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We grew up without funeral services. We thought we were invulnerable and safe and would live forever in our golden prison. Without family ties and religion and politics, just free to do whatever we pleased as long as we didn't leave.

(Bel's journal, Wanderlust, Book 2)
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


The hairdresser and barbershop were in the same low building in the Taft area of Lincoln City, a husband and wife outfit catering to both men and women in two close rooms. Raj took the left entrance while Bel pushed open the right door, making a bell ding in the "beauty salon" – a small room with two seats in front of polished mirrors and a single sink to wash hair.

Mrs. Carla was behind her small standing desk as usual. A middle-aged blonde, tall and thin, she kept her hair shoulder-length. Bel liked her 1920s look more than the predominant steampunk fashion of the coastal town, hence she had decided to pay her a visit on that windy mid-March day.

Samantha and Jordan had reached Lincoln City with their steam-powered van that morning, so Raj, Bel, Shani, Mohe, Zarif and Yona would soon be on the road again after a little more than six months in the coastal settlement.

A final haircut by a professional was all Bel and Raj needed. Bel took off her warm coat and sat at the sink, letting Mrs. Carla wash her hair. It wasn't as comfortable as the hairdressers of Rainbow Town, but it was better than having Yona cut her hair under the light of the moon.

The small shop was lit by two big windows on two sides and had a back door that led to the rest of the house. The barbershop next door was exactly the same, a mirror image. Bel could see Raj seated with Mrs.Carla's husband for a haircut and shave in her mind's eye.

She sighed as she moved to the seat in front of the mirror.

"How would you like it cut?" Mrs. Carla asked. She looked tired and her smile was sad. Bel knew her daughter had troubles with her husband and kids. Mrs. Carla was an overworked grandmother who still opened her shop every day.

"A bob like yours, but with bangs," Bel answered.

"Are you sure? You don't look convinced."

"Definitely. Gray hair should be kept short. I wasn't sighing for my hair." She smiled at Mrs. Carla's reflection in the mirror. "My husband is next door."

"Ah, I see." Mrs. Carla smiled back. Unlike other women, she was very discreet and never asked personal questions. Others had inquired about Bel and Raj's marital status and lack of children, but Mrs. Carla had never commented on their relationship.

They still weren't married, but for the town's sake, Bel and Raj were Mr. and Mrs. Anfina, having composed their surname from the rest of their first names (Belfina and Rajan) that they both hated. Nuala used to call her Belfina when she scolded her, so Bel never liked her full name. The same went for Raj.

Mrs. Carla's hands on her head were much lighter than Yona's. She cut the hair and dried it with a towel. There was no hairdryer, but the sun came out and Bel covered her head with a warm woolen hat she had made herself.

That winter she had learned to knit while Shani and Yona were busy quilting, and even her sewing skills had improved, although not to the point of making clothes. It had left her little time to do her beads jewelry, but she'd miss the long winter nights sitting by the hearth with Raj sculpting wood by her side.

She paid the hairdresser and put on her coat again. Unlike most women, she wore pants since she felt they kept her warmer. She had a long gown for special occasions – Christmas and New Year's Eve celebrations came to mind – but she usually wore pants and boots.

The wind was still chilly in March. She exited the shop and looked in the next-door window. Raj was still seated with the shaving cream on his face and the barber leaning over him.

Sighing again, she headed for the beach, although she stayed off it. She watched the waves crash in front of her, hugging herself both to keep her coat closed and herself warm. To her right there were the remnants of a restaurant that had used to be on the shore, but had been wiped away when a tsunami had hit that part of the coast.

Most of the Taft area had been rebuilt since, but Bel was glad their house was up on the cliffs and away from the danger zone. She shivered as a bigger wave threw a log onto the beach and dragged away another that had looked stuck.

"Aren't you cold?" Raj's voice startled her. His arm wrapped around her shoulder as he gently pulled her away from the ocean. "Let's go home."

He was clean-shaven, with Jebediah's hat firmly on his head and the scarf she had gifted him at Christmas around his neck, but she could see his shoulder-length curls were gone. She let him lead her away, mourning his hair once again. She should stop wishing he'd keep it long. Especially when traveling it must be uncomfortable even for him to deal with a flowing mane.

They slowly went back uphill, but it was a real struggle against the wind. Bel was glad Raj was by her side. At least it was no longer icy or slippery as it had been a month earlier.

"Should we come back here?" he asked as they turned into their alley where the trees protected them from most of the wind. "Or would you rather go back to Roanoke?"

"I love the house you built there," she answered. "When this is all over I'd like to go back there. This place is nice, but it doesn't feel ours, know what I mean?"

He nodded. They had a crowded house here. And he hadn't built it.

They passed by the gypsy wagon now parked in their front yard and entered the house. Ingolf sat in the living room, his red hair pulled back from his pale face in tiny braids and his red beard decorated with a couple more – probably Shani's doing, since she loved braiding hair.

Shani had kept Zarif's hair in cornrows for the whole winter, but now Zarif had shaved it off again. He was in the kitchen with Yona, preparing lunch as well as provisions for the journey.

Zarif had spent most of the winter with fishermen – while Mohe and Ingolf went hunting in the nearby forest where Raj chopped wood – and had become adept at cooking fish and crustaceans better than Yona and Shani.

The Melanin Goddess and her red-skinned lover were nowhere to be seen, probably upstairs in their bedroom.

"It's windy out there," Raj said, dropping his hat and his coat. "You're lucky you don't feel anything."

Ingolf shot him his fanged smile. "Are you sure you want to go north?"

"I don't mind the cold," Raj replied, going to sit by the hearth with Bel. "I can protect myself from it."

"Those coats are really warm," Bel added. "They helped us through the winter, I'm sure they'll be good for Alaska and Russia too. Summer is coming, after all."

"I'm not looking forward to this trip," Zarif said, emerging from the kitchen with Yona by his side. "But I'll do what is necessary to free all Rainbow Towners from those blasted aliens!"

"Do you think the rest of the world will be like North America?" Bel asked, frowning in worry.

"Probably not," Raj answered. "Other cultures might have survived differently. But we have no way of knowing until we get there."

"We did how many miles last year?" Zarif asked, pondering. "Around three thousand?"

"Probably more," Raj answered. "The same amount should take us across the strait to Russia, hopefully."

There was no shipyard in Lincoln City, only small fishing boats, so they'd go by land again. A peddler had died in Lincoln City a few years earlier, leaving his closed wagon parked in a back road. The wanderers had found it about a month after they had reached the town, and since nobody wanted it, they had worked on repairing it and adapting it to their needs.

It was very similar to Jebediah's wagon, with its small cast-iron cooking stove and bunk beds. It was less decorated than Jebediah's, but as functional as the other peddler's wagon. Unlike Jebediah's, it had a place to sit in the front, so the horses could be directed from the wagon instead of being led by hand.

By helping the community with little jobs – knitting and sewing for the women, fishing, hunting and wood-cutting for the men – they had managed to get enough money to buy two draft horses from a local farmer, so they'd be ready to leave as soon as Samantha and Jordan showed up. And they wouldn't have to walk to lead the horses, but would sit comfortably, reins in hand.

The sound of footsteps on the wooden staircase announced the arrival of Shani and Mohe.

"Looking good, Raj," Shani said, stopping to squeeze Raj's cheek as if he were a child before sitting in Mohe's lap in one of the two armchairs. "Great haircut, Bel!"

She still had her frizzy hair unbound and long, although Yona often helped her braid it.

"Are we ready to go?" Mohe asked. The Cherokee was growing his hair again and Bel kept her sigh to herself as she caressed Raj's neck.

"I'll miss the shrimp salad," she said.

"You're lucky, that's what we'll have for lunch," Zarif said with a bright smile.

"Samantha and Jordan will come to dinner, so we can make plans," Yona added. "We should probably start packing this afternoon."

"And I'll get the horses." Mohe nodded. They had left them in the previous owner's stables until they were ready to go. "Ingolf, are you sure you don't have anything to pack?"

The vampire grinned. "I don't need anything. I find food everywhere, I don't really need clothes except for decency, so why should I pack? I can travel in wolf form too, and they definitely don't carry luggage..."
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Raj awoke in the warmth provided by the blankets and furs over the cotton sheet. He'd miss the comfortable double bed, but like Bel said, this wasn't their home. It was just a house where they had spent the past six months, paying a nominal rent to the widow who had vacated it, moving to her son's because of her failing health. The Oregonian winter had claimed her anyway and the son had said they could stay until the weather got better.

Raj got out of bed. Mornings were still quite chilly, and he'd have only the wooden walls of the wagon from now on. He'd better get used to it!

His winter as a lumberjack had kept him fit and toned, allowing him to be outdoors a lot, even in the snow. He could probably build a log cabin on his own, but he'd rather live in a stone house.

He wasn't a carpenter, even though he had often watched the local one and could carve little wooden figurines or beads. He had prepared quite a few of those during the long winter nights, even painting some, and with the women's crafts they had quite a few things by now, including rag dolls.

Their goods were all in a box, already in the wagon, ready to be sold or bartered outside of Lincoln City. Hopefully elsewhere, in bigger towns, they could get cash for them. Itinerant performers didn't earn as much as peddlers and traders, although eventually they'd be out of whatever was left of western civilization, so barter would again be the best option.

Bel stirred but didn't open her eyes as he washed his face in the basin. He went to open the shutters, letting in the pearly morning light and the wind, which made Bel growl.

"Shut it, it's cold!" she complained.

"You're still under the covers," he teased. "Come on, we've got to pack the last things and get on the wagon."

But first, breakfast. Raj put on his pants and shirt, and went downstairs, where Zarif was already making omelets for everybody. His best friend's shaved head seemed to gleam in the light coming in from the window.

Ingolf was already gone as they gathered one last time around the dining table. There was coffee and tea, fresh bread brought by Mohe, who had gone to retrieve the draft horses at dawn, and Zarif's omelets.

Then they finished dressing and packing, taking their clothes and utensils to the wagon. The horses were already hooked up to it. Raj locked the door of the house and jogged to take the key back to the owner, who would either sell or rent it to someone else.

Mohe and Shani sat at the front of the wagon and had already turned it so it would be ready to leave when he got back.

"Get in the wagon, Raj, we're taking the first shift out here," Shani said cheerfully. She was wrapped in her woolen coat with her hair tucked under a fur hat.

"I didn't see Samantha and Jordan come up yet," he said.

"They passed an hour ago," Mohe replied. He had a cloak of wolf pelts over his buckskin clothes and wore boots instead of moccasins. "They're waiting for us up ahead, since they have customers there."

"Oh, all right." Raj went to the back of the wagon and climbed in.

Another difference with Jebediah's wagon was the two little windows on both longer sides of the wagon, sort of dividing it in two – the sleeping part and the living part. A curtain could be drawn so that the sleeping part had no windows and could be kept in the dark even when the sun was up.

And since they'd had to work and adapt it to their needs, they had made the sleeping part like a railroad sleeping car, with three bunks on one side and three on the other. There was no room to sit up on them, but they were good enough to sleep. A single ladder led to the higher bunks, that could be pulled up during the day.

As soon as he closed the door, Bel looked up expectantly at him. Raj sat with her on the right bunk while Zarif and Yona were sprawled on the left bunk. They heard Mohe spur the horses with his voice and the wagon moved.

"More comfortable to sit in, but we'll see what it's like after hours of this," Zarif commented, looking around. "I'll have to share the table with Bel for writing, since I am composing a new song!"

"You haven't composed anything in years!" Raj said, happily surprised. "This trip is really inspiring you!"

"Actually I did compose something last winter, but I only sang it to Yona," Zarif answered with a smile. "But now I want to compose an epic song about our journey, a hymn to our adventure, so Bel will have to leave me some room every now and then."

"I don't spend my days journaling, Zarif. Besides, I believe the table is for six," Bel replied, amused. "So you got yourself a paper journal and pens?"

"Tricky, took me all winter to get used to them, but yeah, I could keep a journal too if I wanted." Zarif winked. "And I'm glad we have a closed wagon again instead of hiking."

"Yes, it's good to have wooden walls to protect us from wildlife," Raj replied, remembering how they'd sighted mountain lions and met grizzly bears when hiking the Rockies from the Great Plains Rainbow Town. "We might meet more."

"And it seems it's good against the wind too," Bel said. "Although it might be hard to talk during storms."

The wind was indeed strong and noisy as they emerged onto the main road. After a little more than a mile they stopped, having probably reached the place where Samantha and Jordan were waiting for them.

Raj and Bel exited the wagon. They were still on the remnants of Highway 101 and the steam-powered van was parked next to a low building with "Emporium" written over the main door.

Raj had considered getting a van like that, but there weren't many around and they were harder to keep. They needed coal and maintenance he would never be able to provide, so in the end getting an old-fashioned horse-drawn wagon didn't sound like a bad idea.

Samantha and Jordan exited the emporium and greeted them. They still had their collection of weapons, including a sword that looked more like a scimitar than a machete. Samantha always wore pants, black boots and a leather corset over her shirt as well as an aviator cap complete with goggles. She still had blond bangs and long black hair. Jordan was a full head taller, with a black beard and round tinted glasses. He had a black shirt and pants, and a sleeveless vest as well as a mini-crossbow over his left arm.

"Ready?" he asked. For such a big man, he had a very frail and discreet voice.

"Show us the way," Mohe replied from his perch on the wagon. "We will follow you. If my passengers would get back onboard..."

"Anyone want to come with us?" Samantha asked with a smile. They had room for one more in their driving cabin. "Didn't think so."

Raj and Bel smiled and went back in the wagon with Zarif and Yona.

"And we're on the road again!" Zarif relaxed on the bunk with Yona leaning against him.

"We should get to Portland in two or three days," Raj said. "Then we're on our own."
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CHAPTER TWO
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16 March 2451

Resuming this journal since we're on the move again. After a little more than six months in Lincoln City, we're now headed north. Samantha and Jordan start their tour in the spring, so they need to reach Portland before the equinox. We should be there tomorrow afternoon. We will sleep in a hotel and maybe look for another map. Although there are still roads that go up to Seattle, and peddlers move between Portland and Seattle, possibly even up to Vancouver – or what's left of them.

From crossing the country I can tell there isn't much left of big cities. Clearly the above three are not abandoned like Great Falls, but they are probably greatly reduced in size like Omaha. Also, there are more steampunkers on this side of the world. Not sure what's in Alaska or beyond, though.

Actually, I'm not sure how we're going to communicate, since English is not used everywhere, especially after the apocalypse when human settlements were fragmented and lost contact.

Languages mutate so fast that they can become unrecognizable after five or six centuries. The English they speak in the towns we've been through is not exactly the same as the Rainbow Towns. We got used to the variations and even Mohe and Yona can speak it now, but the farther we go, the harder it will be.

Ingolf kept up... learning and learning through the centuries... he might help us communicate, but... he's still a grumpy vampire most of the time! Although he has adapted to us and almost feels part of the team.

He says we're funnier and nicer than the coven of bloodsuckers he had with Solveig. He never bit any of us, but I think he fed on a couple of women in Lincoln City. But they died happy, so who am I to judge? I don't know how he seduced them into giving him blood willingly, and it's none of my business.

I hope Ingolf speaks Russian or we'll be in trouble. Although we might run into some of his siblings-in-darkness... probably not where there are few inhabitants. I doubt there are many people still living in those northern lands, although I've seen a couple of Rainbow Towns on the alien maps.

But we're not going to explore them unless they're more or less on our way. If we start going into each and every Rainbow Town, we'll never reach the main one! We may try to find the one on the Canadian Rockies and possibly the one close to the coast of Russia, but then we go towards the Himalayas.

It will probably take us months to get there anyway... That's why we started off before the actual spring. Hopefully it will be warm enough when we get to Alaska and Russia... Hopefully the locals will help us through – if we manage to communicate with them, that is!

***
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Portland was still a major port at the confluence of the Willamette and Columbia rivers, and it was as
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