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Arjun looked like a prince with shoulder-length dark hair and a clean-shaven face. His brown eyes sparkled with amusement and he kept smiling at everyone as if it were his court and not the king's. Very different from the sour medic who had tried to retrofit her with microchips six months earlier.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Arjun had to stop at the end of the tunnel and put sunglasses on. He wasn't expecting the sun to be so bright. He inhaled the cool air as he wrapped a bandanna around his head to protect it. He stepped out of Rainbow Town's emergency exit and looked around at the mountain slope and the valley below.

It was the first time he'd set foot outside of his native Rainbow Town. He had trained for the whole winter in order to be able to hike out of the golden prison he had shared with vampires for over forty years, and now he was outside, in the post-apocalypse world he had been taught to fear.

The openness of it all was amazing. Used to the closed caves of Rainbow Town, seeing the blue sky – unreachable – was breathtaking. And he looked forward to seeing sunrises and sunsets. The almost-full moon in the sky seemed to laugh down at him.

His mind was clear for the first time in years, and the loss of his microchips no longer hurt. It had been hard at first – being offline, unable to link to the local intranet, forced to do the simplest things like switching on a light manually – but now he was glad to be out of the data flow, and that the aliens that had fed on his brainwaves were gone.

And out here, with no boundaries up above, he felt free. Hiding his sudden exhilaration, he threaded his way down the slope and into a valley created by the Alaknanda River, across from a town.

High peaks surrounded him and his hiking companions who had become friends during the past six months. If he thought back to that day when he and Nisha had gone to the warehouse to repair microchips only to find out that strange visitors from outside had them removed and didn't want them back...

And then two of the vampires had shifted shape, slipping through the bars of their cage, and, in human form, attacked both him and Nisha. He had awoken from the attack without his microchips only to discover the truth behind his Rainbow Town.

He had been bitten by a vampire, but that didn't kill him or turn him. He was still fully human and mortal, unlike his colleague, who had become a vampire following their battle in the upper level of the alien facility, where the tree-like elder aliens had spit their acidic breath on her.

Arjun had always known the microchips were for control, but he hadn't been aware how deep that control went. How often he'd been rebooted or his memories erased without his knowledge. And that microchips fed aliens who lived on brainwaves, and who had set up Rainbow Towns all over Earth between the end of the 20th century and the start of the 21st.

He'd thought he belonged to a lucky elite, born from an artificial womb in an underground town that still ran on 21st century tech, only to discover he was actually aliens food and those pesky little buggers had tampered with his mind for years.

He'd been a tiny chip inside a giant system that nobody really understood for years. He'd been aware that AI and medical robots were far more efficient than him, but still studied medicine and biology because it interested him.

Many of his fellow citizens were still merged into the data flow because it made them feel they were part of something much bigger than themselves, but Arjun had talked for hours with Raj and Bel and Shani who had been out of the system for years and survived just fine without tech.

In the past six months he had discovered his real date of birth – he was now forty-five – and had watched his former colleague sleep all day and feed on blood at night, although the older vampires made sure the fledglings didn't feed on the people of Rainbow Town.

Arjun had gotten closer to Raj and Bel, and Yuu, the thirty-something from Rainbow Town Siberia who had such obvious Chinese genes that she had studied both Cantonese and Mandarin, as well as English and her native Russian. He had studied Hindi because of his Indian name, but hadn't been aware he was under the Nanda Devi, until the wanderers had showed up.

With them, Arjun had defeated the aliens and vampires who controlled Rainbow Town, and now only friendly vampires who didn't abuse anyone traveled with him and his new friends – Raj, Bel and Yuu, and the Rainbow Towns Band of under-thirties who were following him down the path. Megan, Azur, Gaia, Toby, Shani, Mohe, Luke and Billie looked like a group of college students on their first outing.

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.

Everything outside looked lively, if mostly stuck at pre-industrial levels, but there was steam power in Eurasia. Earth looked fairly repopulated, if not at the levels before the apocalypse, still enough to fill cities and smaller towns.

Arjun and Yuu were going to Delhi with the rest of the group, but then would head for southern India and explore the rest of Asia, where a couple of Rainbow Towns didn't respond to messages. One was in southern India, the other in China, and they both hoped to get in by going there in person.

They'd be accompanied by Ingolf, the ginger-headed vampire, Shashank and Juhi, the couple of local bloodsuckers Arjun was familiar with, and the baby vampires, including Nisha. The elder vampires were watching them from the tunnel, but the baby vampires were asleep during the day.

Yuu walked right behind him on the narrow path, and seemed able to keep up in spite of having shorter legs. When they stood side by side on flat ground, she barely reached his shoulder, but now that they walked on a narrow descending path and she was behind him, they were almost the same height.

Arjun had grown quite fond of her during the past months, and they had often shared a bed or a smart-house during winter. Their journey through Asia would eventually take them back to Rainbow Town Siberia where Yuu had been born, and he was curious to see it.

Arjun hoped they wouldn't have to hike all over the place, but since there were trains running both in India and in China, hopefully they'd save the soles of their shoes as soon as they reached inhabited places.

Arjun, Yuu, Bel and Raj stopped on the river shore to consult. There was no way to cross, so they continued along the river bank, seeing the temples of Joshimath from afar. Arjun had brought a paper map of India from before the apocalypse, and he had looked at it so often during the past six months that he didn't need to consult it yet.

A compass was all they needed, and they kept trudging along the Alaknanda for three days, passing villages and temples, and lots of pilgrims headed to or coming from the Himalayan temples.

For Arjun it was a continuous new experience – camping at night, sleeping in bedrolls, hunting or fishing for food... He was grateful for the expert company of people who had already been out there for a time.

The starry sky, the bonfires, the cheerful company... and the strange sounds and smells, the damn insects, the temperature changing between day and night. Good or bad, all were new experiences for him, and he was enjoying them so far, in spite of some discomfort when washing or relieving himself. If he missed anything from Rainbow Town, it was bathrooms.

Yuu admitted that crossing Siberia with reindeer had been different, but they were in a different country. They had used yaks on the Tibetan Plateau, maybe they'd use elephants further south. Although neither reindeer nor yaks needed much looking after, and Yuu wasn't sure about elephants, but Arjun agreed that they probably needed an expert mahout to handle them.

There were resting camps and food stalls at regular intervals for the devotees, and locals catered to travelers, so the wanderers found shelters at night. Arjun had been given local money to pay for everybody's expenses by the vampires who were looking after them, although he had needed a crash course in paper money and coins, as well as prices.

And then they arrived at a bigger settlement with more standing stone buildings and more inhabitants. They were now on the left bank of the Alaknanda River and had come far down from the mountains. 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.

Having to interact more with locals meant he realized the language was slightly different than the Hindi he'd learned. Of course, four centuries had gone by, and languages were a living, ever-changing thing.

Still, he managed to understand and be understood, as Yuu had in China and Raj and Bel in America, where the current English was slightly different from what was spoken in Rainbow Towns, with few exceptions.

From that town 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 up of pilgrims heading for the Himalayan temples or Mount Kailash.

If only they knew that beneath the sacred mountain lay an alien facility that had been the kingdom of an evil vampire called Daniel... Those pilgrims might consider him a rakshasa, although he had proven he could be defeated by an elder.

Arjun was interested in the pilgrims' religion, so he talked to them whenever he could as they continued to walk towards the Gangetic Plain. One steam bus passed them, headed for the mountains, probably a weekly feature, overcrowded. Even if they saw the one coming down, they probably wouldn't have room to get on it.

Ten days after emerging from the tunnels under the Nanda Devi, they reached Meerut, a city more lively than anything they'd encountered so far. Summer had already hit the ancient city that still had a population of almost a million, with 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.

People in the streets mostly wore 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.

Cows and monkeys wandered the streets among the pedestrians, and the town smelled strange to Arjun's nostrils. Colors and sounds were very different in the busy town, and reminded Arjun of pre-apocalypse movies he had often watched in Rainbow Town. But movies had no smells, unlike the real thing.

A woman in a burqa approached them and revealed herself to be Arianrhod, the tri-millenarian vampire who had killed Donna, the last human from another planet who had been turned into an immortal vampire by Daniel.

She had found accommodation for the group in 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.

The wanderers dropped their backpacks off 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 the wanderers in their dormitory to make further plans.

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. It was almost a three-hour ride from Meerut, and in the morning Arjun climbed aboard his first steam-powered train.

The passenger car had three-by-three seats facing forward, and Arjun sat between Yuu and Billie. The blonde seemed eager to flirt with him, and he wasn't sure if it was to spite Luke or because she was really interested.

He wasn't interested, even though she was shapely and pretty. But he preferred Yuu, who was older and less of a bimbo. Billie might be the right chorus girl to stand next to the Melanin Goddess, Shani, because of the sharp contrast they made, but she wasn't what Arjun looked for in a woman.

Traveling while seated was more comfortable, but it cost money he didn't have. Yuu said Tristan and Arianrhod had paid all the travel expenses from Skovorodino to Golmud, otherwise she and the others might have been stuck in the Siberian town for days, until they gathered the money to get on a train.

So if the two of them set off on their own, they'd have to gather some money first, or the means to make it – like buying goods to resell – since Ingolf didn't seem able to earn any money, unlike his maker. Arjun would have to ask Raj and Bel how they'd made it across America.
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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 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, and followed Arjun outside 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 streets and alleys were so busy that sometimes their driver had to stop and then resume pedaling. After about thirty minutes, the line of rickshaws stopped in front of a haveli. The boarding house was run by Suna, a middle-aged widow with a daughter called Apsara.

Both spoke heavily accented English and welcomed them to the Surya Haveli. 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, 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 own age who weren't married or in a couple.

The public baths were not as good as Arjun's old bathroom, but they were as social as Rainbow Town's pools. He went to the men's pool while Yuu went to the women's, and both he and Raj used the barber available in the building.

Mohe, a Cherokee, had no facial hair, Luke, Azur and Toby had stubble, but Arjun and Raj had full-grown beards by now, and it was a relief having a pro shaving it off before plunging into the warm thermal waters.

Arianrhod and Tristan found them relaxing in the pools and asked if they liked the accommodation, then announced that the group had been invited to court for the following day, therefore they all needed ceremonial clothes to be in the presence of the king.

Apsara knew the tri-millenarians were entertainers for the royal family and directed them to a shop that sold fabrics and made clothes on the spot. The shop was in some kind of warehouse with no windows, a huge rectangular room that had everything, from carpets and curtains to sari, sherwani, scarves and turbans.

The shopping experience was quite funny and entertaining, and Arjun thanked the tri-millenarians who had allowed them to buy new clothes in the local fashion. He might only be able to wear his sherwani once in his life, but he was glad to have the opportunity to meet the current king.

After all twelve of them had chosen the right garb and a few extras, they headed out of the shop. Outside the sun was setting on Delhi and street food smells filled their nostrils.

After dinner they went back to the Surya Haveli where Suna and Apsara had already gone to sleep. They wished each other good night and split up, waving to the baby vampires who were just coming out of their rooms to go feed.

Arjun and Yuu retired to their room.

"What do you think?" she asked, amused. "I can tell you I was really excited when I got to Beijing!"

"Yes, it's... like a dream come true," Arjun admitted, still elated. "I'm actually living like an Indian now! You were right to tell me to get out of our technological shelter."

"And we can always go back now that the aliens are gone," she said with an impish smile. "We get the best of both worlds!"

He hugged and kissed her.

"Thank you, Yuu," he said solemnly.

She squeezed back with a smile.

"Thank you, Arjun, for keeping Billie at bay!"

He smiled.

"She's not my type. She'd better stick to the band."

***
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The next morning, after breakfast in the shade of the courtyard with Suna and Apsara offering everyone tea and paranthas, the clothes from the shop arrived. Some didn't need many stitches, but others must have needed all night to prepare.

Arjun touched the fabric in awe before putting on his ceremonial clothes. The sherwani had a Nehru collar and it was red with silver embroidery, worn over red pants that were loose around the hips and thighs, but tight and gathered around the ankle. He also had a pearly-gray silk lungi loosely wrapped around his neck and matching embroidered slippers.

Yuu had an anarkali suit made up of a long, frock-style top and featuring a slim-fitted bottom. The khameez of the anarkali was sleeveless and her suit was shorter and less embroidered than Juhi's floor-length gown, but she still looked like a princess.

He was glad he had shaved and had a full bath the day before. Getting ready for the royal visit took less time than expected. The clothes made him feel as if he'd found his true self – no more scrubs for him, not even if he went back to Rainbow Town. He looked forward to wearing kurta and possibly dhoti as an alternative to his pants and tank tops that showed off his muscled, tattooed arms.

They walked out of the haveli to reach a wider street where four palanquins awaited them, so they wouldn't reach the palace all sweaty and disheveled. They piled up in the closed litters – Raj and Bel with Arjun and Yuu, the five elder vampires together and the Rainbow Town Band split between the remaining two – and got out in the outer courtyard of Red Fort.

Arjun held Yuu's hand on his arm. He thought they looked like a dashing couple, even better than the two tri-millenarian vampires leading them to the Hall of Private Audience constructed of white marble, inlaid with precious stones.

There the king sat, awaiting his guests. He had a black beard and piercing
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