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For Bel it was getting harder and harder. But hopefully this would be the last Rainbow Town she'd break into. And after they kicked the aliens out, they could go back to Roanoke and live happily ever after.

(Himalayas, Book 4)
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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


Bel inhaled the cool air of the Himalayas as soon as she emerged from the tunnel. She put on her sunglasses, seeing the sun high up in the sky. The sounds of nature – bird calls, wind – welcomed her out after six months underground.

The Rainbow Town emergency exit opened on a slope that didn't need ropes or ladders to get down from. Putting her weight forward, her foot almost slid on gravel, but Raj was ready to catch her. Keeping her hand on a boulder for balance, she carefully threaded her way down the slope and into a valley created by the Alaknanda River, across from a town.

The computers inside Rainbow Town said the closest inhabited place was Joshimath, and that it was the gateway to several Himalayan mountain climbing expeditions, trekking trails and pilgrim centers. It looked quite rundown from afar.

The high peaks surrounded her but she had been spared the harsher part of the trek. The tunnel she'd walked through was more or less flat, and from now on it should be more or less a descent towards the Gangetic plain with Raj and a chatty group of fellow Rainbow Towners.

Bel settled the backpack on her shoulders before stepping off the path and onto the river shore with her brand new trekking shoes. She wore warm clothes since the weather outside was colder than the controlled environment of Rainbow Town and she had walked for a few hours along dark, cold tunnels, but the brief exertion was already making her sweat.

Raj wore Jebediah's hat and his tinted glasses as well as a mix of steampunk and 21st century clothes like when he had entered the Himalayan Rainbow Town six months earlier. None of them had clothes that would allow them to mingle with the locals on this side of the world, and they'd look foreign anyway.

After defeating the aliens, they had spent the winter in Green 40-59 where people loved having a calendar again. Smart-houses and elevators had been reprogrammed to work with vocal commands and many had taken out their microchips, even though the psychic vampires were gone.

Some women had gotten pregnant and, at the end of the year, they had celebrated with an old-fashioned party – sans fireworks. The new year had started with excitement and hope, but after the umpteenth April Fools' trick Bel and Raj decided it was time to get back to a more natural calendar and their home in Roanoke. They missed Yona and wanted to see Zarif's daughter grow up in person, not only through videos sent by email.

They hoped that with the help of the Chinese couple they could improve the stone house Raj had built eight years earlier, and set up plumbing for a real bathroom, but for that they needed to go back to North America, which meant finishing their journey around the world across the northern hemisphere.

Drones had been exploring the planet for the whole winter, helping reconnect the Rainbow Towns. Radio was live again even from overground towns and cities, so they knew there were still people in Meerut and Delhi, where the king sat.

There were also steam trains running from the capital of the Mahaan Hindustan Raj, but they had to reach it first, and it was some three hundred miles away. Bel and Raj weren't alone, since at least for this first part of the journey they had plenty of company, so hiking all the way to Meerut or Delhi was just another group adventure.

Arjun and Yuu – who, in spite of coming out of an artificial womb, had obvious Indian or Chinese genes – were going to Delhi and then would head for southern India and explore the rest of Asia, where a couple of Rainbow Towns didn't respond to messages. They'd be accompanied by Ingolf, the ginger-headed vampire, Shashank and Juhi, the couple of local bloodsuckers, and the baby vampires, including Oleg and Nisha.

The Rainbow Towns Band was starting their world tour. Megan, Azur, Gaia, Toby, Shani, Mohe, Luke and Billie looked like a group of college students on their first outing, but in fact it was only the first time for Luke and Billie who hadn't set foot outside of Rainbow Town yet.

The two local youngsters had recovered from being vampire food and didn't even have the scars from Daniel's and Donna's bites anymore. And they weren't afraid of their bloodsucking traveling companions, in fact they were still grateful to Arianrhod for saving them.

The tri-millenarian still traveled with her brother-in-darkness, Tristan. After spending six months out there entertaining mortals with no electricity or internet access, they had come back for Alain and Kris who wanted to go back to Europe after helping Rainbow Towns all over the world get back on the internet.

Alain, the vampire hacker with Asperger syndrome, would help the Rainbow Towns Band to hack into other Rainbow Towns on their way – since a couple had been completely blind and deaf to any attempt at breaking in – preparing them for the Big Show.

The vampires stayed in the tunnel as the wanderers went out and down in a cheerful line of hikers led by Arjun and Yuu. Bel stopped on the shore of the river swollen by the spring thaw of nearby glaciers and frowned at the rapid flow of water. She looked both ways but didn't see a bridge anywhere.

"I certainly won't do any rafting," she muttered. Even though it had been eight years, the underground river that had taken them out of their hometown still gave her nightmares every now and then. Besides, they had no dinghy and no way of building a raft.

"We'll just keep going along this bank," Raj said. He turned to look back at the cave where the vampires still stood, protected from the sun. "They say it will take us to the plains. The Alaknanda is considered the source stream of the Ganges, so eventually we'll get where we need to go."

"I think it's the Yamuna that goes through Delhi," Arjun said. "But its source wasn't accessible from Rainbow Town. We could go that way, but it will take days."

"We got out here and there's a road for pilgrims a few miles downriver, we can mingle with them. I say we reach the plains of former Uttarakhand, and then follow the old roads to Delhi."

Raj looked at Arjun, Bel and Yuu who agreed. The under-thirty shrugged and followed. They saw the temples of Joshimath from afar and kept trudging along the Alaknanda for three days, passing villages and temples, and lots of pilgrims headed to or coming from the Himalayan temples.

There were resting camps and food stalls at regular intervals for the devotees, and locals catered to travelers, so the wanderers found shelters to spend the night in. And then they arrived at a bigger settlement with more standing stone buildings and more inhabitants, and Arjun said they had reached Srinagar.

"Are we in Kashmir?" Shani asked, looking around.

"Obviously North America is not the only country that likes to give the same name to towns in different states," Raj replied, amused. "I think we're still in Uttarakhand, or whatever it's called now."

They were now on the left bank of the Alaknanda River and had gone far down from the mountains. Srinagar was the largest town in the Garhwal Hills and still had about ten thousand people. The old capital of Garhwal Kingdom had been destroyed, but the town still stood, with its temples and monuments.

They found a boarding house that rented rooms to pilgrims coming and going, thus managed to rest in a building with four walls and a roof as well as proper beds instead of benches.

From Srinagar they followed a road that once upon a time had been for cars and buses, but now was used mostly on foot. Or with horses, donkeys and carts. Most of the traffic was still made of pilgrims heading for the Himalayan temples or Mount Kailash.

Rural India hadn't changed much after the apocalypse, and for now towns and villages had no electricity and no steam power. Grassland alternated with dense moist deciduous forest as they passed close to the former Jim Corbett National Park, staying out of it.

They hadn't met Siberian tigers and had no intention of meeting Bengal tigers either. They had had enough trouble with a cougar. It had been a year since Zarif's death and they were in the wilderness again.

"I wish we could bring back some form of civilization," Bel muttered. "And I hope our vampire friends will keep the main predators away from us."

Raj smiled. "I hope so too. What if a tiger or a leopard kills one of our friends? I sleep better knowing vampires watch me, and that nobody leaves the tent after sunset."

Bel had forgotten how much she hated camping, but hopefully it would be the last time.

***
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Ten days after emerging from the tunnels under the Nanda Devi, they reached Meerut, a city with a history that had survived the apocalypse. They were only forty-three miles from Delhi.

Meerut was more lively than anything they'd encountered so far. Summer had already hit the ancient city, making Bel moan and whine until they found a place in the shade to rest and figure out the town lying between the plains of the Ganges and those of the Yamuna.

It still had a population of almost one million, train stations, steam-powered streetcars, horse-drawn carriages and rickshaws to move around between ancient buildings and newer ones. There was a radio station and daily connections to Delhi.

And the last sparks of the Nauchandi Mela, the annual fair that stretched for about a month starting from the second Sunday after Holi, were still lingering. Started in 1672CE as a one-day cattle trading fair, it had been held every year since, excluding 1858 – the year after the Sepoy Mutiny that had started in the Meerut Cantonment – and a couple of years at the end of the 21st century, during the worst of the apocalypse years.

The fair featured shops selling brassware, carpets, rugs, handloom work, scissors, footwear, leather items and silk saris, which gave the wanderers an idea about local crafts. There was even an itinerant circus and various other recreational arenas where artists performed stunts, but the shows were wrapping up for the year.

People in the streets wore mostly Indian fashion with some steampunk accessories such as goggles, leather corsets for women, pistols and muskets for men, in a strange mix of local and imported attire. Of course steampunk in India would be different, as it had been in China, and they tried not to stare.

Except they didn't have much time to study people and fashion, especially with the summer already here and Bel's hatred for it. Raj liked what he saw, and wished he had the money to buy a brocade sherwani – not that he had much occasion to wear it, but he'd have loved to try one on.

"I'd like to try a sari before we leave," Bel said when he mentioned it. "But maybe in Delhi? Should we get to the train station or find a place to rest and continue in the morning?"

They stopped by one of the entrance gates to the Nauchandi Mela ground and put down their backpacks, huddling to come up with a solution. Just as Yuu had been their guide through China because she had studied Chinese, Arjun was the only one who could read Hindi, even though English was still spoken in the Mahaan Hindustan Raj.

A woman in a burqa approached them and revealed herself to be Arianrhod.

"We have found accommodation for you in the Cantonment," she said. "Come with me."

Relieved, they followed her to the largest cantonment in India built by the British East India Company in the 19th century. It surrounded the old city from three sides and was well connected to the rest of the country by roads as well as by rail.

The Cantonment was residential these days, but there were a couple of cheap hotels and a hostel with basic necessities. The vampires had booked two dormitories at the hostel, and the baby vampires were already there, asleep, while Ingolf, Tristan, Shashank and Juhi were up and waiting for the mortals to show up. The twelve vampires shared one of the dormitories and the twelve wanderers shared the other.

They dropped their backpacks and headed out again to eat, meeting with the vampires after dinner, as the sun set over Meerut. The fledglings went out to feed with Ingolf, who seemed to enjoy leading his small tribe, while Arianrhod, Tristan, Alain, Kris, Shashank and Juhi sat with them in their dormitory.

"Welcome to Hindustan," Shashank said. "I will admit that I haven't seen Delhi in four centuries... I'll be happy to see what's happened to it!"

"So when did you see it, through the centuries?" Raj asked.

"I reached it as a boy, when my family fled Sikandar, the ruler of Kashmir. I was turned there after the sack by Timur of Samarkand and didn't see it for another six centuries... And I spent only ten years, from 1995 to 2005 there even then."

"Are you going to stop there with Oleg, Nisha and Juhi, then?" Bel asked.

"No, I want to see where Juhi was made, then we can come back to Delhi after we're done with checking the rest of India," Shashank answered with a smile.

"And where did you make Juhi, Ingolf?" Raj asked, amused.

"I was following the Portuguese route, and I made her in Kochi in 1570," the red-headed vampire answered. "She traveled with me for a couple of centuries, but after I went to America she decided to stick to this side of the world."

"And then you made... what's his name again?"

"Wambleesha of the Lakota tribe, yes."

"When in Delhi, would you like to meet the maharaja?" Tristan asked. "I see the band hasn't brought their instruments, would you like to improvise with what's available?"

"Oh, my... you could do that for us?" Megan asked, excited. "I mean, I don't know," she added. "Without amps and mikes it would definitely be weird..."

"Theater is older than movies and arenas," Tristan reminded her. "If you feel like entertaining the king, I'll book you in for a night."

"Where would we have to perform?" Shani asked, mildly interested.

"He lives in the red fort."

"Isn't that in Agra?" Gaia asked.

"There's one in Delhi too."

"Oh. Glad I have a brand new battery." Gaia was the video director, more than a band member, and she always had at least one camera on her person at all times.

"I'll have to ask permission for you to record anything," Tristan warned. "Unless you brought a micro-camera that won't show."

"No, I still have my handheld video-camera." Gaia's shoulders slumped.

"I have a micro-camera for still pictures," Kris said. "And it can probably film too."

"Thank you!" Gaia brightened again. "So guys, are you going to do it?"

"I don't think we can find the right instruments," Luke protested. "I mean, I'm sure Mohe can find a drum or three, but a guitar? A bass? A keyboard?"

"We can always sing a cappella," Megan replied with a shrug. "If you're willing to back me up, I'm game."

Raj was glad he was no longer in the entertainment business. Shani still loved to sing, but they had rarely danced during their six months in Rainbow Town. Suddenly the age gap had become unbridgeable, as if his former dance partner had remembered he was well over thirty, unlike her bandmates.

Bel elbowed him. "Will you dance?" she whispered. "I thought you were inspired by Bollywood..."

"Yes, but no. Not here," he replied with a smile. "They're the original article, I'm just a copycat..."

"I'd love to see the local dancers, though," Bel said out loud. "Will there be any at the maharaja's court?"
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Tristan and Arianrhod didn't lack local money, so they gave the wanderers – via Arjun, who was currently the cashier and interpreter for whoever didn't speak English – enough to get a train ticket from Meerut to Delhi. They also gave them directions to a boarding house in Delhi where they had booked rooms for all of them.

The Indian Railways were still mostly working, although they had closed the heritage lines and taken the steam locomotives from those to run the trains on the main lines. The passenger trains, hauled by steam locomotives with names like Sahib, Sindh and Sultan, connected the main towns of the kingdom to the capital and beyond.

It was almost a three-hour ride from Meerut. Delhi currently spread all over the plain and on the Yamuna banks, and since electric means of transportation were gone, rickshaws proliferated like in Meerut as well as horse-drawn trams and passenger coaches. Some steam-powered vehicles circulated even off the rails, but not in the narrow streets of Old Delhi.

Delhi was as immortal as Rome. It had been continuously inhabited since the 6th century BCE and through most of its history, it had served as a capital of various kingdoms and empires. It had been captured, ransacked and rebuilt several times, particularly during the medieval period, and the cluster of a number of cities spread across the metropolitan region that had survived the apocalypse was again the center of the Mahaan Hindustan Raj.

The tri-millenarian city still had close to ten million inhabitants. After the apocalypse, most of them gathered around the Red Fort and the new Rajput king who had unified the crumbling Republic of India into a great kingdom.

It had taken the reigning dynasty more than a century to rebuild its kingdom, and apparently nobody had challenged it yet. They had started with marriage alliances like in the Middle Ages and ended up with the first Hindu dynasty that had been sitting on the Delhi throne for four hundred years.

The wanderers got off the train at Old Delhi Railway Station, the oldest and busiest, established near Chandni Chowk in 1864 when trains from Howrah, Calcutta started operating up to Delhi. The building constructed by the British Indian government in the style of nearby Red Fort had opened in 1903.

It was also the closest to the boarding house in Old Delhi, so the wanderers followed Arjun outside of the station where the rickshaws waited. Arjun gathered six and took the first with Yuu. Raj and Bel sat on the second, then Megan and Azur, Toby and Gaia, Shani and Mohe, Luke and Billie.

The pedicabs left in a line and soon moved from the wider streets around the train station to enter a whole new world. Bel understood why they hadn't climbed on a tram, nothing bigger than a rickshaw would get through the maze of alleys with all the pedestrians, cows and monkeys filling the narrower streets.

The impression entering Old Delhi was that of a noisy bazaar. Bel was getting used to the smell of spices and incense she had already tasted in Meerut as the rickshaw pedaled through the narrow alleys of Old Delhi around Shah Jahan's mosque. India was even more colorful than China so far and she wondered if they could explore a little.

Then she remembered how she hated the spicy food, and decided for her own health, she'd better get out of the country as quickly as possible. She could survive on plain flat-breads and white rice, but she preferred finding dishes more to her liking.

"I hope we get to try the local clothes," she told Raj. "I remember seeing you wearing Indian fashion in Roanoke..."

"I've always liked it," he admitted. "And if Tristan and Arianrhod take us to the king's court, we'll definitely have to buy or rent court clothes."

The streets and alleys were so busy that sometimes their driver had to stop and resume pedaling. Bel admired his strength, since the brown-skinned man wasn't in his prime. He'd probably been riding rickshaws for most of his life and would stop only on his death. Hopefully he had a son who would inherit the rickshaw and continue his job.

After about thirty minutes, the line of rickshaws stopped in front of a haveli and Bel looked up at the intricately decorated facade before going in. The havelis were status symbols as well as homes for extended families, providing security and comfort in seclusion from the outside world for centuries.

The architectural built form of havelis had evolved in response to the climate, lifestyle and availability of material. In hot climates where cooling is a necessity, buildings with internal courtyards for air flow and cooling were considered the most appropriate, and in rainy places the houses were built to be kept dry from humid air. It acted as a perfect shading technique, while also allowing light inside. The arcade along the court, or the high wall around it, kept the interiors cool.

The boarding house was run by Suna, a middle-aged widow with a daughter called Apsara. Suna wore a leather corset over her red gown and had a brown sari wrapped around her hourglass figure. She had a silver necklace and bangles as well as the red dot on her forehead.

Apsara was in her early twenties. She wore a short-sleeved black top with golden trim and a beige sari with golden embroidery held with a leather girdle that covered her waist. She was thinner than her mother, but had the same long raven hair.

Both spoke a heavily accented English and welcomed them to the Surya Haveli, which Arjun translated as Mansion of the Sun. Bel thought it was ironic that vampires chose a boarding house called Sun, although it didn't bother the tri-millenarians.

Raj and Bel, as well as Arjun and Yuu, were given rooms with a double bed and a very spartan bathroom that had been added in the 21st century but tended to break down every other day, forcing Suna to call the plumber to fix it.

The Rainbow Towns Band was given a bigger room where they could all sleep together, with six bunk beds and plush carpets that would allow two more to sleep on the floor more comfortably than on those bunk beds. Shani and Mohe opted for that instead of the single bunk beds.

Again there was a bathroom en suite, but Suna suggested they went to the public baths down the street if they really wanted to wash and relax. She had no bathtubs in the haveli. She told them their group had filled the house and their friends were already there, some sleeping during the day – which she found odd, but they didn't tell her those were baby vampires – others out and about she didn't know where.

Since they'd had a lunch of sandwiches on the train, the wanderers opted for an afternoon at the public baths. After ten days of hiking, they definitely needed to relax in some form of civilization. Taking clean clothes and towels, they asked Suna for directions, but Apsara decided to take them there, excited to meet so many people about her age who weren't married or in a couple.

Arianrhod and Tristan found them relaxing in the pools and asked if they liked the accommodation.

"Feels like The Best Marigold Hotel," Arjun said. "Or maybe the Second Best."

"Wow, you watched old movies," Arianrhod said. "With old people in them!"

"Actually
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