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One Thought, Then Gone
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THEY SENT ME HERE TO keep me safe. From horrors I wasn't supposed to know about. 

But they didn't understand the first thing about arriving in a female body with raging hormones and a genius beyond understanding of myself and anyone around me.

Of course, they wiped my memory. That didn't mean I couldn't figure out that I didn't belong. 

Then I met someone that I could almost trust. Not to give me away. 

Because if anyone really found out what I knew - including me - then the universe would literally collapse on itself. 

Seriously. Not just another teen-angst romance. This was deadly serious. 

Deadly for everyone, including me. And somehow, he seemed to actually care...

​

I

I'D FIGURED IT ALL out by the first day as a high school sophomore. And I could care less. Because it wasn't real. None of it.

Schooling was another trap built to "keep people safe." And get them ready to have a job and accept the rat-race, wage-slave mentality. 

Not that my parents or teachers or anyone else around could really understand what I was going through. They all just set it up as another "coming of age" drama that always played out. All the older siblings I inherited had made it through, somehow. In their own ways. 

The trick was - I knew they were all part of the same trap.

I didn't belong here, that I knew. And I was here to keep me safe from something far darker and more sinister than going on welfare, or being homeless, or doing illegal drugs and going to jail.

Something was out there much darker and more deadly than anything they could threaten me with. I could feel it in all my body from my bones to the lady parts that I was supposed to "think with" at this age. 

I didn't belong here. 

And it became more and more obvious the more I tried to "fit in" by attempting to work out the customs and morality they all had. All the "now-you're-supposed-to's" that they probably filed in a non-existent loose leaf binder we were all issued when we were born. 

The trick is that I wasn't born. I had no memory of it. And all the things they told me I liked to do when I was a kid - I didn't remember any of it. Because they were training me to just accept, just go along, just act on what they told me my memories were.

And they showed me "movies" of when I was younger. Filmed on something called "Super 8" and then later it was on "video tape." 

All made up to just reinforce the programming I'd been given along with this body. 

Life wasn't real. Life just sucked. Boyfriends, fashions, put-downs, come-ons, sports, band, gym, everything. Sucked.

Because it didn't make sense. And the more sense I tried to make out of it, the worse it got. 

Until I got a clue.

The same day I met him.

​

II

FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL for that second year of torture. 

And since we had roughly the same last name, we were assigned seats in order and wound up in the back of the room by each other. 

And that meant we had to collaborate on class projects. Chemistry. Another yawning class to endure. Until what? Until the day was over. Then we had homework and then we went to sleep and then woke up and started over. 

A gigantic baby-sitting service to raise their kids to get jobs like they did. And have kids. And let them get raised like us, like our parents were. 

"Some gigantic conspiracy." That guy sitting in the next row over mumbled.

"What?" I asked.

"Just a way to keep us all amused until we get our scrap of paper saying we did learn to write our dots and dashes just so, and we are approved to go out and now be carbon copies of what they want us to be, good little boys and girls, good little workers." 

Clearer this time. A full run-on sentence.

"Kinda grumpy today?" I said.

"Maybe. But thanks for noticing." He replied.

"I'm Harriet - but please call me Heri." Introductions were best cut short.

"Sol - short for Solomon." To the point, but with a smile. "Nice to meet someone else who was saddled with an unwieldy moniker right out of the gate."

I had to smile at this. The guy was colorful. I tended to be reticent, quiet.

"So what do you think of this lab work we're assigned?" Maybe curious, maybe polite small talk.

"Sucks. As usual. Teacher does the lecture, makes us do something so we can parrot the answer back. It's called 'learning.' Could be worse, I imagine." Now I started to warm to the subject.

"Yea, well. You're probably right, could be worse." He slid down into his seat so his shoulders were on the backrest and elbows on the laminated top. "Stuff gives me nightmares as it is."

"Nightmares?" I turned to him. This struck a chord.

"Sure - am I in the right class, do I have the right books, am I dressed like I'm supposed to. What about that cutie in the front row - is she going to ask my something and I won't know what to say? And then I wake up and see that I still have hours to go before I'm supposed to get up." He frowned at remembering.

"Yeah, I know about that. Except the cutie in the front row. She's an air head. Don't worry about her asking you anything. She's into getting top grades." I frowned on my own.

"Just another trap to catch you." He gave a wry grin out of the corner of his mouth, half turned toward me.

"Lots of traps here. But I'm beginning to figure them all out. They might have a pattern." I turned more toward him to see his response.

He shrugged. "And what would knowing the pattern do to help us? We're stuck here." 

"Maybe. Maybe not. Gives me an idea. This might sound personal, but do you gotta car? Transport?" I watched his reaction carefully.

Sol turned toward me, eyebrow raised. "Yea. An old clunker that runs, mostly. Cleaned it up though." Now his turn to be reticent.

"Don't know how to ask this except straight up. It's Friday." I stopped at that point.

Sol raised both eyebrows at this. "That's a question? Wait. You're asking me out. Me?"

I turned to face the front and slunk down in my own seat. "Sorry. Probably wouldn't work."

Sol smiled in his voice, though I was looking down at my desk and its papers. "Probably not. But when should I pick you up and where do you live?" 

I turned to toward him. He was sitting up now. "You aren't going to get all touchy-feely-gropie on me are you?" 

Sol smiled again. "Well, you are cute."

I blushed. "Yea, well so are you. So what?"

Sol noticed the teacher looking at us, so he picked up his assignment and pointed at one of the questions on it. Then leaned toward me across the aisle. "Maybe it could work. OK, here's a trick question."

I looked at what he was pointing at, and tried not to smile, but did anyway. "No, that's not. It's a dumb question. That question is just to show whether you were listening." 

Sol smiled. "No, that's not the question. Here: Past lives and entropy - what's the relation?"

I thought about this for awhile. "No right answer. Depends on belief. You believe in past lives or you don't. Because they can't be proved to exist scientifically."

"But suppose they do?"

"Then entropy..."

"A belief by the Science believers." He smiled at me.

"...would tend to prove that past lives exist, as the mind is measured as a form of energy, and energy cannot be destroyed, only transmuted in form." I finished.

Then I wrestled out my own hand-out and finished every second question, by either simple term or equation. And passed it over to him, nodding at it.

He then filled out the other half of the questions on his sheet and handed it to me. "Your turn."

"Trick question: Politics?" I asked.

Wrinkling his nose and forehead as if getting a whiff of something bad. "A religion of beliefs, again. Only based on power and graft..."

"...that are in the eye of the beholder, usually the party out of power." I finished.

He looked at me with clear eyes. "One word or short answer - turnabout: Sex?"

I tensed at this. "When I can, just so far. Food?"

He smiled. "Pizza - or any sandwich that's portable. Movies?"

I smiled back. "Books are better, but they don't have balconies. Beer?"

He frowned. "Illegal. Won't go there, publicly. A good time?"

I grinned. "Scintillating conversation - which means ideas where people dare not tread. Popular trends?"

He grinned back. "Nod and smile, then move a long. Pick you up?"

I bent to tear a sheet out of my notebook and scribble on it. Then asked, "7 pm, home by 11. One time or steady?" 

He took the sheet I handed him, on top of his version of the quiz. "Maybe, depends?"

I raised an eyebrow at this. "Depends on?"

He handed my quiz sheet back to me. "All of the above." And smiled with a twinkle in his eyes.

The bell rang and the class was over. Until tomorrow, the only time we met each day.

I found myself looking forward to it.

​

III

WE'D GONE OUT FOR A few weeks. Ate a lot of pizza and sandwiches. Saw some movies in the balcony. Made out in my car, usually. But the talking was what kept me coming back.

She was pretty widely read, and could quote a lot of things. We ended up meeting at the library and picking out books for each other, speed-reading through them in quiet. She would pick out a book and I'd nod in those quiet stacks to tell her I'd read it or not. If I hadn't, she'd hand it to me. If not, she'd pick out another nearby that would have something to do with that subject - and sometimes take me over to another section of the library to pick out a related book. Of course, that would be baffling until I finally got to where the author picked up the thought - or I'd wind up checking it out when we left so we could discuss it later.

And I'd take her out to one of the sandwich shops in town. Often we'd go over to the city park and talk over the ideas in those books. 

After it had gotten dark, I'd drive her in my old 50-something, four-door Chevy to some secluded spot where we would get out, scoot the front bench seat forward, and make-out in the back seat for awhile. When our glands were suitably spent, we could get back to serious discussion. 

I'd rigged some RV lights inside, as well as curtains to keep moths and lookie-loo's at bay. Our own private island of intellectual discussion, regardless of the world at large.

Of course, the floorboards and back window shelf had stacks of books we would read and discuss and refer to during our night-time rendezvous. (I did install a 12-volt Marine clock that had a quiet alarm to give us time to make ourselves presentable and be back by our parents' set curfew times.)

Heri started with Ayn Rand's "Anthem", which led to Bradbury's "Martian Chronicles", and led to Blish's "Cities in Flight", led to Burroughs' "Mars" series, to his "Tarzan" series, to Kipling's short stories, to Doyle's adventures and then his mysteries, then Leigh Brackett, Dashiell Hammett, Carolyn Wells, G. K. Chesterton, E. B. Smith, which led to E. E. Smith, and last to Andre Norton's "All Cats are Gray."

Heri brought this point up and left me stumped. "Remember what you asked about entropy and past lives? I think I've stumbled onto a worse one." 

I was, of course, all ears by this time.

She continued, "Thought itself is an energy, and so there is nothing such as 'losing your thought' or 'losing track' of your thinking. Thoughts come and go and they never disappear. They have to simply transmute."

I bought in. "Memories were transmuted, but then senility isn't the end of them, as they'd have to go somewhere. I remember Nap Hill said once that thoughts were contagious and spread like flu - that they were stored as 'habits' in some 'universal intelligence' and could be tapped. That then ties to a bunch of New Thought authors, as well as Edison and Einstein. Their concepts of an over-arching storage system for ideas..."

Heri took this all in like a fish to water. "Of course! But take this one further - what if beings actually lived in this stuff? If Bristol's 'belief is father to fact' is correct, then we might have mysterious beings who live in that 'ether' stream or field and manipulate our own physical universe to store thought through our bodies." 

I was silent for awhile. "Of course, you know that this is unprovable, even science fiction."

She looked off in the distance, beyond the curtains of our little yellow 12-volt-lit world. "I know. Like past lives. But it doesn't matter. Belief is all that matters. Take these tremendously insane social customs we are following here and now. There's no real use for them, other than as 'grease' to fit the various parts together.  The dull follow them like sheep in a pasture, and the too-brilliant ignore them. In both cases, and everything in between, they only deal with this one limited universe we physically live in, and actually just this subset of culture in this hemisphere. Not universal at all."

I reached over the front seat to the pizza box, handing back her drink while I pulled the box and my own drink back over. "This is really making me hungry."

Heri smiled at all this. "Like our 'exercise' earlier wasn't enough, already." She sipped her cool drink of ice-diluted soft drink whose carbonated fizz had long since fizzed away.

I offered her the last piece of pizza, but she shook her head, lost in more advanced thought. So I finished that piece too and shoved the empty box back into the front seat.

Her frown was as cute as her smile, and she was frowning now. "Beings who live in that other universe who may be or are controlling our thoughts in this one. If I am right, and our own cultural reactions mirror those, then this could explain some of the weird coincidences and disappearances. Particularly of certain free thinkers, and societies of the gifted." 

At that point, the alarm sounded, and we had minutes to get our musses un-mussed, and then the interior lights turned out, the curtains back in place and us returned to the front seat and traveling back to our local so-called civilization. 

After Heri got the pizza box into the back, with her legs and feet curled under her, she leaned against me on the bench seat, .

I'd long ago learned to drive with my left arm in order to leave my right free. And to appreciate the advantage of old cars with bench seats instead of the more modern buckets. 

Heri pulled my right arm over her shoulder, and held onto it with her own right. "Just hold me, Sol." Then nuzzled her head against my shoulder with her left arm draped across my thigh.

Life was good in these moments.

Even though we were returning from our mind-bending flights of discussion to an uncertain world of nutty emotions and now-you-gotta's that made no sense and couldn't be disputed in any court.

​

IV

I HAD MY ARM AROUND her again as I walked her up her concrete sidewalk to her ranch-style home in a 60's subdivision, where the neighboring houses were so similar to only differ in paint and front shrubbery.

Heri looked up at me while we were in the yellow bug-repellent porch light. "Thanks Sol. You're one in a million or more. Oh, the food was good, too." 

I bent down and kissed her lightly. "We'll see you in school on Monday. Our only class."

A small frown creased her forehead. "I'm worried about that idea I had.” Then she brightened, optimistic. “The next few days will tell." At that she pulled away and skipped up the steps to touch the front door knob. Turning, she winked at me and went inside with one smooth motion.

Of course, I smiled all the way home.

- - - - 
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ON MONDAY, SHE WASN't in class. The rumor was that she had a sudden death in the family and had to take a trip out of state. Her seat was empty and stayed empty. 

I drove by her house soon after that and found a "For Sale" sign out front, and the place all empty like her family had never lived there. 

The semester had finals shortly after, and then school was over for the summer. I had a job lined up, and other matters took her place in my thoughts - mostly. 

I finally accepted it like another fact of life. She never wrote me. And I never found anyone who could dissolve fiction into non-fiction to come up with a completely new and unique compound. 

Heri had probably found a universal solvent that erased her from my and anyone else's universe. Almost.

When I graduated, I left town myself, and my life became a series of adventures in other towns and places. I had no use for the graduating class of that small town's school, so never kept in touch with any of them. I learned a new set of customs to replace the pitch-and-woo of teen-dom, some that would keep me employed until I discovered I could write and make enough income to fire my last boss.

But last night, Heri came to me in my dreams, when I was looking for inspiration. And we cuddled, while the back seat of that 50-something Chevy and its curtains came into my mind as a backdrop. "Just hold me," she said.

And so I did, as long as I could that night.

And when I woke, I wrote this story. 

Because she is still out there, somewhere. As long as I continue to believe, that thought never disappears, it's only transmuted to another form.

Are the mysterious beings who control our thoughts real? 

Probably as real as you believe. 

- - - - 
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THERE WAS JUST ONE problem with all that, and why I deleted the original ending and started writing this again.

Heri wouldn't stay out of my dreams.

​

V

WHERE I SHOWED UP AFTER I walked through that front door didn't make a lot of sense at first.

I was walking around the high school where I first met Sol.

Only I could walk through stuff. Pretty much everything. 

Must be purgatory, I figured.

The place looked different. All this new construction that looked old. Which meant some time had passed as well. They'd made some improvements to the school in all that time. 

But it still sucked. And the students were still bored. Only now they had more administrators to “take care” of them. 

Meaning, it was still a trap. 

With a big new Gym, and the buses parked somewhere else. Tennis courts were gone, replaced with some other silly sport. 

Where I'd been, I didn't recall. Or didn't want to.

Now I could hear people's thoughts, and send my own to them. 

I'd become one of those “mysterious others” that I'd only imagined existed. Meaning I must have come pretty close to the truth. 

Or I died somehow and became a ghost.

One of the two. 

But I wasn't stuck to the school grounds. I could go anywhere I wanted. And even just by thinking the thought of where I wanted to go. That was cool. 

Library was a first stop, of course. They'd made some improvements, too. But the more things change, the more they stay the same. Still lots of books and newspapers. DVDs and CDs now.

Somehow I wasn't surprised by all that. 

The question was still: What the H___ happened? 

I was in high school, then I'm back as some sort of telepathic ghost.

To my mind, I was still a teenager. But everything else had changed. Since when?

Newspaper date says forty years ago.

Next question: Whatever happened to Sol? 

All I recall for sure was turning and walking through my own front door at home. Then showing up at the school again, like I am now.

I sure could use someone to compare notes with. 

Forty years, though. He's probably married, had kids. Even grandkids by now. He could have done anything with that mind of his. One in a million or more, like I told him that last night.

All that time ago.

Wonder what he's doing now?

- - - - 
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AND THEN I SHOWED UP – just wherever he was.

​

VI

“HERI – THAT YOU?” I smiled “Missed you. Been awhile.”

“Yea, I know. Not like I had a lot of choice in it.” She smiled in her voice.

“I always wondered what happened to you. But where are you, really? I don't see you around, just hear your voice in my head.”

“Oh, yea. Well, try this: close your eyes.”

- - - - 
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WE WERE IN THE BACK of my 50-something Chevy. RV lights on, curtains closed. Stacks of books behind our heads and on the floorboard by our feet. 

“Heri – wow. This is what, my dreams?”

“Something like that. It's how I remember our last night together.” She sniffed at that.

I looked over and saw a tear running down her cheek. And went to wipe it off with my hand, then stopped. “You are still cute, and I'm sorry you're upset. But did you have to make me a teenager again?”

Heri smiled at this, and wiped her own face. “You are such a dork, don't you know? Just listen to yourself – who wouldn't want to be young again with all you now know?”

I smiled in return. “OK, I've got forty more years of experience. But I tell you what, I'd have quit school that year if I could have. Mom made me stick it out – either that or I was going to college and do even more years at the same grind. I just couldn't hurt her like that. So the easier route was seeing how to game their system. You should have seen my senior schedule – all I was there for was the PE credit and some history class. It was all rigged.”

Heri smiled at my story, but I could still see she was sad.

“Hey, kiddo. Cheer up. We're here, now. Tell me what you've been up to for the last forty – and what's with all this dream stuff?”

“Sol, I actually don't know where I've 'been' for the last forty years. To me, our last night was minutes ago. And then I showed up at the high school again, then the library, then thought of you – and here I am. I'm not apparently real enough to be seen with your actual eyes.” She looked down and the tears really started flowing.

I pulled her to me. “Heri, just let me hold you for awhile.”

And we sat in the back of my old Chevy for as long as it took for her to feel real again. At least to herself. 

Of course, it made me feel good again, too. Something I'd missed for a very long time.

​

VII

IT WAS LIKE WAKING up in Heaven. Melted into the arms of the first person I really trusted, and just let him hold me. It was the best feeling I could have. It had only seemed like moments for me, but it was all I really wanted out of this world. 

At last, I started bringing him up to speed. “OK, Sol, we did this crazy math-logic thing with those fiction books, and wound up marrying them to your old 'past lives/entropy' theory. Then invented some 'mysterious beings' that live in a world outside of ours, but able to affect us in ours. The core idea went long the lines that they were just using us to store memories, thoughts.”

Then I stopped. What hit me felt like a brick wall falling on me. “Hey Sol.”

“What?”

I sat up away from him again and looked at him “We forgot a book.”

“Wait. I lost track years ago about what we laid out.” Sol brushed his hand through his thick, curly hair and stretched the arm that had he'd used to hold me for so long.

“OK the short end of that analysis was Norton's 'All Cats Are Gray'. And that had an invisible being in it that only the cat could see – and the heroine, who was color-blind. She killed it and then got rich when they turned in that empty luxury liner they found as salvage.”

“Oh, yea. Invisible beings like those 'thought-meisters' of yours.” Sol sat up straight, all ears now.

I looked directly in his eyes. “Thinking and then believing in what you named 'thought-meisters' then gave them power over me in this universe. Because what they did next was simply in self-defense. Regardless of what their motives are for using us for memory storage, it doesn't much matter.”

Sol smiled. “So now you're going to re-work your idea and the belief behind it?”

“Exactly. Not that I can take that thought back, but I can fix the problem it created. Or at least I think I can.” My forehead wrinkled with this new idea. “The book we missed was L'Engle's 'Wrinkle in Time'.”

Sol sat forward, his brow uncreased as he got my concept. “The main weapon those kids had against the mind control was Love. Just plain unconditional love. Have I ever told you how much of a genius you are?” And then he leaned forward and kissed me.

Yes my knees went soft, and I simply wanted to melt back into his arms, but I pushed him away again. “Thanks, but sorry, I need to stay focused. Glands and stuff will have to wait.”

Sol was contrite, but smiling at me. A personal admirer for all time.

At last, I almost jumped out of that back seat with the new idea. “Sol, you just inspired me – but wait, just sit there. Let me get this out. We both have to do this to make it work.”

He was quiet while I gathered my thoughts, and kept his hands to himself.

“Love.” I said at last. “Remember that old book you were studying, who was that guy – Haanel. Said something about love.”

Sol frowned. “Oh, that love is like a primal element, what brought the rest of the world into existence.”

“Exactly. Perfect. Just the element missing from that solution. Something we are too afraid to admit.” I got nervous at this. Hanging out was one thing, making out in the back seats of cars another, but we were about to go into a realm teenagers avoided. Too permanent in these shifting teen-age worlds.

He saw my nervousness, but didn't get it yet. So he stayed where he was and let me finish working it out.

“Sol, this is where Christian love and romantic love and Haanel's textbook love all meet.”

We were both shocked at that. Because these were all talked about separately. But that one unitary concept held the secrets to the universe. Universal glue and universal solvent all in one.

Sol started frowning. “But does this just create more problems to solve?”

“Such as?” I asked.

“One: the time conundrum – we're forty years later but now are together at 'date zero' where this started. Two: do these guys just quit interacting with our universe – and does that then interrupt a natural process. I could see where this blows our whole scene sky high.” Sol looked around the now cramped back end of his car, all the curtains, books, and us two.

I just had to smile. “You worry too much sometimes, Sol. Look – one, Nature takes care of itself. If we blow the whole thing up, we wouldn't remember any of it anyway. And two, if the 'mysterious beings' are fulfilling a natural function, then something will replace them. And if it's more efficient with disrupting them out of the picture, then things will run more smoothly. Either way, we'll either remember this time or not. No worries, as the Aussies say.”

Sol was all smiles again. He looked up at the clock. “And just by coincidence, time has stopped just before that alarm went off and we had to get you home.”

I looked and saw he was right. “OK, I know what puts this all in motion again. But you're going to show some absolute faith in what we are going to do. It's nothing we've done before and nothing you've done in the forty years after. Probably because we didn't do it right now. We need to commit.”

He swallowed and nodded. “Just what I was thinking. Hari, for all time, forever, regardless of anything that happens: I love you.”

Of course my eyes went misty and my heart missed a beat. “I love you  too, Sol. Forever and regardless.”

We came up for air after that kiss when the alarm went off. 

It didn't take long to get the books put away, the curtains drawn back, and I was again in the front seat next to him, my legs curled up on the rest of that bench seat, his arm around me. Heading back to my parents home. For my home was now wherever – and whenever - he was. “Just hold me, Sol.”

He did, and too soon we pulled up into my parent's drive.

We both got out, but after he kissed me good night, I didn't let go of his hand. With the other I turned the knob and opened the door to the future we had just created.

​

VIII

WE HAD AND RAISED TWO children, with four grandchildren. They visit us often, always a delight.

Heri and I waited until after graduation to get married – the next weekend, actually. Then moved into a small rental and got local steady jobs while we took night classes at the community college to get trained in what we were interested in. Heri got a degree in library science, and I got a job programming robotics after only a couple years of study. Then we started businesses of our own, learning how to make our fortune part time – by investing from our day job to make it happen. 

Soon we were able to make the shift from full-time job to part-time and then figured out how to fire our last bosses. 

I never forgot all I'd learned in that first forty years, so going through it all again had its perks, especially in investing in certain stocks at certain times.

Heri taught herself programming, and started doing web design and content marketing even before they were a thing. I started writing and slogged through the years before self-publishing was a thing. Of course, those forty years of practice made it all a lot simpler. Lots of pen names were the key. So I could make all the income I wanted, but kept a low profile to save my privacy.

We moved just outside of Austin, close enough to be part of the tech boom that later developed there, but invested in a small ranch and resisted the developers who wanted to overpay us for it. Instead we planted a lot of trees on the borders and a tall fence to keep our livestock in. Plus some guard llamas and donkeys to keep everything and everybody else out. 

Our kids loved all the animals we raised, and learned a lot from raising them. They went through their own teen travails, but with  guidence from our own lessons learned.

Then one day, Heri brought this story to me. She'd saved it for decades, as she knew I would want to update it when it was time.

I had to laugh when I read it. Of course, it was still accurate. And I finished the ending to it after all those years. You're reading it now.

And you know, I bought another 50-something Chevy later and had the back-end chopped out of it. It sits in our living room now. The trunk was made into a couch so visitors can watch the big screen. 

But when no one is around, Heri and I usually move into the bench back seat, pull the curtains, turn on the 12-volt RV lights and discuss books and their ideas, in between our make-out sessions. 

That's never gotten old, no matter how long it's taken to get to where we are now. 

Forty years later and it only seems like a moment ago.
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The Lazurai Returns
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BY C. C. BROWER AND J. R. Kruze

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

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

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

Rochelle was searching.

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

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

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

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

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

​

I

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

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

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

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

But no foul play, just weird.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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