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Future Earth Chronicles Book 11

"Billie! Luke!" Daniel called.

Two youngsters who should have lived in Yellow 20-39 entered the dining room. She had long blond straight hair and blue eyes, he also had long hair, but wavy and light brown. Both showed traces of vampire bites on their arms and necks, and had the dazed look of the other humans on this level.

Himalayas, Book 4

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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Luke moved his head to the rhythm of the song, listening carefully. A perfect recording. As the last note echoed in the recording studio, he clapped his hands. Matt, who sat at the mixer next to him, grinned.

"Well done, Luke!" he said, raising his hand.

They high-fived before Luke leaned forward. He still wanted to make little tweaks here and there.

"You're a perfectionist." Matt shook his head, amused. "It's fine, trust me."

"Matt." Luke scowled. "It's my first solo album, and I'm going to tweak it as much as I please!"

Matt burst out laughing. "Yessir!"

Matt had been the bass player of the Four Evangelists, Luke's previous band, and they had remained friends after the split. The four of them had chosen the name at the computer's suggestion, since they were called Luke, Matthew, Mark and John. None of them had ever read the Gospels, but they knew about them.

The line-up had been Matt on Bass, Luke on guitar, Mark on drums, and John – who thought himself the most handsome man in Rainbow Town – as the lead singer. The songs had been written by the whole band, but after an album and a few shows in their hometown, John – who definitely had an ego problem – had decided he was better off as a solo artist.

Not a first for Luke, but now he was finally able to show that he could sing, he could compose and he could play guitar. Matt and Mark had graciously added the rhythm section parts, and Matt had even helped him record everything.

Matt was the oldest of the Evangelists, nearing forty and a possible move to Green. He wasn't handsome – not like John – but he was competent. He had long blond straight hair and hazel eyes, and fans liked him.

He was also an excellent record producer, hence Luke had asked him for help with his solo album. He trusted Matt's knowledge of the music scene and his expertise in the studio.

Luke had tied back his long, light brown hair to stop it from falling in his face. He wasn't on stage, and he needed to see what he was doing. He had recorded the guitar tracks first, then the vocals.

Mark had come in the day before to add the drum parts and sing on a couple of refrains with Matt. Mark was the youngest member of the band, with long raven curls and a dazzling smile, and was also Matt's boyfriend now.

"Do you think I can beat John the Star and climb the Rainbow Town charts with this album?" Luke asked Matt, worried.

"Definitely." Matt nodded, thoughtful. "What name do you want to put on the album? Just Luke?

"I certainly don't want to be known as Luke Star," he muttered.

As well as John, There was the other lead singer with a big ego he had dealt with, who now dueted with her partner and former keyboard player. The thought of Megan Star still made Luke cringe even more than John.

"Adding Star is overused, agreed," Matt replied patiently. "Any other ideas? I mean, you can just be Luke, you know?"

Luke stared at Matt, pondering. He only needed to decide on his stage name, and then his album, Feelings of a Fool, would be ready for release to all Rainbow Towns.

He'd have to shoot a couple of music videos as well. Maybe Jai and Billie could come over and record and co-star in at least one. He had to choose which, though.

A notification through his microchips informed him there was a call for him in the radio room.

"I think my other drummer needs me," he said, patting Matt's shoulder and rising. "Wrap it up for today, I'll think about it, and tomorrow I'll let you know my choice of a stage name, so Mark can prepare the album cover art."

"Sure, Luke." Matt grinned and shooed him off.

Luke left the recording studio in Yellow 20-39 and headed for the Central Tower. He got off on Green 40-69 and headed for the hospital and the service elevator that led to the hangar and the radio room.

Ten minutes after leaving the recording studio, he sat at the radio in the small room with a window out onto the hangar, where the Mothership filled most of the space. He could see the two airship crews fussing around their aircraft, but no saplings wandered around the silver disks parked next to the Mothership.

As he expected, it was Karim calling. The drummer of the former Rainbow Towns Band was the only one who used a radio to contact him because he lived in Delhi, away from Rainbow Town technology.

The maharaja had moved to Jodhpur and the vampires were telling Karim and Apsara to take refuge in Rainbow Town. Luke was aware of the threat of the Asian vampires, and wasn't taken by surprise.

"Yes, get out of there immediately," he said. "Take Apsara and the kids and come over, we'll keep you safe until this is over. I'll send the Gubbaara to get you today."

Then he went to the hangar and told the airship crew to go and get his friend – a Rainbow Towner from Iran – and his family.

"There should be mooring masts in the Red Fort," he told them. "They'll be there. The vampires are probably with them."

The airship captain nodded and Luke went back to Rainbow Town to prepare for his friend's arrival. Karim had been the last to join the Rainbow Towns Band, when they were already halfway through their so-called world tour.

Luke had come back to India with him and Billie and Apsara, in the company of a couple of vampires, but had left them out there, preferring the technology of Rainbow Towns to practice his music and possibly join another band. He had attended Karim's wedding six years ago, and kept in touch with him more than with anybody else, not least because he was the one living closest to the couple.

He knew Karim and Apsara had three children, and Apsara's mother would come too. Luke was glad to have them and return Suna's hospitality. When he had reached Delhi, back in the spring of 2452, she had welcomed them into her haveli, and then again when they'd gone back seven months later for Karim and Apsara's wedding.

Rainbow Town was not like the Surya Haveli, obviously, but he hoped the family would be all right in two apartments designed for couples. The children were young, and if he found them two apartments next to each other, it would almost be like in the Surya Haveli.

Although most children still grew up in Red Children, some stayed with their parents, so it wasn't unusual anymore. The artificial wombs had been dismissed, reintroducing natural breeding into Rainbow Towns.

Still, it was a culture engaged in non-monogamy, since there was no confusion over inheritance. Individuals could still have many partners, and even during pregnancy the mother could have regular sex with other men, besides the one who had first impregnated her. After the child was born, it would still be raised by the whole town, often nursed by multiple women, with many acting as parental figures.

So, no marriage licenses necessary, instead a reworking of the Rainbow Town levels, where everyone already tended to live wherever they felt better, hence nobody would frown at Suna's presence in Yellow. They had kept the names of the levels, but not the age groups, and the saplings shared living space with their symbiont. Also, many Rainbow Towners had taken out their microchips, so most utilities could also be used manually.

After finding a place for Karim and his family, he went back to his own single apartment, in a building opposite the couples' apartments. Xex was there, as usual. It only went out at night, when its presence didn't disturb the humans of Rainbow Town.

The sapling's tendrils attached themselves to Luke's microchips – which he had gotten back when the Mothership had returned to Earth in January 2453 – as he sat in the kitchenette. He'd been creative all morning, and his brainwaves must be delicious for Xex. After a parasitic relationship with Daniel the vampire, Luke now had a true symbiosis with the cartoonish alien.

They'd had a tough start, since he'd been waiting for Claire and her delegation of saplings and Rainbow Towners with a flamethrower, ready to burn all the saplings off the face of Earth, but after following the streaming of the meeting and hearing the explanations, he gave up the thought of destroying the green aliens.

When he got his microchips back, it was Xex who came forward, saying it recognized his mind patterns from the alien facility where both had grown up. Neither wanted to go back there, but they had enough in common that they decided to try for the bond.

It turned out to be Luke's best decision ever. If Daniel had sucked the life out of him, Xex had given him back his humanity and creativity. He had started playing the guitar when the saplings had been chased from Earth, but he was a late bloomer and had struggled to learn.

The psychic vampire had actually helped him, enhancing his brain functions and allowing him not only to become a good guitarist, but also to start composing. He could thank Xex for being able to go solo and not depend on any primadonna lead singer.

Of both his former bands – the Rainbow Towns Band and the Four Evangelists – he was the only one who had a symbiont. After five years, he was very happy with the relationship established with Xex. He liked the telepathy between them and how they gave each other strength.

I'm so happy your friends are coming here! Do you think they'll like me?

I don't know, Xex. I'll have to find a way to tell Karim and Apsara. They don't know about the Mothership and everything.

I'm sure you'll find the way. You need a relationship with another human, Luke.

My music, which you gifted me with, is enough for now. Aren't you supposed to help me live longer? What's the hurry?

You're right, Luke, sorry. You still seem very short-lived to me.

A few hours later, a notification informed him that the airship was approaching. He closed his laptop and headed back for the hangar to welcome his friends.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Manuel sat on a boulder next to Xotots, breathing the cool mountain air. He zipped his anorak closed, since the wind was blowing harder. Dawn was approaching, but they were still under a breathtaking starry sky.

The Peruvian airship was parked at its mast behind him, and the lighthouse was off, since no airships were expected. The Green exit was still the most used, especially by hunters, but also by stargazers like Manuel, who was missing his nights out with Rubèn's telescope.

He hadn't been able to communicate with his best friend for four years now because a geomagnetic storm had taken down the servers and power stations of New Great Falls. Rainbow Towns, being deep underground, had not been affected, but surface technology had gone down – be it telegraph or radio communications, electricity or other resurrected tech.

A roar startled him, and he anxiously looked around. Was it Robin, the South American vampire, in her jaguar form, or was it an actual jaguar? He hadn't thought to bring a shotgun.

I'll protect you, Xotots transmitted.

How? Manuel frowned at his symbiont. Saplings were harmless, weren't they?

I have acidic spit now.

"Oh." Manuel stared the darker patches of bark on his symbiont's body. So Xotots was starting his adult life.

The jaguar emerged and morphed into a brown-skinned woman with long dreadlocks and fearsome fangs, naked and voluptuous in the moonlight.

"Hello, Robin," Manuel greeted her, relieved.

"It's almost sunrise," Robin said, stopping by his boulder. "Won't you come inside?"

"I'll watch the sunrise and then come in," he answered with a shrug. "Did you feed?"

"Yes, thank you. You should get some sleep, now."

"I will. After sunrise."

Manuel hid a yawn and watched her enter the Green level from the open door. The light came on as she passed – not that she needed it, but the sensors activated with movement – and went off five minutes later. Just in time for the first pinkish light to appear in the sky.

Night was the only time Xotots could be outside, so Manuel's biorhythms were sometimes skewed. Upon arrival in the second half of the 20th century the saplings had discovered that they couldn't stand the full daylight. Probably because they'd grown up inside the Mothership with no real UV rays, but that was another reason to build underground settlements back then.

Manuel and Xotots watched the sun rise over the Andes, then went back inside Rainbow Town. Manuel wistfully glanced at the radio and radar room, his only means of communication with Rubèn, but it was too early to call Great Falls.

He took off his anorak, yawning widely again, and went back to his apartment in Yellow with Xotots. A few hours of rest, then he could get back to drawing his comic strip, a humorous view of life according to him.

Xotots was happier when he was creative, and Manuel fell asleep visualizing his chibi-sized self sprouting more Manuel Wisdom with a chibi-sized Rubèn scolding him as usual. He had started it during the last year as a way to cope with missing his best friend, who portrayed the voice of reason – as it had been in real life when they were inseparable.

The sound of his tablet chiming an incoming call awoke him. Muttering under his breath – he'd been asleep for barely three hours – he went to the living room where he had left it the night before. Seeing the caller, though, he brightened and was immediately wide awake.

He swiped the screen to answer and his heart filled with joy at the sight of Rubèn's face, his stubble, his light eyes, his raven curls. Boy, was he as ruggedly handsome as ever! Even living under the sun, Rubèn was still the most handsome man Manuel knew.

"Rubèn!" He grinned back at his best friend. "You're back online!"

"Yes." Rubèn beamed. "We managed to repair the servers at last. It's been four long years without technology!"

Manuel chuckled.

"You and Shani had your hands full anyway," he commented. "No microchips, no technology, no saplings to help you..."

"It's not that." Rubèn grinned.

He saw Rubèn move the screen then back away from it. He had probably put the tablet on a table, and Manuel saw him sit down on a couch, next to Shani who was holding a small child. Rubèn took the child in his lap while Shani smiled and waved at Manuel before grabbing a little boy's hand and pulling him into the frame.

"Say hello to Uncle Manuel, Xavier," she said in Spanish.

"And this is Lucia," Rubèn added, making the little girl in his lap wave. "Yes, we've been busy! How about you?"

Manuel remembered to breathe and smiled.

"So you were busy breeding," he said. "How old are they?"

"Xavier is three, Lucia is one," Rubèn answered. "What have you been doing with Xotots for four years? Did you find a significant other?"

"Nah, I didn't even look." Manuel shrugged. "I started a comic strip. I put it online, but I can send it to you in advance, if you want. I mean, the next ones."

"Why? Should I be mad at you?" Rubèn asked, amused.

"Eh, you might be." Manuel winced. He couldn't stop looking at Rubèn's family – Shani's dazzling smile, Lucia and Xavier, both brown-skinned like Rubèn – and wondered if the Melanin Goddess would mind being added to the strip. "Why don't you check it out and let me know what you think?"

"Will do," Rubèn said. "Is it safe for children?"

"You might want to check it first, I have no experience with children."

"Okay." Shani chuckled. Xavier whispered something in her ear. "He's in Rainbow Town Peru, honey, it's a long trip by airship."

"And that's why we didn't come and visit you during the past years," Rubèn added. "We're kind of stuck here for now. The kids are too small for long journeys."

"I could come over with the silver disk," Manuel said. "Xotots can take me there..."

"No, Manuel, it's against the treaty," Rubèn scolded. "If you want to visit, come with the airship."

Manuel huffed. Why waste hours and days when one could travel faster?

"How is your English going?" Shani asked, switching to her mother tongue.

"As good as your Spanish," he answered. "I'm glad we're in touch again, so I can practice."

He'd have to wait to see his best friend again. But at least they were back in touch.

If only he hadn't been snatched by the saplings back in 2452... well, he wouldn't have seen the Mothership, met the blond vampiress, Claire, and bonded with Xotots, who was making him more creative than he used to be.

Still, sometimes he wished he'd never gone to the moon or become a symbiont. Although, Shani would have reached Rainbow Town Peru at some point, but if he was present, maybe Rubèn wouldn't have left to follow her.

He sighed at the end of the call. Time to shower and get back to drawing and writing the strip. He'd catch up on sleep later in the day. It didn't really matter what time it was, he could sleep when he was tired and be up when he was creative. Hours on Rainbow Town clocks served only one purpose: attending public events that had a schedule. Otherwise one could do whatever one pleased with one's time.

Although Rubèn and Shani had adapted to living out there, so it couldn't be all bad. Still, Manuel preferred the technology of Rainbow Town to braving the weather and the nature out there.
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"Luke!" Karim gave him a bear hug, then pulled back to look at him. "You haven't changed at all since my wedding! How is that possible?"

Luke smiled. "Welcome to Rainbow Town. There will be plenty of time to explain this mystery," he said.

Karim hadn't changed much – it had only been six years after all – but he looked suntanned. He still wore his hair long, like when he came out of his own Rainbow Town. His raven curls and dark eyes were the same, and his English had improved in spite of living out there.

Apsara was slightly plumper after three pregnancies, but she was more or less the same too. She still danced, which kept her fit, and she was happy to see Luke too, although she didn't squeal like she would have done when they first met.

Luke bowed at Suna, who held her youngest granddaughter in her arms, and nodded back without smiling. Then Luke turned back to Karim.

"Won't you introduce me to your children?"

"Yes." Karim beamed. "This is Fatimah." He put his hand on the head of the taller child, a girl who seemed to be the spitting image of a younger Apsara. "This is Surya." He pulled the boy closer, raven-haired and dark-eyed like both his parents. "And that's Chandra." He pointed at the girl in her grandmother's arms.

Fatimah was five, Surya three and Chandra one. Luke led them to their new apartment, and in the lobby they met Matt and Mark, who had become a couple after the Four Evangelists split.

"Karim, this is Mark, my new drummer," Luke said. "And Matt, my new bass player."

"Nice to meet you, Rainbow Towns Band drummer," Mark said, offering his hand with a grin. "When they left, Mohe was on drums."

"He's gone back to America." Luke shrugged. "And Karim is much better than him anyway."

"And how about the lovely Apsara's voice on your tracks?" Matt suggested. "She was a chorus girl, wasn't she?"

"You saw our shows?" Apsara asked, pleased.

"Yes, ma'am." Matt bowed. "You sure know how to dance."

"Thank you," Apsara answered.

"So they're your new band?" Karim asked.

"I had a band, the Four Evangelists, but now I'm going solo. They're musicians who helped me with the recording of the album."

"Wow, Luke, I'm so happy for you!" Apsara beamed.

"Can I ask a question?" Fatimah said. "How come everybody has curly hair and you have straight hair?" She pointed at Matt's blond mane.

"Because it's the only way I got this job," Matt answered while Mark burst out laughing.

"Lovely children," he commented. "You're moving in?"

"Across from you," Luke answered. "Same landing. I booked apartments 205 and 206 for them."

"Wonderful, let's get you settled, then," Matt said.

Karim and Apsara went into
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