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Future Earth Chronicles Book 9

"You requested someone who speaks English?" he asked. His straight brown hair had traces of highlights at the tips as if he'd been blond at some point. He wore a sky-blue t-shirt that matched his baby blues and ripped jeans.

"Yes!" Shani brightened. "Welcome! What's your name?"

"You can call me Azur," he answered, serious. "And you are?"

Himalayas, Book 4

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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Azur strolled though the Jardins du Luxembourg with his hands in his pockets. The sun shone and summer was in full swing, although the worst of the heat had been the previous month. Besides, the park was cooler that the busy streets of Paris.

One year ago, at the beginning of August, he had emerged from his underground hometown, Rainbow Town Siberia, to discover what was left after the 21st century apocalypse of Western civilization. Now he walked freely under the 25th century sky, dressed like a middle class man, his long hair braided and hidden under a poor-boy hat.

Long hair for men wasn't appreciated in this century, but the summer had been so hot that braiding and pulling it up was just perfect. When he unbraided it at night and brushed it, it kept nice waves that weren't present when he lived in Rainbow Town. And it had grown a lot in the past year, dark-blond with traces of highlights still from a lifetime ago.

Azur kept his hat on and his hair hidden even when he performed at the Opéra Garnier with a reduced Rainbow Towns Band, since some band members had decided to help build an airship at the Bois de Boulogne instead of getting on the stage.

He couldn't blame them, actually. He didn't like the smell of the old opera house, but he dutifully played the piano on stage every night, and matinees on Sundays, if only to listen to Megan's rich voice one more time. The show had been a moderate success so far. They had been hired for two months and their performance was almost over.

By mid-August they'd be able to move on. Azur wasn't sure if they would continue touring the Rainbow Towns of Europe or split. It might have been fun when they had emerged from the Himalayan Rainbow Town back in April, but much of the fun had been lost along the way, in spite of adding two people to the band. He could see some cohesion between the band members had been lost since they started their World Tour with songs they had composed during winter.

He had to admit that going back and forth between technological, hidden, underground Rainbow Towns and the current world societies – that had reverted to pre-industrial levels complete with steam engines, be it trains, airships or other steam-powered vehicles – was often jarring. Not so much after wintering in the Himalayan Rainbow Town, where he had turned twenty-six, but more when they had come out of it and started the band's tour.

He didn't miss his computer, but sometimes the amenities of Rainbow Town felt like a luxury in the current state of the world. Now that he'd been traveling non-stop for four months, in and out of Rainbow Towns, he was still undecided as to where he preferred to live.

Out here there was fresh air, and colors and sounds, and smells both pleasant and unpleasant. Life might be harder, but it was less boring, and there were so many things to discover that sometimes Azur thought a lifetime wouldn't be enough to experience them all.

He reached the River Seine and leaned on the low wall to look down at the water. Maybe he should take a horse-drawn tram or a buggy and go see how they were doing in the shipyard of the Airdock of the Bois de Boulogne. The streets had plenty of horse shit that even pedestrians struggled to avoid.

He had considered helping clean up the streets, but that kind of job was really too low, even for him. Besides, he could play the piano and had found a few students from wealthy families, so he had all his afternoons busy with piano lessons.

In the morning he was free to wander through the city, like he was doing right now. He kind of missed Toby, Gaia, Shani and Mohe who had gone to help Kang and Xiu build their airship. Shani and Toby were better hackers than he ever was, and obviously also intended to become mechanics, but he preferred to save his hands for playing piano or keyboards.

Fishing boats passed below him on the river. The smell wasn't very pleasant, but better than the coal emissions of the steam-powered vehicles that ran on the main avenues. He turned around to look for a fiacre.

He had money now that he was working, and every now and then he could spend some on extra stuff. Like seeing how his friends were doing.

He saw an empty fiacre coming his way and signaled the driver. As he was climbing into it, Megan's voice startled him.

"Azur! Hey, Azur, where ya headed?"

"Airdock," he answered, seeing their lead singer jog over to him from the bridge across the Seine. "Wanna come?"

"Please!"

Breathless, Megan climbed into the fiacre next to him, and Azur told the driver to take them to the Airdock of the Bois de Boulogne. His French was now pretty good, much like Megan's, so he had added another language to his roster.

Megan sat quietly to catch her breath. Like him, she wore men's clothes and hid her hair under a Ben Hogan hat. She didn't like the Victorian fashion for women and on stage she wore a sari with a long-sleeved shirt that covered her arms tattoos.

When she performed, she covered her hair with her veil to hide the genetic modification she'd had in her own Rainbow Town, back in Montana. Her hair was half platinum blond and half black, and although she could show it off in Rainbow Towns, it wasn't the same out here.

She didn't seem to mind having to hide it – again, it was a hot summer, so tying it up and hiding it under a hat was a good way to keep one's neck cool – and she grinned at Azur while the fiacre moved along the streets of Paris.

"I think they're almost done," she said. "They're probably going to try it soon."

"Yes, so I've heard," he answered, amused.

He was quite fond of Megan, and had learned to appreciate her in spite of some grumpy moments. Megan was a tough girl he admired quite a lot, besides being a creative person who could compose awesome songs.

He still remembered when he first saw her Canadian Rainbow Town solo show, with Raj and Shani dancing between songs. She was the ultimate punk-rock star, but also a post-apocalyptic warrior, a huntress, and a wanderer at heart.

"Did you finish Gianni's book? Did you like it?" she asked.

"Yes, it was... interesting. Not really my cup of tea, though."

"Oh, you don't like sci-fi!" She playfully slapped him. "I thought he did quite a nice job, for someone born in this century!"

"From a Rainbow Towner!" he chuckled.

Gianni had used his mother's Rainbow Town technology to have sex reassignment surgery in her twenties, something Azur had done in his teens, long before knowing there was a thriving world outside of his hometown.

Megan chuckled. "Now we look like Gianni and Bernard," she whispered, leaning towards him with a conspiratorial tone. "Two boys hanging out together... I wonder what our driver would say if I kissed you when we get off!"

"Megan, don't!" he chided. "Besides, you do have tits, even if you think you're not showing them. You might look like a boy to the casual observer, but if one gets close to you and talks to you, you're definitely a girl."

"And you're mean." She pretended to pout. "I'm not sharing a room with you ever again!"

He smiled. They might have shared rooms and sleeping car roomettes in the past four months, but he doubted it would go on for much longer. Currently they slept in a hotel close to the Opéra Garnier and he shared with Luke, while she shared with Billie, and Karim and Apsara slept together.

"It's been a year since I came out of my Rainbow Town," he said.

"Oh, right!" She brightened. "So how do you find the world so far?"

"Jarring, but in a good way." He looked her in the eye. "I am grateful for you guys showing up. I'm sure it was much tougher for you, with nobody to teach you how to live out here."

"Yeah, well, I survived." She shrugged. "And I'm not going back to living underground. I like the sunshine too much."

He had to agree with that. Yes, there was a general lack of commodities, but nothing he couldn't get used to. And breathing the outside air under the sun or the rain or whatever nature threw at him was definitely better than living in a golden prison.
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The morning after the last Rainbow Towns Band show they all met at the Airdock to see the Vancouver. The airship looked like a galleon floating in the air under a strangely shaped balloon. Kang, Xiu, Shani and Toby were all excited to show off the mighty flying machine. Yollanda, who had a crew cut and looked boyish in men's clothes, Gaia and Mohe just stood by, smiling.

Megan and Azur had already seen it, but Billie, Luke, Karim and Apsara had never bothered coming all the way to the Airdock to see how work was coming along. Luke hadn't been happy with Toby's defection – there might be no bass guitars, but he could have played an acoustic guitar – and Karim was quite content to be the sole drummer after Mohe's withdrawal, so they'd stuck to the city and their girlfriends for two months.

"Can you take us to the various Rainbow Towns to finish the tour?" Luke asked, brightening. "You have a radio, right? We can contact them and have them open the hangars like we did in Serbia..."

"Wait a minute," Megan snapped. "Who says we want to finish the tour?"

It became a screaming match between Megan and Luke, until Shani intervened. The Melanin Goddess raised her voice to say, "Guys, please! The Rainbow Towns Band is dissolved. Now can we please calm down and try to figure out what to do next?"

"Agreed, the Rainbow Towns Band has had enough of live shows," Azur said. "They can have a live album if they really miss us, but I think we should do something else next."

"I would like to go back home and rest," Toby said, pulling Gaia closer. "And I think Azur is with us on that. We could head for Moscow and get on the Trans-Siberian train. I'm sure we'll find a way to cross the Atlantic without finding another umiak."

"I think if we send Kang and Xiu's plans to the Siberian Rainbow Town, they can build another airship and pick us up somewhere on the Train-Siberian line," Azur said. "Then we could take you home and see that side of the world."

Thus Azur, Toby and Gaia were ready for trains again. They went to the train station to book their tickets to Moscow, from which they would take the Trans-Siberian line, possibly to its end, and call the Siberian Rainbow Town ahead of time, so they wouldn't have to hike back to it.

"We can bring the plans and start building the airship in Siberia," he said. "We'll radio the essentials before getting on the train, so they'll be ready to start when we get there."

"Right," Toby commented, thoughtful. "We need to call them and tell them when to expect us anyway... I'll prepare a list of materials, I'm sure that with Rainbow Town's tech it will be much faster to build another airship!"
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CHAPTER TWO
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Azur, Toby and Gaia moved to a hotel closer to the Gare de l'Est that very night after calling Rainbow Town Siberia on Yollanda's handheld radio. Their train left at 6.30 in the morning and they'd rather not have to cross the town before sunrise – although that was perfect for their traveling companions.

They had booked six berths on the sleeping cars of the Trans-European Express, split in two four-berth compartments. Azur and Toby were sharing with two other gentlemen  and Gaia shared with three vampires.

Azur, Toby and Gaia were used to the presence of Charlotte and Miyako, who had accompanied them since Delhi, much less to the woman ho had allowed the Rainbow Towns Band to perform at the Opéra Garnier.

Charlotte and Miyako didn't look enthusiastic either at the presence of Amber, the Victorian vampire who had decided it was time she saw Moscow again. They felt she was a little uptight, and she had definitely gone back to her old Victorian self, a raven-haired, blue-eyed noblewoman who could travel all over Europe.

She had been through Moscow on her way back to Europe, but hadn't stopped, because she had missed London and Paris. But now she was curious to meet the new tsar and compare him to the Romanovs she had met back in the 20th century.

Toby mentioned he was glad not to be sharing with Amber. She might have given them another perspective of the apocalypse when they had met her on the Yukon shores, but she hadn't stayed with them long enough for him to get used to her.

"She just took off as soon as we reached the Siberian coast," he said with a frown. "And then we found her here in Paris a year or so later."

"I am not thankful for the opportunity she gave us at the Opéra Garnier," Azur replied. "And I'm sure Miyako will protect Gaia while we get to Moscow. Beyond that, the fourth berth will see a mortal or ten on the Trans-Siberian."

Before leaving the hostel they said good-bye to everybody – manly bear hugs with Mohe, Kang, Karim and Luke, more friendly hugs with the girls – then headed out for dinner and the other hotel.

Azur was glad Karim had eventually fallen in love with Apsara, instead of obsessing about him. He got along with all the band members, but Karim's crush on him had been quite embarrassing in he beginning. Luckily the Iranian Rainbow Towner had moved on with Apsara.

They were a cute couple, much like Toby and Gaia, and Azur was certain they'd be together for a long time, even though she wasn't from Rainbow Town, or maybe precisely for that reason. He might not be a Muslim, but he might become Hindu for her sake.

And maybe one day they'd invite everybody to their wedding. A pilgrimage up the lower slopes of the Himalayas and they could reach Luke and Billie's Rainbow Town and let everybody know the date.

That would be fun. Azur was curious about Hindu weddings, and when he mentioned it to Toby and Gaia before they retired to sleep, they agreed with him. Gaia had even seen some Indian movies in her Rainbow Town, so she was even more eager to actually attend one.

Hopefully Karim and Apsara wouldn't forget to invite their former band members if they ever decided to tie the knot. As for Toby and Gaia, they didn't need a wedding ceremony, not even a civil one, and would continue like they had done so far.

"What about you?" Toby asked, amused, as they lowered their voices in the corridor of the hotel.

"I haven't found anyone I want to spend my life with, yet," he answered with a shrug.

Or at least anyone who seemed eager to spend her life with him, like Apsara was with Karim.

***
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The sleeping car had eight four-berth compartments, each with a washbasin, and there was a shower in one of the toilets at the end of the corridor. A sleeper attendant traveled with each car and served Russian tea for a few eurocents when required.

The restaurant car was Polish and terminated at Warsaw, then there would be nothing up to Brest, where the train stopped for two hours to change between European and Russian gauges, and then a Russian restaurant car would be attached to the train.

The train was an old one from the Soviet Railways with dark-green sleeping cars with wood-veneer interiors and frilly net curtain, but the hammer and sickle badge had been removed. The locomotive was an even older model since by the 1960s steam-powered trains were long gone.

During the day across Europe, Azur spoke English with Toby, listened to the Russian conversation between their traveling companions – who turned out to be Russians, by the name of Feodor and Vladimir, who were going home to Moscow – and when they all headed for the restaurant car and met up with Gaia, they ascertained they had a common language, French, although both Feodor and Toby often needed help to express what they wanted to say in the unfamiliar language. Vladimir was an experienced multi-lingual diplomat, but Feodor was younger and greener to international travel.

Azur had chosen a Russian identity before leaving his Rainbow Town and his papers named him Azur Annevich Putin. The surname he had chosen meant "One who travels along the road" besides being the surname of a famous pre-apocalypse president of Russia. It wasn't his descendants that had taken power after the fall, though, reinstating the tsardom.

Azur was also quite proud of his assumed patronym, Annevich, and had a story ready about how he never knew who his father was, hence he had taken his mother's name. Vladimir mentioned that the name sounded Spanish or possibly French, although "azure" was written slightly differently, to which Azur replied that yes, his father was probably Spanish, hence he had also learned the language.

Toby stared at him goggle-eyed. "I didn't know you spoke Spanish too," he muttered in English, frowning at him.

"I chose a Spanish name, of course I studied it," he replied with a smile and a shrug.

"You obviously have a knack for languages, like Megan." Toby sighed. "I'm glad Gaia learned more French than I ever will."

By 7pm they were in Berlin. They met in the restaurant car with Gaia again for dinner, then retired to sleep. Vladimir snored quite loudly, but that didn't prevent Azur from falling asleep at some point.

They passed through Warsaw during the night and weren't aware of the longer stop to detach the restaurant car. In the morning they went to the sleeper attendant for some tea, and then they reached Brest at 8.30am.

Having two hours to spare, they got off the train and had breakfast at the station, then watched the maneuvers to attach the Russian restaurant car after the change of gauge. They climbed back aboard and the train left Brest at 10.30am.

Eleven hours and two restaurant meals later they reached Belorussky railway station, one of Moscow's nine railway terminals, opened at the end of the 19th century and rebuilt at the start of the 20th.

The moon shone in the night sky as they waved good-bye to their travel companions and gathered with the women in the train station's entrance.

"What now?" Toby asked, trying to hide a yawn. "Is there a hotel nearby?"

"Better, we have a place to take you for the night," Charlotte said with a grin. "Jump on our backs, and we'll take you there at vampiric speed."

Azur was too tired to object. He did what he was told and let Amber carry him piggy-back along the gaslit streets of Moscow. He barely saw the shape of a mansion, then he was ushered in and led to a bedroom, where he undressed in the dark and crashed to sleep without even bothering to light up an oil lamp.

***
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When he woke up in the morning, he had trouble remembering where he was. The sun came in from tall windows, showing the stately bedroom with quality wood finishing, heavy brocade curtains open on the windows and a crystal chandelier.

His backpack and clothes were sprawled on the carpeted floor and the bed had been the most comfortable he'd slept in in months. If it weren't for the lack of electricity, he'd feel at home like in Rainbow Town.

Well, with windows that let in the sun's rays and posh, slightly Victorian furniture. None of the spartan amenities he'd grown up with. There was a chamber pot under the bed table and a basin to wash one's face, and the toilet was probably as old-fashioned as the rest of the room.

Barefooted, he put on pants and went to look for a real bathroom. His room opened onto a corridor with marble floors. He saw other closed doors, and assumed they led to more bedrooms, while at the right end of the corridor there was a door ajar, so he went that way.

The other way seemed to lead to a staircase and more rooms. He was probably on the upper floor of the mansion that sounded very quiet, even though the sun was up. Maybe there were no servants in the house... Who lived here?

He pushed the door open and gasped at the sight of the big bathroom with marble bathtub and all the other amenities one might want. And there was running water! Hot and cold! And a real, flushing toilet!

He took a deep breath and opted for a full bath. He badly needed it. He rushed back to his room to grab clean underwear and clothes, and locked the bathroom door. He found towels in a cabinet and sighed again in bliss.

He was drying his long hair with a towel when someone knocked on the door.

"One moment!" he said, grabbing his stuff to vacate the bathroom.

He looked around to make sure he hadn't left a mess behind and went to the door. He found Toby and Gaia outside.

"Oh, hey, good morning! Look at this!" He opened the door wide to show them the bathroom. "I just took a bath, I'm going to explore this mansion now!"

"We'll join you as soon as we can," Toby said, still wide-eyed at the sight.

Azur chuckled and left them alone. He dropped the dirty clothes and towels in the bedroom, and went the
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