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Rainbow

Future Earth Chronicles Book 12

Raj couldn't take his eyes off Zarif's daughter. Big brown eyes stared back at him. She had Zarif's bronze complexion and frizzy hair, and currently a cute but almost toothless smile. The toddler started bouncing on her mother's lap, as if she wanted to get off.
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PART ONE

CHAPTER ONE
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Raj watched the Roanoke Valley from the cockpit of the Rainbow. The damages the floods brought with the latest hurricane were still visible on the afforested slopes. The colors of the fall had a lot more brown than usual, and fallen logs and trees were everywhere. It was a miracle his air yacht hadn't been destroyed, like so many other things, by bad weather.

He was gliding towards the ground and passed what was left of Yona's cabin, which made his heart jump into his throat. His Cherokee friend, the mother of his best friend's daughter, had been buried in her home when the floods had washed away forest trees and weaker buildings, including the community longhouse in the main square. She hadn't been the only victim, but she was the one he knew best.

His own little stone house had taken a hit and needed repairs, but in spite of the strong winds, the airships docked up Mill Mountain had been spared. He'd been working on the airship when the waters rose and flooded the bottom of the valley, drowning some livestock and a few people.

That morning he had gone up to the docks to check on his creation. Time to put it to the test. The Rainbow was a much smaller and lighter aircraft than the other airships. It probably couldn't cross oceans, but Raj had modeled it on the Windschere he had seen in Europe almost twenty years earlier, a passenger type of rigid airship that only needed one person to operate it.

Raj's aircraft was slightly different, and didn't need a full crew like the air galleons that could fly over the oceans. The Rainbow was a non-rigid airship without an internal structural framework or a keel.

The only solid parts were the passenger car (gondola) and the tail fins. It used heated air instead of a light gas as a lifting medium, therefore it was a hot-air airship. It had wheels to enable it to land where there were no mooring masts – it took off and landed almost like an ancient airplane, in the absence of specific airdocks.

The gondola itself looked like a long and narrow barge, with an enclosed space that took up one third of the length, containing the cockpit and living quarters for one. It had glass windows all around so whoever was in the cockpit could see, although the front view was mostly of the other two thirds of the barge.

The engines were above the balloon, attached to the big fin that allowed steering, controlled from the cockpit in the gondola. Raj could reach them through a ladder that went all around the balloon. There was a harpoon at the front of the gondola, and a lot of room for either passengers – who would sit outside – or goods, that could be covered with a removable tent or tarpaulin.

He'd hoped to start using it the coming spring, but now he felt compelled to make the maiden trip – at the end of October, before snow covered the ground and trapped him for another winter. He'd be fifty-nine in January, but the Wanderlust Bug had bitten him again, especially now that the people who mattered the most to him were no more.

The airship was ready, the first flight was going smoothly, definitely time to move. There was a wide enough strip of grass in front of his house that he could see if landing on the four wheels actually worked.

He was still experimenting and trying the maneuvers, but he hoped to be off soon. He also needed to see if he could lift off without a mooring mast, so that was what it was about today, under the gray autumn sky.

He had started working on the small airship after Bel's death, an unfortunate accident that had taken her. She had been picking berries after a rainy day when she slipped and fell down a ravine, breaking her neck. He had found her when she'd failed to come home, already too late to save her.

Building an airship between his lumberjack and hunting duties, with very little help, had taken him five years.

This fall had brought another wave of bad weather to Roanoke, and more people had died. Yona had drowned in the latest flood when her log cabin had collapsed around her after a tree crashed down on it.

Weather was still dangerous when living out there, but Raj would never go back to living inside a Rainbow Town. He loved to feel the wind, the sun and the rain on his skin, and smell plants and animals. He loved sunrises and sunsets, and starry skies. Bonfires and hikes, and following the phases of the moon. Watching the Roanoke River flow by and bathing in it during the summer.

The outdoors didn't scare him, and he didn't miss the technology he had grown up with. Cutting wood kept him fit, and walking through the forest or riding out with other hunters also helped. His hair might be turning gray, but he'd never been so fit in his life.

He concentrated on the landing. When the wheels touched the ground, it was a little bumpy, but he managed to hit the brakes and stop the airship before it crashed against his stone house. Exhaling in relief, he switched off the engines.

As he hopped off the gondola, he noticed Ahyoka was seated on the stone bench outside his door.  He was still not used to seeing her frizzy mane unbound. Her mother had lovingly kept it in Fulani braids, a hairstyle usually styled with a center braid and one to two pieces braided from back to front at the sides, accessorized with beads.

Ahyoka used to have long hair – even braided it reached halfway down her back – but now it reached barely beyond her shoulders, as curly as her father's had been. She had cut it after her mother's death a week earlier, undoing the Fulani braids and not allowing anyone to braid it again.

Raj thought he owed it to Ahyoka to take her to her father's tomb, but hiking or getting a closed wagon to cross the former United States would take too long, hence he was determined to make the Rainbow airborne and strong enough to at least get him to the Rockies where he had buried his best friend sixteen years earlier.

She rose to meet him, wrapped in her buckskin gown and her mother's winter coat. At fifteen, she was a pretty young woman with the right curves in the right places, but now her face was suffused with melancholy and sadness. She was a skinny teen, shorter than him, and her big brown eyes always looked him in the eye. She was the daughter he never had, and he always tried to be a good parent to her on behalf of Zarif, although he had to base his behavior on the locals'.

The Rainbow Town refugees were now perfectly integrated into the Cherokee society, and after twenty-three years strange hair colors on some adults' heads – including his ex, Maya, now a middle-aged woman and mother with purple hair – were the only reminders of the genetic modifications from the long-buried Rainbow Town Raj had been born in.

"I saw the Rainbow take off from Mill Mountain," she said. "It looks like the landing was good."

"A bit bumpy, but we don't have landing strips in this century," he replied with a shrug. "I could have tried the old airport, but it's so badly off, I preferred to risk the grass!"

"So, are we leaving?" she asked. "Should I pack?"

"Yes, I think I'm ready to take you to visit your father's tomb," he answered. "Is Kerion coming along?"

"Yes." She nodded, thoughtful. "I was wondering if afterward you can take us to a Rainbow Town, one similar to the one you and Dad and Kerion's mom grew up in."

"Oh." He stared, puzzled, at her. He hadn't considered it, but if the two teens wanted to see where one of their parents came from... why not? "Come inside," he said. "We need to make some calculations."
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Ahyoka followed Raj inside the small stone house. If only her mother's husband had built a stone house instead of a log cabin! But they were Cherokee, and even their longhouses had been destroyed by the floods, tornadoes and hurricanes that had struck the valley every now and then.

Ahyoka was inside the Museum of Lost Technology at the top of Mill Mountain with Kerion and other teens when the floods had reached dangerous levels. The curator had kept them all inside the old building until the water had left the streets of the town.

It was fortunate that a stone building that functioned as a guesthouse had been added to the Museum, because it was close to the airdocks built on the structure of the Roanoke Star, so crews no longer had to get to town to rest.

The guesthouse had a kitchen, bathrooms and bedrooms, so it hadn't been to bad waiting out the floods, although both she and Raj had been worried for her mom – and rightfully so.

Raj's house still stood, unlike Ahyoka's, who had gone to the Moon Lodge after her mother's passing. But now her period was over, and she knew Raj had prepared his couch for her to sleep on.

She saw he had already brought in her things – whatever he could salvage from the wreckage of her cabin – and she was glad she could stay with him for now.

She considered Raj a sort of uncle, since there were no siblings in Rainbow Towns. She had remained an only child, but she had cousins from Uncle Mohe's side, just as Kerion had cousins from his father's side.

But she wasn't ready to move in with Kerion's family just yet – his house felt too crowded, even if he too was an only child.

Kerion knew Raj had promised to take her to visit her father's tomb at some point, but neither of them thought it would be so soon. Maybe Raj had hoped to take Yona too, since her mother had never chosen another mate.

Ahyoka sat with Raj at his table as he pulled out papers and maps. He had tried to calculate flight times, hoping his smaller airship would be as fast as the bigger ones. He asked her if it was okay if they made some kind of pilgrimage, stopping on the way so he could tell her about her parents.

"Of course!" she said, brightening. "Mom told me so much about her trip across America... but I'm sure there's more! I'd love to see Chattanooga and Saint Louis!"

"Well, that's perfect, because that's exactly where I wanted to stop on the way to the far west," he said with a smile. "Then we'll have a longer flight to Great Falls, and another longish flight to the coast. I want to show you where you were conceived."

"Lincoln City, Oregon." She nodded. "And then Vancouver, to see how Kang and Xiu are doing."

He looked impressed by her knowledge, which made her smile. With his graying hair and weathered face, he was actually more of a father figure than an uncle, come to think of it. Uncle Mohe had never been so nice to her – not to mention the fact that Uncle Mohe didn't want to hear about Rainbow Towns, ever.

"Then we get to your father's tomb, and sleep in Prince George," he continued, pointing at the map of North America in front of him. "And then we can get to Rainbow Town Rockies, which your father never saw, where your mother waited outside, but where we found Demissie, who accompanied her home while we crossed the Bering Strait."

"Is he still alive?" she asked. She knew that Raj was almost sixty, and Demissie was older.

"Of course," Raj answered. "They have it less hard in Rainbow Towns. They are protected by technology. I'm sure they can live longer than any of us."

"But they didn't get to see the aurora borealis when the geomagnetic storm hit," she replied, amused.

In 2459, six hundred years after the geomagnetic storm known as the Carrington Event had disrupted Victorian technology, a solar flare had generated another geomagnetic storm strong enough to kill electricity and radios all over the world, a sort of repeat of the original event.

Rainbow Towns were deep underground and powered by thorium generators, so they remained unscathed, but Roanoke lost its servers and its radio for two years. It took even longer for Great Falls to resurrect the hydroelectric power grid and get back online, but now things were back to normal everywhere.

She still remembered how magical it had been, especially to her childhood eyes. She'd been only seven, but the lights of every imaginable color – one color fading away only to give its place to another if possible more beautiful than the last, the streams mounting to the zenith, but always becoming a rich purple, and always curling round, leaving a clear strip of sky – had taken her breath away.

"True." He smiled back, his gray eyes staring fondly at her. "So, do you think you can take a fortnight off school?"

"I promise to catch up when I come back," she answered. "Kerion too. I badly need this now, and he won't let me go alone."

"I know, he's very protective of you, as if you were his little sister..."

"No longer a little sister," she said with an impish smile. "He's my boyfriend now. It's official. Ysabella and Unaduti blessed us."

"Oh! Well, then, your boyfriend. I'm sure your mother blesses you too."

She sighed. "She loved Kerion as much as I do. Unfortunately Uncle Mohe isn't very happy about it. You'll have to explain to me why he hates Rainbow Towns so much."

"I think his problem is that his wife also has a grudge against Rainbow Towners," he said, thoughtful. "Her ex is still here, and he dumped her to be with a man. So they're, like, feeding each other's hatred for Rainbow Towners, or something."

"Ah, that makes sense." She nodded.

"Well, then, I need to fill the engine room, then we can pack and go. Day after tomorrow will do?"

"Perfect. Thank you, Raj."
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CHAPTER TWO
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Raj closed his backpack and gave his bedroom one last look. He wasn't forgetting anything. He grabbed his backpack and his shotgun, and joined Ahyoka in the living room. She looked as ready as he was, so they left the house, closing the door without actually locking it. Nobody locked doors in Roanoke anyway, they were more to keep out animals and the weather than thieves. He put down a big rock to keep it closed while he was away, just in case.

He and Ahyoka – now wearing pants and a short, warm coat – headed for the town under a clear blue sky. The clouds were gone, so it was an auspicious day to start their pilgrimage. They stopped at Unaduti and Ysabella's house, an old apartment building they shared with another family – Unaduti's sister and her husband and kids. The two-story brick building had been repaired repeatedly since the apocalypse, but it still stood.

Raj didn't have to knock, since Kerion came out of the main door with Unaduti and Ysabella. Kerion was eighteen, with light eyes and shoulder-length dreadlocks.

Like his African American father, Kerion never had long hair like the pure-blooded Cherokee or the descendants of the Scotch-Irish stock predominant in southern Appalachia at the time of the apocalypse. Even most Rainbow Towners kept their hair long, although Raj had opted for a short cut since Bel's death, and had re-cut his hair after Yona's death.

Unaduti had shaved his head in his middle age. His Cherokee choker and jewelry still made a stark contrast with his dark skin, much darker than Kerion, who was brown like Ahyoka and Ysabella.

The Rainbow Town belly dancer – who had her hair color genetically modified and had become blonde in her twenties in spite of her obvious Hispanic genes – was now a plump middle-aged woman who braided her hair and had learned the Cherokee dances. Unlike Raj, her hair was still golden like in her youth. Genetically modified hair didn't seem to go gray – or white for that matter.

Ysabella hugged her son who had a backpack very similar to Ahyoka's – some changes of clothes, possibly some snacks, an extra pair of shoes – then looked at Raj.

"Will you take care of them?" she asked, worried.

"Of course, Ysa, don't worry," he answered. "Do you have any messages for Shani?"

"We'll visit Great Falls in spring," Unaduti said after briefly hugging his son too. "Have a safe journey."

"We'll call on the radio as soon as we land," Raj promised. "Which doesn't mean you must spend your days in the radio room, mind you, I'm sure they'll relay the message to you."

Ysabella quickly hugged Ahyoka as well, whispering something in her ear, then the parents stepped back and watched Raj and the two teens head for Mill Mountain. Ahyoka and Kerion walked hand in hand, following Raj who had longer legs and more powerful muscles in spite of his age.

They climbed aboard the Rainbow and the teens dropped off their backpacks with Raj's in the closed part of the gondola. Kerion had been one of the few who had helped Raj with building the airship, and he followed the elder to the cockpit.

Ahyoka stood behind them as Raj started the engines and prepared the airship for take-off.

"Sir, I wanted to thank you for allowing me on board," Kerion said, serious.

"You're Ahyoka's best friend and now boyfriend, of course you can accompany her," Raj replied, amused.

"And you're the closest thing to a father she ever had, so I'm glad I meet your approval," the boy replied.

Raj looked at the teens, touched. He was nobody's father, but these two considered him a father figure. Even Kerion who did have a father.

"I'm glad you both trust me to take you across the country and back," he said. "And that you'll be listening to this old man's ramblings down memory lane all the way to Rainbow Town Rockies."

"Actually, we're looking forward to that," Ahyoka said with a smile.

Kerion grinned and Raj smiled back at them.

"Let's go, then."

The Rainbow rolled forward and took off. The three of them wore their winter clothes, since this high up it was colder than down the valley, and neither teen wished to be outside on the "terrace" of the gondola even if the sun was out.

They left the sun behind to head west, over the Blue Ridge Mountains and towards Chattanooga. What had been an eight-day
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