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She had African genes, but was less dark than Shani, and her hair was in small braids tied up in a bun. She was also less pretty than Shani, who hugged her as if she had really missed her.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Yollanda huffed, glaring at her laptop. She shouldn't have agreed to do this. Elena might be a diva with a great soprano voice, but she was too skinny to be a believable game avatar. Especially for an adventure game like the one Yollanda was working on. And the girl was a pain to work with as well.

The motion capture photo session with the pale redhead in skimpy clothes pretending to be an action heroine had been fun, but now Yollanda was having a hard time fitting Elena in her digital world. Even adjusting the 3D-rendering (which would drive the diva mad) wasn't really working.

She lay back in her ergonomic chair, toying with her hair. She had cornrows going around her head from her left side and ending in long braids on her right side, that flew over her brown shoulder. She had tied them in a low ponytail and kept fiddling with the loose ends of the braids.

She admired other dark-skinned women who left their frizzy hair unbound. She didn't have the patience to take care of it. Therefore she went to the salon every week, a good way of chatting with someone and catching up. She didn't have a best friend or a special person to turn to, so public spaces were the only places where she could have in-person conversations with other Rainbow Towners.

She hadn't missed Elena's online rise to fame – although she preferred grunge music like the band Careless Inclusion played – and she'd been surprised when the opera singer had contacted her asking to become a character in her latest video game.

Maybe someone had told Elena to relax and not keep putting her life at risk with extreme sports and she wanted the thrill of virtual adventure instead. As if it were the same thing. If VR centers didn't work for her, how could a game avatar give her the shivers of adrenaline?

Yollanda sighed. The air felt stale today. What else could she expect from an underground town for survivors of the apocalypse? Sometimes she wished she could experience the outside, but at the same time she was terrified by it.

Fear of the unknown, probably. Of losing the comfort of the smart-homes. The technology, her habits... why go through the hassle of retraining herself? Who would braid and wash her untamable mane? Who would keep the apartment tidy, and who would put food on her table?

She was doing just fine. Even though there was an artificial town outside her window, she dealt with virtual worlds all the time. Even though her food came out of a food dispenser and she had never seen the raw materials or the cook – probably a robot, like her house cleaner.

Her phone rang, an unknown caller. She frowned at the small screen, wondering who it might be. She gasped when she took the call and saw Carlos's face. She hadn't seen her tattoo artist friend in how long? Hard to keep track of time in Rainbow Town, but it felt like a long time.

"Carlos!" she said, puzzled, as he shot her a wide grin.

"Hey, Yoll, how is it going?"

As the name implied, Carlos had Hispanic genes. Long black hair and tanned skin, he looked even darker than what she remembered. Their complexions were very similar right now, since she had possibly Caribbean genes – all gifted to them by the artificial wombs they had come out of.

"I'm fine, you... where have you been?" she asked, still incredulous.

He leaned towards the screen. "Outside," he answered in a conspiratorial tone. "For three years. I experienced the seasons, the weather and a lot of other cool stuff. It's safe, I mean, there's no radiations or zombies or any of that shit."

"What?" She scowled at him. "That's not funny, Carlos!"

"I'm not kidding, babe!" he assured her. "There are survivors who live like in those Western movies of old, and then I ran into other Rainbow Towners, from another Rainbow Town. They discovered what's behind this... thing." He rolled his eyes to encompass whatever was around him.

"Where are you?" she asked, frowning.

"Blue 60-79. We're preparing to break into the forbidden suburbs."

"Indigo and Violet?" she asked, shocked. "You can do that?"

"We came in through Indigo," he answered, again with that conspiratorial tone. "There's a farm, a fully automated slaughterhouse and a food factory. And no people at all. But the worst is in Violet."

"What's in Violet?" she asked, jarred.

"Aliens, feeding on our brainwaves. From your microchips."

She snorted. "Get lost!" She really couldn't believe Carlos would take it that far. She wasn't amused.

He lay back and laughed. "It's the truth, but I understand if you don't believe me. Find the Darknet, Yollanda, I know you're smart."

"I'm not interested in the hacker space," she snapped.

"But you should be." He smiled and seemed to relax. "Tell you what, come and join me, and I'll introduce you to my new friends."

"Okay," she said, warily. "Where?"

"Grand Central. Bring guns. Lots of guns."

"This is not The Matrix or John Wick," she snapped. "Where am I supposed to find them? And what do you want to do with them?"

"You'll see." Carlos winked. "Trust me. Hand grenades, shotguns, whatever you can find, bring it to Grand Central. See you in a couple of hours."

Yollanda forgot to ask him what had happened to his phone. He wasn't online, since she couldn't reach him through her microchips – which she hadn't been able to do for... three years? Really? And he had said "your microchips" like he didn't have any.

And maybe he didn't, not anymore. She hadn't had notifications from him or about him in a long time. He wasn't even in her database anymore – erased from Rainbow Town. Weird. Did she just speak with a ghost? A virtual avatar? Was it a prank?

Shaking her head, she turned back to her laptop and checked the Darknet. Maybe he had gone underground – well, even more underground than Rainbow Town. He wasn't really a hacker, but maybe his new friends had helped him.

There was no trace of him on the Darknet either, though, but an excited buzz about truths soon to be revealed. Jarred, she went online, but couldn't find any weapon in her peaceful Rainbow Town. So she went back on the Darknet and found a secret armory someone had set up somewhere in town.

She frowned. She decided to get dressed and go get those weapons, although she had no idea of what to expect. But since Carlos had asked for weapons, it wasn't going to be a party. So she grabbed a sleeveless, backless black top and leather pants, throwing her white shirt on the bed.

The bedroom was spotless as usual, and as soon as she was dressed, she put away the white shirt she normally wore inside the house. She huffed at herself in the mirror and decided to tie up her braids in a side bun that covered her right ear.

Then she grabbed her leather jacket that matched her pants and put on her black boots. She headed out and called for a driverless car via her microchips. It took her to the train station where she met Brandon, a tattooed Caucasian with a grunge look who was also headed for the secret armory somewhere in Green 40-59.

There seemed to be only the two of them on the train at that time, so they ended up sitting side by side for the short ride.

He mentioned he was a hacker and had been contacted by an outsider to come to Grand Central with weapons. They quickly changed trains at Grand Central and took the Green train, then another driverless car that took them to a seemingly abandoned warehouse.

Inside they found guns, shotguns, hand grenades, and even military backpacks to carry everything, but nobody was around. Impressed and puzzled, they grabbed what they could carry in their two backpacks and their hands and headed back for the train station.

The train was still empty on the way back and nobody had asked questions so far.

"I hope they're on time," Brandon said, pushing his bangs away from his blue eyes. He had dark-blond hair that curled up at the nape of his neck and a rockstar look. Yollanda asked him if he was a musician, and he admitted that yes, he had a band.

"Of course, you're Brandon of Careless Inclusion!" She brightened, and then the train reached Grand Central again.

He nodded with a smile and they exited the train to meet with the mysterious people who had managed to get back inside Rainbow Town. White lights made the station look shiny and it was unusually empty, much like the train had been. The round hall had seven big sliding doors that led to the platforms for the seven suburbs.

"Do you think it's true there are aliens feeding on our brainwaves?" Yollanda asked, putting down the heavy backpack.

Brandon shrugged, putting down the shotguns. "Why not? I've been on the Darknet long enough to know some things don't work exactly like we're told they do. I'm quite curious to find out the truth."

"So Carlos might be telling the truth," she mused.

Carlos emerged from the Blue Station door at that point. His bright smile encompassed her and Brandon, but he hugged only her. He was the tallest of the lot, and wore his usual tank top and pants. Yollanda recognized Lucy, who had fake orange dreadlocks but showed a growth of brown hair (possibly three years worth?), but none of the others.

"Good to see you, Yoll," Carlos greeted. "Me and Lucy have discovered we're slightly older than we thought and still can't believe we've been fed upon by brainwave-eating aliens..."

"Brandon?" a dark-skinned young woman who made Yollanda look pale asked. "I'm Shani." She offered her hand to the hacker who shook it with enthusiasm. Then the Melanin Goddess introduced her companions. She had her frizzy hair unbraided and simply held at the nape of her neck with a leather ribbon, but she looked stunning.

Raj had the physique of a Greek god, with light eyes and dark curly hair. Zarif had Caribbean genes and a crew cut. Bel had a bob of gray hair and looked older, with blue eyes and pale skin. Ingolf looked like an ancient Viking, with long red hair and beard, and a wolfish smile.

"We're going to try to raid the aliens and kill them all without setting off the self-destruction program," Raj said. "If we fail, there are emergency exits and evacuation plans ready, like in our own Rainbow Town."

"Unfortunately only three suburbs seem to have surface exits, one being the slope of the First Peoples Buffalo Jump, but surely there are ways to take everybody to safety," Shani added. "We're going in and we'll see what we can do."

Brandon nodded, determined. "I'll open the door. You throw a couple of grenades before going in."

"Yes, we can't shoot in confined places," Raj said with a sad smile. "We learned that the hard way. We lost friends in our own attack. You and Yollanda stay out until we tell you to come in."

Brandon put down his rifle and went to the door panel. The violet door swished open and Raj, Bel, Shani, Zarif, Carlos, Lucy and Ingolf went inside. The train arrived at the platform and they climbed in.

Brandon and Yollanda waved good-bye from the platform. They waited for the train to reach the forbidden sector. The echo of shots reached them across the tunnel and they exchanged a worried look.

"We're in," Carlos transmitted through a handheld device.

"We heard you," Yollanda answered. "Glad you made it."

They heard the train slowly move away from the other station, and then it reached them. The windows were all gone and the train floor was littered with glass.

"Don't get on it until we tell you to," Carlos warned.

"Man, what a mess!" Brandon commented, shaking his head.

Yollanda was glad she was staying behind. She hoped Carlos knew what he was doing. Brandon seemed to notice her worried expression.

"They know what they're doing," he said. "We're just backup."

She nodded, unconvinced. "Is this the end of the world?" she asked.

"As we know it? Yes." He smiled. "Change's a-coming. But we'll make it."

Yollanda breathed deeply, trying to calm her racing heart.

"Here's your file," Brandon said after fiddling with his tablet. "We've got access now."

She took the file, puzzled. "I was born August 11, 2423?" she read out loud. "What the hell does that mean?"

"It means we're in the 25th century, not the 22nd," Brandon replied. "Yeah, I know, crazy. I think those brainwave-eating aliens have been brainwashing us from day one."

"And what year is it now?" she asked, still confused.

"I haven't asked our friends, yet, but you can do that as soon as they come back."

She gave him back the tablet, more and more worried by what was happening in her hometown.

Carlos called to warn them to stay where they were until further orders. They were about to broadcast to the whole town what was in Violet Over 100.

Yollanda leaned on Brandon's shoulder to watch the broadcast from what looked like a control room on his tablet.

"Good morning, Rainbow Town." Shani leaned on the keyboard to look into the webcam. "Welcome to the Freedom Show."

She straightened and exchanged a glance with the others off camera, as she moved away from it. On the screen Bel and Shani wore rubber gloves.

"Right, Ingolf, you go to the left. Bel, let's take the right."

The camera showed Bel and Shani enter a room with strange pods where weird-looking things seemed to be asleep. The two women sneaked into the narrow passage between the pods and the walls, where all the connections were.

The tall, sickly-thin humanoids started rising from their beds and turned big round eyes around. The greenish skins gleamed in the artificial light of the pod room and their eyes were wells of obsidian.

The sticks on legs grew arms and hands at incredible speed and started moving. But no matter which door they were heading for, they were shot down by Raj, Zarif, Carlos and Lucy. The aliens screamed an eerie sound that made everybody cringe as they died.

"We're running out of ammo," Raj shouted. "We'll have to use knives!"

"How many are still coming?" Carlos shouted back from the other side of the room.

"Too many. We could throw grenades as soon as Shani and Bel are done!"

The unhooked pods started sizzling.

"Let's get back to the control room," Shani said. "Guys, throw grenades at the end of the room!"

Shani rushed back to the dashboard of the control room, close to the camera, frowning.

"Damn it!" She slapped her hand on the touchscreen, frustrated. "Disabling the pods automatically sets off the self-destruction program," she said. "Get out of there, guys! We've got to evacuate Rainbow Town!"

The broadcast ended on that note, and both Yollanda and Brandon gasped.

"Did you see?" he asked, wide-eyed. She nodded, speechless.

Then Carlos called them to send the train back. In spite of the mess and the broken windows, it seemed to still be working and soon the seven intruders were back in Grand Central.

"Where to, now?" Brandon asked, worried.

"Indigo control room," Shani answered quickly, rushing towards the Indigo train station. "That's where we started from. Let's go."

Yollanda followed them on the other train, and then found herself in a clean white room with computers. Some kind of control room for that level. Shani sat at a workstation and logged into a computer, with Brandon copying her at the next one.

Cameras showed Violet Over 100 still burning in a controlled manner, with fire shooting in the train tunnel only to be extinguished by the lack of air. The door to the hangar was still locked, so the flames soon died out.

"What about the disks, can we get to them?" Raj asked.

"I'm trying," Shani answered through clenched teeth. "But I doubt it..."

"Carlos, what's going on?" Yollanda asked, worried.

"The town is about to implode or something," he answered. "Go pack, Yollanda, we'll be fine out there."

Yollanda hesitated just a moment, but a glance at the cameras and the countdown on one of the screens made her move. Carlos was right, it was time to pack and see what was out there, beyond the lies of those strange beings that had fed on her brainwaves.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Yollanda went back to the control room with a backpack filled with essentials – clothes mostly. She hoped Carlos knew how to find food and water, and she knew the technology wouldn't really work out there, so she had left her laptop, tablet and even her phone behind.

Brandon had no time to go back to his apartment, but he told his bandmates to grab some of his stuff and meet him outside. Yollanda followed the evacuation process with worried eyes, admiring Shani's prowess with computers once again. She also envied Shani's thin but curvaceous frame. They were the same height, but Yollanda looked plumper. Shani's other occupation was probably less sedentary that videogame designer.

The thorium generators started shutting down one by one and power vanished as sections were plunged into darkness. It started from the farms and the artificial wombs of Red Children. The only viable exits were at Yellow 20-39 and Blue 60-79.

People poured to Grand Central to get the children and teens, and when trains stopped functioning, Brandon directed them to the maintenance tunnels. It was good that the process still gave a twenty-four-hour countdown.

"This particular underground settlement won't explode or cave in like the one in we came from," Shani said, thoughtful. "But it will soon be dark and empty. "

"Maybe one day we could come back and see what can be saved," Brandon said with a sigh as they prepared to leave the control room in Indigo 80-99. "If we manage to set up power plants wherever we settle out there..."

"The phones stopped working," Shani said as her own computer suddenly shut down. "Let's grab electric torches and head back out."

She put all the printed maps and diagrams inside a plastic folder that would keep them safe from water and headed towards the maintenance tunnel that would take them back to the hole in the ground they had come in through.

Yollanda emerged at the side of a river and saw a clear blue sky overhead. The vast expanse took her breath away, and new smells immediately assaulted her nose. She might have heard the sound of birdsong before, but she wasn't prepared for the olfactory feast.

She took deep breaths as she reached the wanderers' camp, where there was a pioneer wagon like in the old Western movies and a closed wagon, as well as three people waiting for them. Two were obviously Native Americans, one was a brunette in a black Victorian gown who rushed to kiss Carlos.

Yollanda noticed that the young man with shoulder-length black hair – possibly the younger brother of the native woman – hugged Shani only to kiss her blind. Shani's eyes widened then closed under his lips. Yollanda observed the others' reaction, probably something that hadn't been expected.

Shani was breathless when he let her go.

"Well, that was... intense," she said, putting her arms around his neck. "Thank you Mohe. Good to see you too." And with an impish smile, she returned the kiss with all her passion.

"That's Mohe, his sister Yona and this is my wife Sarah," Carlos said, introducing them. "My good friend Yollanda, and Brandon, who helped us get rid of the aliens."

"So they are from the current time... outside?" Yollanda asked.

"Yes, Yona and Mohe are from the Cherokee Eastern Band, back in former Virginia, where we came from," Shani said, still holding Mohe close. "And Sarah is from Lewistown, a settlement in Cheyenne territory not too far from here."

"Not a nice place to live," Lucy added, wrinkling her nose and lowering her eyes. "But thank God these people showed up." She waved at the easterners.

"Yeah, Lucy was stuck in a bad situation and I couldn't help her," Carlos said, serious again, as he held Sarah close. "Thank God Ingolf solved our problem."

"Thank God?" Brandon raised his eyes, skeptical.

"Live out there with the locals for three years and you'll see how their religion and culture sticks to you," Carlos replied with a smile and a wink. "Did I mention Sarah is my wife?"

Yollanda was impressed. There were no family ties, no religion, no marriage in Rainbow Town. She was happy for her friend Carlos, and hoped to hear his full story soon. Lucy had obviously gone through a lot, but she was free now. Ingolf made Yollanda both curious and nervous, but she didn't dare inquire.

***
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The closed wagon belonged to the wanderers coming from the Appalachian Rainbow Town. It had been given to them by Jebediah Knife Grinder, a man in his forties from Atlanta, Georgia, who was officially a peddler. He had exchanged his wagon and two horses for their skimpy pedal-car, allowing them to reach this far.

The horse-drawn wagon was modeled after the European gypsies' vardo, with large wheels set outside the body, whose sides sloped outward considerably as they rose toward the eaves.

It had straight sides and a wooden roof as well as a half-door with glazed shutters, located at the back of the vardo, with a set of steps. The exterior was equipped with racks and cases fitted on the outside frame and chase of the wagon, allowing the owner to carry trade items.

The wagon's interior was outfitted with built-in seats, cabinets, a wardrobe, bunks, a chest of drawers and a glass-fronted china cabinet. A bracket for an oil lamp was mounted over the chest of drawers opposite the fireplace and the chest's top functioned as a table.

It also had a cast-iron cooking stove that necessitated a chimney to vent smoke and it was on its left side so that when the wagon traveled along the right side of the road, the chimney was in less danger from low-hanging tree limbs.

The wagon offered greater protection from weather conditions than a tent and even though it had been fitted with only two bunks, there was room enough for the other four to lie down on the floor and lock the door.

That night they

























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Author of the Otherside Series

Barbara G.

TARN

S ;
}*« !\‘P'

SUN KISSED

Future Earth Chronicles Book 7





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





