit social media and quit corporate news. Life became easier and simpler, more peaceful that way.

Which meant they were training everyone who saw through it to simply ignore them. Sad. Yuge fail.

People tend to move to where they find people who think like themselves. So it became that cities had higher densities of "victimized" minorities. While independent "cusses" grew their food and shipped their orders out of warehouses, and drove their trucks for "overnight" delivery. Those "independents" lived outside the cities, and for awhile were like the "pony express" of moving orders to "re-distribution" centers just outside them. But that only lasted for awhile, until the walls were built.

People also learned to stay out of cities where the protests were staged. That's where the violence was going to happen. It wasn't violence against the rest of the rural and suburban nation, but violences between the far left and extreme far left factions. Essentially, the cities were becoming even more violent, while the rest of the nation sympathized, but stayed away.

I'd finally given up working in cities after being attacked in one too many after-protest triage centers. The final straw was when they started protesting the "lack of diversity" in the doctors, nurses, and paramedics that were trying to stitch and bandage and medicate the wounded and dying they created. 

It was easier helping people to find their own balance in life, some version of religion they could believe in, that worked for them. Even if it meant carrying a gun in self-defense, or letting others around them carry. Something you couldn't do inside their "tolerant" cities.

All that violence kept tourist dollars out out of cities. They should have learned from Russia's Crimean fiasco years ago - money likes peace. And their millionaires mostly left or entrenched themselves with walls and private security (as well as the usual well-placed "contribution" to various politicians, and buying up the media.) Because city resident's taxes went higher and higher, while more benefits were paid to people without a way to earn them. Unemployed violent protest-mobs were easy to stir into a riot, especially when they could be recorded easily and broadcast widely.
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