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A Futuristic Gay Romance

By G.R. Richards

When the label asked them to squeeze in a quick interview before the show, Hrjac was the first to oblige.  He was always anxious for news from the West, not because he had any vested interest in Western politics or society—only because Andy lived there.

D’way was the only one who could figure out the new holography mechanism, and he fiddled with the signals until a young white man with short brown hair came into view.  He looked a hell of a lot like Andy, but he wasn’t Andy.  There were no substitutes.

Glancing around the group, Hrjac noticed their diva was missing.  He leaned toward Bodgan and asked, “Where’s Zolta?”

Before Bogdan could respond, their Western interviewer said, “I see the whole band’s here, with the exception of Zolta.  Will Xetondra’s lead singer not be joining us?”

As Zolta’s mate, D’way was the only one who ever knew what was up with the prima donna.  “He’s resting up before the concert,” Dway said—code for he chewed too much betel last night.  “I hope you don’t mind if we get started on the interview without him.”

The Westerner made a noise that sounded like hmph before delving into the same questions they’d answered countless times before.  “What does Xetondra mean in your language?” was everybody’s favourite because it didn’t mean anything.  Xetondra was a made-up word, but they encouraged the Western myth by always providing a different answer to that question.

“It means tribe of wanderers,” they’d say, or “desert foxes,” or “most popular rock group in the history of everything.”  And, judging by the worldwide attention they’d attracted, the latter had a good chance of becoming true.

“The Western world loves you guys,” their interviewer told them.  “You’re more popular than any of the American or British bands.  What do you perceive as Xetondra’s appeal?”

Too bad Zolta wasn’t around to answer that one—he was the queen of self-promotion.  But Ven did a pretty good job of replicating his usual answer.  “Western bands have been doing the same thing for over a hundred years.  Nothing’s changed since Elvis Presley, over there.  It’s all just more rock and roll, all the same chord structures, all the same beats.  Nothing wrong with that music, but the West is obviously tired of it, or why would they have turned to us?”

“I think, conceptually, they also want to experience our lifestyle vicariously through our music,” Bogdan added.

The interviewer made a face, like he found that an unlikely reason.  “Really?  You think Westerners are jealous of five nomads who spend their days hauling solar-powered amps across the desert?”

“And spend their nights rocking out until our batteries run dead,” Ven added.  “I visited the West when I was young, and there’s no way I’d go back now.  Cities restrain their people physically and constrain them mentally.  Out here, we’re free.  We’re self-sufficient.  We travel with out herds, so we never run out of food, and the sun powers our equipment.  In fact, all the holographic machinery we’re using on our end for tonight’s concert is powered by the sun.”

The interviewer was quiet for a moment.  As he searched his document for the next question, his facial features contorted in Hrjac’s mind until he looked just like Andy.

Andy—they hadn’t seen one another since the last concert, and even that had been by hologram.  If there was the only thing he truly envied Western rock bands for, it was live concerts in front of live audiences.

Before he met Andy, Hrjac had envied the Westerners their backstage orgies with mountains of hot groupies.  Now it was only Andy’s flesh he craved.  There were days he wondered if it might not be worth leaving Xetondra just to meet Andy skin-to-skin in the West.  He’d never think of asking Andy to join the band in the desert.  Unless one was born into the nomadic lifestyle, most people couldn’t handle the harsh desert or the incessant walking.  Hrjac’s great loves, the motion and the sun, were seen as “hardships” in the West.

“Oh, I know what I wanted to ask you,” the interviewer picked up.  “The hologram tickets to your concerts are exceedingly expensive.  If you went on conventional tours through Western cities, the cost per ticket would be considerably lower.  Don’t you think you owe it to your fans to give them an opportunity to see you by non-technological means?”

“No,” Ven replied.  “Absolutely not.  We are desert nomads.  We use Western instruments to contrast the atonality of our vocal tones, and we use holography and satellite broadcast to bring our music to all those who enjoy it.”

“Remember,” D’way cut in, “that we sing every night, with or without an audience.  We perform for ourselves, not to make money, not to please a purchasing public.  When Westerners watch us perform, they are observing our ritual.  They are watching us live our lives.  We cannot live as nomads in the West.”

“Funny you should say that,” the interviewer chuckled.  “Last week I interviewed a touring band called Backdoor Ivy, and they described themselves as urban nomads because every day they’re on the move and every night they’re performing in the next city.”

Hrjac watched D’way’s expression as he considered the interviewer’s offhand remark.  But Hrjac knew the guys would never go for it.  They were born in the desert and they’d die out there.

The Westerner went on, “Many people are still wary of holography.  Even I wasn’t sure about doing this interview.  It still hasn’t been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that the DNA scan leaves your molecular structure unaltered.  If you’re so confident in this new technology, why don’t you guys broadcast holographic performances in U.S. cities instead of making your fans come to you?  That way you wouldn’t have to leave the desert to tour.”

Ven, Bogdan, and Hrjac all looked to D’way.  They knew the real answer to that question: Zolta didn’t trust hologram scans either.  He refused to undergo one himself, but he was arrogant enough not to care about his fans’ health.

“Our way is better,” D’way covered.  “Because anyone anywhere in the world can buy a ticket for tonight’s concert.  Anyway, we like our fans to experience our music in the acoustic environment of the desert.  It’s like greeting them into our home.”

On that note, Bogdan the unofficial timekeeper closed down the interview.  Bogdan seemed to get good press.  He came off well to media and fans.  They thought he was “nice,” and, all in all, he was.

Judging by the articles their label broadcasted to them, the West didn’t know what to make of Hrjac because he was quiet—he hid behind his drum pad and only sang with the rest of the group.  Fans disliked Ven because he seemed radically anti-West.  Everybody knew Zolta was a glamour bitch, but that’s why they loved him, and fans loved D’way because Zolta loved D’way.

“Morning, girls!”  Zolta strutted into the food tent wearing a bright pink sari and gold earrings.  Only an inch of his long dark hair was visible beneath a shimmering headscarf.  He slapped D’way on the ass before pulling him into a deep kiss.

There were days Hrjac had to turn his head from this behaviour.  It’s not that he was jealous of either Zolta or D’way, or even of the love they shared, but he envied their freedom to express that love physically, without the restriction of place-in-the-world.  It wasn’t easy for Hrjac to be so far away from the guy who meant everything to him.

“It’s afternoon,” D’way said, pulling his body away from Zolta’s.  D’way played the part of the reproachful manager well, but he couldn’t hide the bulge Zolta’s kiss had inspired beneath his long cotton shift.  “And we have a concert tonight.  And you missed an interview.”

Zolta only shrugged and picked cooked meat from the evening lamb.  With a small bit of fat, he smudged his lips until they shone with grease.  “There.  Now I’m gorgeous.  Just show me to the stage.”

“You don’t take anything seriously, do you?” D’way shot back.

Hrjac enjoyed their loving arguments.  Though they were all the same age, Zolta and D’way played the parental roles for the group.  They nattered back and forth even as they wandered to their private tent.  Hrjac’s heart sank as jealousy took over once again.

“Do you think Andy will come tonight?” he asked Bogdan as they ate the last of the apricot couscous.

“Doesn’t he always?”

“Yeah,” Hrjac said.  “It’s just strange, you know, that we don’t have any contact outside concerts.”

“But he’ll stick around for a while afterwards and the two of you can talk while the rest of us put the gear away.”

Bogdan really was a nice guy.  He always knew just what to say.  Ven was less encouraging of Hrjac’s budding romance with a Westerner, but he’d gone to meditate on the nearest hill, so at least he was out of earshot.

Hrjac smiled when he thought about seeing Andy again.  While Bodgan rose to pack away the rest of the lamb, Hrjac prepared new topics of conversation in his mind.  They could talk about Andy’s job, which seemed very boring but, as Andy says, “It pays the rent.”  They would obviously discuss the new song Hrjac had a hand in writing—the lyrics were yearning and desirous, so obviously intended for Andy’s ears.

And then they would talk about sex.

Andy had never gone all the way with anybody.  He’d been waiting for the right guy, he said, and Hrjac was that guy.  They would talk about how badly they wanted to meet skin-to-skin, though they never would.  Just thinking about this part of the conversation made Hrjac instantly mournful.

Bogdan had obviously been watching Hrjac’s expression, because he said, “I know it’s rough, but seeing Andy’s hologram is better than not seeing him at all.”

With a deep sigh, Hrjac shrugged his shoulders.  “Yeah, but we can’t touch.  We can’t kiss or fuck or hold each other.  I’d give anything to get close with Andy.  I love him.  I want to be with him every day, and instead I’m stuck wandering the desert.”

“Uhh...”  Bogdan chuckled and gave him a playful punch in the shoulder.  “You’re also a rock star, don’t forget.  The whole world knows you.  Imagine what your life would be like if you lived in the West!  You’d never get a moment’s peace.”

“I know,” Hrjac said with a shrug.  “Andy and I talked about that before.”  He sighed again, and his heart felt heavier than ever.  “There is no solution.  We’ll never be together for good.”

* * * *
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THE LABEL HAD FLOWN in overhead lighting so the audience could get a good look at them, but the hovering lamps were so damn bright Hrjac could barely get a glimpse of their fans as they popped in.  It was strange to think this was the same desert they’d been alone in last night, and now it was filled with the holograms of a whole bunch of strangers who loved their music.

While Bodgan and Ven tuned their instruments and D’way gave Zolta his last-minute backstage pep talk, Hrjac crept to the edge of their makeshift stage.  The crowd went wild, but Hrjac barely noticed their screams and requests.  His one and
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