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Melanin Goddess

Future Earth Chronicles Book 10

"Hey, Bel, how are you?" Shani's smile was still dazzling and her hair color had gone back to a more neutral black. She let Bel into her apartment, very similar to Bel's, and introduced the belly dancer who had joined her and Raj and Zarif on "stage" at Raj's birthday party. "This is Ysabella, the culprit responsible for my rainbow hair. As you can see, we managed to clear the mistake!"

"You look much better like this," Bel said admiringly. Shani wore a dress that wrapped and enhanced her hourglass body, and had her raven curls unruly and unbound.

(Brainwaves, Book 1)
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CHAPTER ONE
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Shani folded her clothes and put them inside her backpack. The ruins of the temple complexes at Karnak were visible from the tent's opening, but she was too busy to look at them any further. Tonight the Vancouver would reach them, and they'd be up in the air instead of trudging along the Nile on camel back.

Shani paused to consider her journey so far. All the places she'd seen since she had emerged from the Himalayan Rainbow Town back in April, the Rainbow Towns Band World Tour and how they had split in Paris, after two months in the French capital.

She'd had enough of the stage even before half of the band decided to perform at the Opéra Garnier. She wanted to go on an airship and see more places. Mohe was pressuring her to go home and meet his niece – Zarif's daughter – but she was obviously still not ready to talk about babies or see other people's babies.

So when Megan and Luke had started fighting, she had taken the opportunity to dissolve the band and had decided to go with Megan and Yollanda to Africa. It felt right to go looking for her African roots, since she had the darkest skin of the group. There was a reason her friends called her Melanin Goddess.

She might have come out of an artificial womb in the Mount Mitchell Rainbow Town, but now, almost twenty-nine years later, she was very happy to be living under the sun and exploring the planet she'd been taught was a wasteland.

Far from it, Earth had rebounded and the third of the population that had survived the apocalypse of the 21st century seemed to be doing pretty well, especially on this side of the world where steam power had become the new normal.

Hence Shani, Megan and Yollanda had been able to take the Gwalarn, a French airship with a young captain who had a crush on Tristan, the tri-millenarian vampire who was paying for their travels, and had headed for Cairo, where they had found Husayn, an African bloodsucker who had spent four hundred years in the Rainbow Town of the Kerman Province of Iran.

He had mentioned his maker, Amanishakhete, was some kind of Nubian queen who had probably gone back to the place she'd been born – and, like Tristan, she was around three millennia old. Megan, Shani and Yollanda were curious to meet more African vampires and see how different they were from the western and Asian ones they had dealt with so far.

Tristan had found a tribe of Bedouins who were taking them towards what had been Sudan and the sources of the Nile, although they could probably stop much sooner. It was a slow going, since camels never did more than twenty-five miles per day, but the company was pleasant enough. Yollanda seemed to have a requited crush on her camel driver, a young Bedouin by the name of Shaheen, and Megan was usually under her camel howdah for most of the day, since she was the palest of the three.

Nobody wanted the star singer with the bicolored mane to get sunburned, therefore the Bedouins had provided the camel howdah for her. As for the vampires traveling with them – Tristan, Alain and Kris – they were shape shifters and spent daytime in bird form while Shani, Megan and Yollanda carried their clothes and light luggage.

Alain had a laptop he couldn't live without, unlike Shani who didn't mind life without computers. Even though using them in Rainbow Towns was useful, a radio to keep in touch with Raj and Bel was good enough for her, but then, she'd been living without tech for years now.

Seventeen days had passed since the caravan had left the outskirts of Cairo. Seventeen days in the camel saddle, and then the Bedouins reached whatever was left of Luxor – the airport was abandoned and half the town was deserted – and set up camp on the outskirts, where Shani and Megan had used Yollanda's handheld radio to call the Vancouver.

Kang and Xiu, the Chinese inventors Shani had met in Vancouver one and a half years earlier, had taken Mohe back to Roanoke with their brand new airship, built during the summer in Paris with Shani's contribution, and they were coming back across the Atlantic to help speed up the journey to Meroe, where the Nubian vampire was supposed to dwell.

Shani didn't mind the African heat, but since there were quicker means of transportation, why stick to camel back? Unless one had a crush on the camel driver, of course. Shani smiled, seeing Yollanda and Shaheen seated side by side outside the tent. Yollanda had African genes, like Shani, although she wasn't as dark as her.

She had grown quite fond of Yollanda in the past few months. They had met in the Montana Rainbow Town – Megan's hometown, but she was already out of it at the time – and Yollanda had helped them get rid of the aliens.

Shani had left her in Great Falls to continue her crossing of the former United States with Raj, Bel, Zarif, Yona and Mohe, and Yollanda had later reached Roanoke on her own – well, with Demissie, the Canadian hacker who had helped Shani when they had found the Canadian Rockies Rainbow Town.

And when Bel and Raj had gone home from Paris with the Gwalarn, she was there, and asked the captain to take her to Europe. In the Paris heat, Yollanda had cut all her frizzy hair into a crew cut, which was something Shani could never do, so she greatly admired her for her courage.

Shani constantly had to tie or braid her own curls against the heat, and maybe Yollanda had found the best solution after all. But Shani felt naked without her frizzy mane, so she'd rather fight with it than get rid of it.

The sun had set when someone shouted a warning. Tristan confirmed it was the Vancouver, slowly gliding towards them. Megan, Yollanda and Shani grabbed their backpacks before heading for the airship that had stopped and was hovering in midair just outside the camp.

Upon entering the gondola, Shani squealed in delight. Kang and Xiu hadn't come alone, although they'd never mentioned it on the radio. Demissie had decided to see how it felt to fly and get closer to the country that had given him his name – well, technically computers had given him his name, but he did have an Ethiopian name.

And Ysabella and Unaduti had decided to leave Roanoke too, one to see her best friend again, hence the long hug between her and Shani, the other because he was curious about his African-American ancestry.

Ysabella was sometimes considered the reincarnation of Shakira back in their hometown. She'd had gene therapy to change her hair color permanently, thinking a belly dancer with long golden curls might be sexier. She had brown eyes, though, and still practiced belly dancing even though she now lived with the Cherokee Eastern Band.

Unaduti was of African-American descent, a survivor of the apocalypse who had mingled with the Cherokee Eastern Band that had reclaimed Roanoke after the apocalypse. His Cherokee choker and jewelry made a nice contrast with his afro and dark skin.

They had brought their son, Kerion, who was now three. He'd been born after Shani had left Roanoke after the death of her daughter, and Ysabella hadn't thought her bereaved friend would want to hear the good news back then.

Kerion was currently asleep in his parents' cabin, a boy with his mother's brown complexion and his father's frizzy hair. Shani was glad it was late and she wouldn't have to greet him just yet. There would be time to catch up with her best friend from the destroyed Rainbow Town that had given them birth.

Kang had been in the cockpit for the past ten hours and he needed rest, so Demissie took his place to continue their journey to Meroe, with Tristan as night navigator. Yollanda, Megan, Shani, Ysabella, Unaduti and the Chinese couple retired to the cabins to sleep.

The next morning Shani had a quick breakfast after dawn before heading into the cockpit with Kang, leaving the door to the lounge open so the others could hear them.

"Where should we drop anchor?" Kang asked, taking Demissie's place for the maneuvers.

"Maybe close to those three pyramids that look new," Shani suggested. "They're probably reconstructed... Man, look at that mess over there!"

Behind them, Tristan explained how in the 1830s Giuseppe Ferlini came to Meroe seeking treasure, and raided and demolished a number of pyramids, leveling the pyramid of the Candace Amanishakhete starting from the top, and finally finding her treasure composed of dozens of gold and silver jewelry pieces.

"Wait, isn't that the name of Husayn's maker?" Yollanda asked, wide-eyed.

"Yes, but I'm sure she wasn't in the area, or the man wouldn't have gone back to Italy alive," Tristan replied with a wolfish smile.

"I bet she was mad when she found this mess," Shani muttered. "Fine, let's drop anchor and explore a little."

Kang nodded and dropped the anchor, that plunged to the sand below with a thud. Shani gathered on the ground with Megan, Yollanda, Kang, Xiu, Demissie, Ysabella and Unaduti, who held Kerion in his arms, and watched two ravens and a hawk fly off the gondola and start to circle above them.

Megan muttered that the vampires would probably find the local bloodsuckers before them. Still, there was no reason to just stand under the scorching sun. The others agreed, and they split up to check the closer pyramid entrances in pairs.

Shani went with Megan who asked her about her relationship with Ysabella.

"She's my Lucy," Shani answered with a shrug. "We've both changed in the past four years, and might not have much in common anymore."

Megan nodded, thoughtful. She hadn't seen her own best friend from Rainbow Town in four years either, although sometimes they spoke on the radio or by email. Lucy was still in Montana, in New Great Falls, with a boyfriend. Megan was still single.

At least Ysabella didn't know that Shani and Mohe had gotten together, so she wouldn't ask about him. And Mohe had obviously not told anyone when he'd gotten back to Roanoke, so the brief parenthesis with the Cherokee young man wasn't something Shani was going to tell Ysabella, just in case.

About an hour later they were all back in the lounge of the Vancouver, sweaty and frustrated. The vampires also came back, and after donning their clothes again, said they knew where the African vampires dwelt, but they'd have to wait for sunset to get there – unless the vampires came out to feed on the animals still roaming the green river shore in the absence of humans.

Shani asked Tristan about the history of the place and the bloodsucker dwelling below. The Candace was the Meroitic term for the sister of the king of Kush who, due to the matrilineal succession, would bear the next heir, making her a queen mother. She had her own court, probably acted as a landholder and held a prominent secular role as regent.

"Okay, that was about three thousand years ago, right?" Shani said. "So you didn't bump into each other for three millennia. How do you think this meeting will go?"

"Amanishakhete can be shortened to Amani, a Kiswahili word meaning Peace," Tristan answered. "Let's hope she lives up to her name, even though the blood-lust can be powerful. But then, we saw how Lihua could control herself, I'm sure her age will make the Candace as controlled as Lihua."
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Hovering over the East Necropolis and the desert meant they had to cook meals in the small cast-iron cooking stove of the airship. From the lounge windows, they could see two mosques on the sandy desert ground and then the green patch of vegetation on the river shore beyond.

Sometimes they saw movement of animals along the river shore, but the two mosques were as abandoned as the pyramids, and no humans seemed to be around the site. Only once did they see the sail of a felucca going downriver without stopping.

Night fell and the moon shone in the starry sky. They had pulled up the ladder, but the anchor was still in the sand below, and surely those creatures could climb it like monkeys. All stood at the windows on the side of the tomb of Amanishakhete, trying to spot anything among the ruins.

"Something moved!" Unaduti said. He must be used to hunting at night and under a full moon, since he saw two human forms move fast towards the river, almost a blur.

"They're definitely fast," Megan muttered, unhappy.

"I will go and talk to them," Tristan said, taking off his caftan. Then, turning into a raven, he flew off.

Kang and Xiu busied themselves lighting the oil lamps in the lounge, filling it with flickering orange light. The vampires might not need it, but it made the lounge look cozy. The door to the railing where the ladder was folded was open and finally some fresh air was coming in.

Then, in a flap of wings, Tristan was back. He resumed human form and pulled on his caftan while everybody turned to look expectantly at him.

"They're coming," he said. "They've fed and won't attack you."

"Should we let down the ladder?" Demissie asked.

Something jumped on the railing, making the gondola shake slightly.

"Obviously not," Megan commented, stiffening, as two figures entered the lounge.

One was a handsome black man with a black turban wrapped around his head and wearing a black caftan. He was as dark as Demissie, with a short and neatly trimmed beard.

The other was the most beautiful woman ever to walk the earth. She had a tawny complexion and golden-green eyes with long eyelashes. Her full lips were unsmiling and she dressed like an ancient Nubian queen, in a pleated dress with fringes, covered with a transparent garment.

The jewelry of her station included a jeweled collar made of strings of beads, as well as armbands, bracelets and anklets. Her hair was hidden under a crown that made her look like the reincarnation of Nefertiti. The Nubian kings and queens of Kush had obviously borrowed a lot from the Pharaohs.

"Meet Amanishakhete and Idrissa," Tristan said. "Like me, they speak many languages."

"And can read mortals' minds," Amanishakhete added in perfect English.

Her eyes lingered longer on the dark-skinned mortals, then stopped on Demissie who stiffened.

"Hello, Demissie," she said in a purring voice. "Would you like my gift and to be my companion for eternity?"

Demissie looked hypnotized, and Tristan stepped betweenthem, breaking eye contact between the bloodsucker and the mortal. Demissie exhaled and relaxed slightly, almost leaning against the window in front of which he'd been standing when Amanishakhete's eyes had captured his.

Amanishakhete bared her fangs at Tristan who showed his in return. They made a strange contrast, one brown-skinned and curvaceous, the other pale with long blond hair, and everybody seemed frozen.

Energy in the form of wind whipped everybody's faces as the two tri-millenarian beings faced each other.

"Amani," Tristan said, breaking whatever spell was holding them. "Peace."

Amanishakhete narrowed her eyes and showed her fangs one last time.

"For now, Raven," she answered, finally looking away.

Everybody exhaled in relief.

"When she's done reading our minds, can we ask the mighty vampire queen questions?" Megan asked.

Amanishakhete stared at her. "What do you want to know?"

"Where were you when they plundered your tomb?" Megan asked. "And was it your home through the centuries?"

"Yes, it was my lair since Meroe vanished from the face of Earth," Amanishakhete answered, thoughtful. "Where was I in the 19th century?"

"South Africa, probably," Idrissa suggested.

"No, we were in the area of the Kilimanjaro," she replied, shaking her head. "Trying to stop the first white-skinned explorers. We realized too late they were also exploring the Nile Valley, and had found my tomb."

"There's a Rainbow Town underneath Mount Kilimanjaro now," Shani commented. She had pulled out her maps and was observing them. "But I guess the aliens hadn't crashed on Earth in the 1800s yet."

"You have a map of all the Rainbow Towns?" Idrissa asked, moving forward with great interest. "Wait, you're the hacker who started it all, aren't you?"

She could say it was actually Raj and Bel's fault. But she'd been the one who found the Darknet, the way out of their Rainbow Town and to freedom. She'd been the one hacking into the aliens' systems whenever and wherever she could, although that had resulted in the destruction of her hometown and the shutting down of Megan's.

But she'd gotten better. With Demissie's help, she had managed to free the Canadian Rockies Rainbow Town where they'd met Gaia, their official filmmaker, who had started chronicling their break-ins. In Siberia, Oleg and Azur had helped re-establish radio communications, as well as kicking out the aliens.

And then in the Himalayas and the connected alien facility it had been Alain who was the true hero. But yes, she was always there, always trying to learn from whoever was better than her. She was a pretty good hacker by now, but she also loved sewing and dancing and hiking around the world.

Shani giggled. "Yeah, I'm the one. Husayn is a fan of Megan, are you a fan of my humble self?"

"It's an honor to meet you!" Idrissa assured her. "Please, show me that map and tell me everything about the Rainbow Towns you visited!"

***
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The two African bloodsuckers left before dawn, so they could all get some sleep. Well, except Tristan, Kris and Alain, of course. It was lunchtime when they gathered again, with Xiu in the kitchenette, warming up some rice and vegetables for everyone.

Then they sat in the lounge to decide what to do next. Demissie was curious about the Ethiopian Rainbow Town, and Ysabella was missing a functioning technological wonder, so Shani and Megan said they'd take them there. Kang and Xiu would be able to watch more movies and improve the airship, since every Rainbow Town was now working on one.

"Okay, can you hold on for another week without Shaheen?" Megan asked Yollanda with her lopsided smile. "Or do you want to go back to Luxor straight away?"

Yollanda blushed and looked away. "I'd love to attend Noora's wedding, but I guess it's not meant to be," she muttered, unhappy.

"I can take you back," Tristan offered. "It would take me a couple of nights, but you'll be there in time – at dawn, the day of the wedding."

"What about Kris and Alain?" Shani asked, knowing how Alain loved his tech but was very attached to his maker. He looked very conflicted and Kris sighed.

"Tristan, how about we meet you in Cairo when we're done in the Ethiopian Rainbow Town?" she said. "So you can take Ysabella to see anEgyptian belly-dancer, and then we can split from them and go wherever you want."

"Also, it would be awesome if you had papers ready for the Vancouver when we get there," Shani added. "You could say it's your ship, bringing your people from somewhere..."

Tristan burst out laughing. "Fine, we'll do that," he said. "I'll be waiting at Husayn's, I think he'll have to join Idrissa and Amanishakhete, and I can keep an eye on his house while he's away."

"So, who keeps the radio?" Yollanda asked, worried. She had brought a handheld radio from Roanoke, which had been their only contact with the "civilized" world they'd left behind so far.

"You do, hon," Shani answered. "We have a radio on the Vancouver. And we do want to keep in touch with you. If things go wrong with Shaheen, we want to know and will pick you up immediately. Deal?"

Yollanda's eyes filled with tears. She hugged Shani, too touched to speak.

They couldn't leave her and Tristan in the scorching desert sun, so they decided the Vancouver would resume it's flight after sunset. That way Tristan would be able to take Yollanda back without risk.

Kang and Xiu retired to nap, so they could fly the airship when the sun went down. The others spent the afternoon in the lounge, and after dinner Yollanda grabbed her backpack and the messenger bag with the handheld radio. After a final hug with Shani, Megan and even Demissie, who had taken her to Roanoke in Yona's closed wagon, she went down the ladder with Tristan.

Kang and Xiu headed for the cockpit. They weren't happy to fly at night, but they were over relatively flat land. Alain and Kris kept them company with their vampiric night vision.

Little Kerion had fallen asleep in his mother's lap, so Ysabella and Unaduti retired to sleep. Demissie, Megan and Shani stayed up a little longer.

"Would you like me to be your navigator?" Shani asked. "I mean, I helped build this thing, I should know how it works!"

"Sure." Demissie smiled. "Eventually you might have your own airship, since you seem to like wandering."

Shani chuckled. "The Wanderlust Bug!" she said. "That's what Raj calls it. Well, actually, it was Zarif's idea, but whatever. We might visit Zarif's tomb at some point, and having an airship would definitely be useful."

"Not sure when Roanoke or Great Falls will be able to build one, but we can lend you ours," Demissie said, amused. "Eve told me they're already working on it."

"So Azur, Toby and Gaia made it to Russia," Megan commented. "Any idea when it will be ready?"

"I'm not sure. I wasn't there when it all started." Demissie had taken Yona and Baby Ahyoka back to Roanoke and hadn't gone back to his own Rainbow Town yet.

Shani had grown quite fond of him. She saw him as a mentor and a father, since she'd had enough years out there with the Cherokee Eastern Band and other survivors to know what a family was.

The forty-something black man was a better hacker than she was, and even though he had stuck to North America until Kang and Xiu had built an airship, he was now on the continent that had given him his first name, and they were headed for Ethiopia.

"Should we stop in Addis Ababa?" he asked. "Just out of curiosity..."

"If it's not too dangerous," Shani replied. "We'll have to ask the Rainbow Towners what it's like."

"How many hours of flight?" Megan asked.

"Seven or eight." Demissie sighed. "We should get some sleep. Kang and Xiu will call us if they get tired."
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