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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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I HAD A SECRET SINCE I was a baby. One that could heal or kill.

That was why I'd left two families behind me on that road.

One who raised me, but I'd left behind to find answers to questions they couldn't answer. They didn't know where I was now.

Another which I'd felt could be my home, but their neighbors said I had to leave.

So now I was walking down this abandoned  highway, looking at an uncertain future.

I could only blame myself. And blame my past. 

Because how my secret worked depended what I thought and felt. 

But until I could get a grip on what raged inside me, I didn't feel safe around anyone. Not safe for them, anyway. 

And so I walked.

While the empty road – like my empty heart – stretched out in front of me...
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I'D BEEN A HEALER MY entire life. 

And got good at it. I helped the pets around our small town at first. Besides helping people by holding their hand and calming their minds.

But since I'd finished my school lessons, I was supposed to go on a walkabout. A “rumspringa”, of sorts. 

The difference was that there was no leaving the Lazurai. Once you became one, you were in that state for life. 

- - - -
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I CORNERED MY DAD ONE day about all this.

“So, Rochelle, how's your schooling going?”

I sat down next to him in Mom's restaurant. Round hardwood tables with bentwood caboose chairs. Big windows in front with café curtains. A counter with stools and a cash register divided the front away from the back, while behind it a grill was sitting out of sight beyond a partial wall with an order cutout – that wall covered the ovens and other prep areas in back. Not to mention the swinging door that went to my Dad's bakery next door.

That had a lot to say about my family and how it worked together to help people with what they needed.

“Ahem. Your schooling?”

“Oh, right. It's fine.” I frowned, and he picked it up.

“And...”

“Well, I had some questions.”

He just finished up his steak and eggs, sopping up the runny yolks with his toast. Waiting for me. Taking a sip of coffee.

“You met my original mom, right?”

He nodded, but looked right at me with his soft, hazel eyes.

“What was she like?”

He moved his plate over to the side, and held his coffee mug with both hands. 

“I didn't know her long, but she seemed like a real nice person.”

I paused, not knowing what or how I should ask what I wanted to know.

“Rochelle, she was pretty. But it was dark where she was.”

“No, I wanted to know what you thought of her, how she came across.”

“Well, she was someone who loved life, and loved her baby more than herself. She had eyes like yours, that spoke louder than her voice. And love is what came across.”

I nodded.

“Have you ever known any non-Lazurai? I mean talk with them and see how they live?”

He shook his head no. “Until you came along, getting near any other person meant their immediate death. You were the first one who healed. So it's been impossible to get near any other folks besides our own.”

“And now we have a town.”

“Yup, the first one ever. Most Lazurai have kept to themselves.”

“That must have been lonely.”

“It was. And a lot of our people didn't deal with it well.”

“Like Aunt Shelly, the one you named me for.”

He nodded, and raised his mug with one hand, looking at me over it's rim.

“But you've walked around, you must have seen something.”

“Only from an extreme distance. If anyone knew I was there, they'd pick up and leave. Fast. And I just wanted to watch them. To find out how they made their existence work.”

“So basically, none of our people know anything about how they really live their lives.”

“Only what we read in books. And watch in the recordings we have.”

“You mean the commercial versions, like the books. So they aren't 'real', but what writers and producers think people will like to read and watch.”

“Sure, but that has to be close to how they actually live.”

“Just not the same thing as talking to someone.”

His heavy china mug was down on the table, with both of his hands around it it. The coffee was almost drained now. 

Out of reflex, and since I was the on-duty waitress that day, I had to ask, “Wanna refill?”

Dad smiled and shook his head. Then moved the mug over to the side, then folded his hands in front of him.

“Rochelle, where's all this going?”

“Well, I'm pretty much getting to the end of what I can learn out of books and what people can teach me here.”

“And you're thinking about your own walk-about.”

I nodded. “Itchy feet, I guess.”

“Like mine were. Like all of us have since our kind started out.”

“How did you know when you didn't need to walk anymore?”

“When I found you and Hami and your mom. Then things started happening, like people coming in to live in this town. So there was plenty to do right here. People like us that we could talk to. Plus, having a place to call home that isn't just a hidey-hole to escape people hunting you – that's really nice.”

“Why do you think they were hunting us?”

“They are scared.”

“Scared of what?”

“Dying.”
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I WAITED UNTIL WE FINISHED shutting everything down for the day before I started asking my Mom questions.

Of course, the electric coffee pot and anything hot got shut off, also the gas to the grill, and all the dishes washed and put away. That's a lot of alone time, but dish-washing goes faster with two people if you work fast and quiet. Gather, wash, rinse, put away. Leapfrogging the stations. Because the faster you get the chores done, the more time you have for stuff you want to do – like talking over stuff that matters.

I know it wasn't “adult-like” but I still liked holding my parent's hands, and I felt they liked it to – more than they admitted.

“Mom, do you get many new memories of your life before?”

“Oh, sometimes. Dreams, sure, but those aren't accurate. And there's times when I'm doing something routine, I get snatches of memories back.”

“Did you ever get dreams or memories of your real mom?”

“Only that she always seemed to be smiling at me. From what I understand, she wasn't around very long. So if all I ever remember of her was a smiling face, then that will be good.”

“You never met your real dad?”

She shook her head no. “From what I understand, he wasn't around since before I was born.”

“And your step-dad?”

She shrugged. “He had his problems. And worked long hours, then would be in town drinking somewhere into the evening. I remember him smiling some, but that was with my mom. After that, I didn't see him much. And Mrs. Tate was my kinda substitute mom after that.”

“But she wasn't real.”

Mom stopped and looked at me. “That's not correct. She was very real when I was younger. Always positive. Always helpful. And would listen to me and help me when she could. At least that's what I remember.”

“But you said she turned out to be a ghost?”

We started walking toward home again. “Yes, but I like to think of her as a spirit-guide. More like the Amerindian legends.”

We were silent for a few paces.

“Rochelle, Arthur told me you'd been asking about your own mom.”

I nodded. “Sure. I was thinking about going to find if she had any other family.”

Mom looked over at me to see my expression for a bit as we approached our home. “I think you might be able to visit them...”

I stopped and looked at her eyes. “And not kill them?”

She just nodded, with sad eyes. “But of course, they can't know – “

“That I'm a Lazurai?”

“Yes.”

“Some kinda white lie?”

“Sort of. To keep them safe.”

“From who? I wouldn't harm anyone.”

She just smiled. “No, I know you wouldn't. You're a healer. But they might try to harm you.”

I could see her mental pictures when I held her hand, like anyone I healed. So I got exactly what she was talking about. But I also had gotten my
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