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Wanderlust

Future Earth Chronicles Book 2

"He wondered if one day, when they had learned to live outside, they could go and explore the world and see what else was left. If there were ways to cross the oceans and visit Europe and Asia. And if she'd come with him."

(Brainwaves, Book 1)
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CHAPTER ONE
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The first full moon after the spring equinox watched the bonfires and oil lamps of the human settlement that sprung from the ruins of the town – once upon a time known as Roanoke,VA – with mild interest, surrounded by her court of twinkling stars. Owls called each other from the trees surrounding the community and night critters wandered at the edge of the human settlement, a mismatched group of stone buildings and wooden longhouses.

Raj sat on his heels, watching the flames dance and feeling their warmth on his face. The campfire had been lit on the shore of the Roanoke River and frogs sang all around him. Voices reached him from the village on the wings of the night breeze.

A stronger gush of wind made the flames flicker and sent a shiver down his spine. He wore only a cotton shirt and old blue jeans, but he wasn't supposed to stay out all night. The warmth of the campfire soon enveloped him again.

To his right Bel sat cross-legged and thoughtful, probably mesmerized by the fire as much as he was. To his left, Zarif sighed in the quiet of the night. Across from them sat Mohe (elk) and Yona (bear), two Cherokee siblings who were participating in the ritual.

Raj had learned the Cherokee way of dealing with hair when he had reached the settlement six years earlier. He hadn't cut his dark curls since, but now it was time for a change.

Cutting old thoughts, harvesting full-grown ideas and cutting all ties were best done on the full moon. While other women, hearts of their families, were busy with ceremonies to offer the thoughts of their families in the form of their bundled hair to the spirits of Fire, Earth and Air, the five of them were in for a different kind of ceremony.

Yona took her scissors and sent a prayer to the spirits. A thirty-year-old childless widow, she started with her brother, whose flowing tresses reached midway down his back. She cut his hair at the nape of his neck with a few quick cuts.

Twenty-six-year-old Mohe sat like a statue during the ritual. His hairless chest was bare and he wore only buckskin pants, but he didn't seem to feel the lowering temperature. Possibly part of his young warrior training, or maybe he was more used to the weather than Raj.

Yona rose, mumbling another prayer, and went to kneel behind Zarif. It took her longer to cut off most of his frizzy hair and he'd have to finish shaving his head in the morning for a better result. The flames of their fire turned Zarif's brown skin orange.

Then Yona moved behind Raj who hung his head so she could grab his dark curls and cut them as she had done with her brother. And then it was Bel's turn, his partner for six years who had turned gray in the settlement but still had blond ends to her hair. Under the sunlight, her hair looked silver, under the moonlight, it looked white.

Again Yona's scissors cut Bel's hair at the nape of her neck, leaving her with a bob of salt-and-pepper hair. Yona sat back in her place and took all the hair she had gathered from her friends. She bundled it all together before throwing it into the fire so their thoughts would be uplifted, sent through the smoke and moved by the power of the moon. Yona's prayer sent them straight to the Father.

Now the Creator would send his spirits to guide them on the sacred path, but mostly on their upcoming journey. The Wanderlust Bug had bitten Raj again. He had emerged from Rainbow Town and settled in the mixed community of Roanoke – that comprised the descendants of the Cherokee Eastern Band who had mixed with the Scotch-Irish stock predominant in southern Appalachia – only to decide to leave again.

Apparently people from Rainbow Town had been trickling into Roanoke for years, bringing some English back into the local language, hence now the community had a very mixed language and many colors of hair and skin tones. Sort of home, but not completely, although Raj had felt fine for years.

The last batch of immigration, so to speak, had brought him, Bel and Zarif, who had been conceived in artificial wombs set up in an underground town that had been destroyed by its makers, plant-like green aliens who had escaped on silver disks, flooding the local communities all around the Blue Ridge Mountains with refugees.

During the past six years, Raj had learned the locals' ways, had understood how the world worked, more or less, had lived through the four seasons, even surviving an outbreak of bad weather with tornadoes, storms and flash floods, and now he wanted to see what else was left of human civilization, but mostly where those damn alien disks came from.

Maybe the other survivors knew more about the apocalypse, although after four hundred years it was improbable. Maybe the other Rainbow Towns had more secrets to reveal. Raj knew there were more of those underground settlements, stuck with the 21st century technology, where green plant-like aliens fed on their brainwaves. If only they could find another...

During the past six years, they had explored the tunnels and whatever was left of collapsed Mount Mitchell, but there wasn't much they could save. They had managed to take out some materials but not much else. The thorium generators that had sustained life in Rainbow Town were buried forever, and with them were the computers and other technological amenities.

There was a Museum of Lost Technology at the top of Mill Mountain, under the skeletal remnants of the Roanoke Star that hadn't been lit up in centuries. The steel structure was still there, but at night the Star was invisible, since the neon tubes were long dead. The museum had some of those old things, but without electricity, they were all useless and kept as curios.

Raj had adapted fairly well to the non-technological world of the Cherokee and other survivors who were farmers and hunters. But now he itched to see more, to meet other survivors, to understand better what had happened four hundred years earlier and why those darn aliens were still feeding on human brainwaves in the hidden Rainbow Towns.

Now was the time to leave the safety of Roanoke and explore the land that had been called the United States of America a long time ago. Bel agreed with him, she was curious too. They had no children of their own, Riz and Ray – whom they had sort of adopted after the destruction of Rainbow Town – had grown up, so they felt free to leave Roanoke.

Surprisingly, Zarif had asked to join them. At forty-one, Raj's best friend seemed to have caught the Wanderlust Bug he had so dreaded in Rainbow Town. And after helping them build a means of transportation for long distance, Yona and Mohe had also asked to join them.

The Cherokee siblings were curious to see how the other Cherokee, who had been forcefully removed in the 19th century, were faring in the west. Raj and Bel didn't mind retracing the Trail of Tears, at least for some time. They did want to explore the Wild West, probably as wild as those movies they used to watch in Rainbow Town.

After performing the ceremony for the new beginning, all five relaxed and smiled at each other. Yona wasn't going to cut her hair, since she'd been trimming it regularly since her husband's death, before Raj reached the settlement.

"Are we ready?" she asked, looking eagerly around the campfire.

"Hell yeah!" Zarif said. "To our adventure!" He raised a fictional glass of wine. "Tomorrow morning we go!"

"Now we'd better go check one last time we've packed everything," Bel said, touching her hair as if trying to assess the damage. She knew it would grow back, but she probably felt as naked as Raj felt at the moment. "And get some sleep. We have some pedaling to do tomorrow!"

Raj chuckled. They all rose, extinguished the fire with water from the river, and headed back for the houses. Most lamps were off now and the children's voices had gone quiet throughout the settlement.

Raj and Bel went inside their small stone house that he had built on the outskirts of the village, holding hands. When a tornado had hit it, the roof had been ripped off, but the walls had held. They had curled up in low ground against the stone walls, using their table as a shield from debris raining on them when the roof flew off. It had been over quickly and they were unscathed, but it had been scary.

Raj had thanked the natives who had helped him build such a solid house. He wasn't surprised that the rest of the abandoned town was so dilapidated after seeing what extreme weather could do. Luckily it had happened only once in six years and the natives said it happened less and less often.

Maybe the planet's climate was going back to pre-industrial standards, four centuries after the apocalypse caused by 21st century stupidity.

"Are we too old for this?" Bel asked, stopping in the middle of the bedroom bathed in moonlight coming in from the single window. They had learned to move inside their new home with no need for light at night.

"Nah." He shrugged. "It's now or never. We might never come back, so we'd better say good-bye to everyone, but if we don't leave now, we never will."

"True." She put her arms around his neck. "Did I mention I love you?"

"Every day for the past six years, but I never have enough of hearing it," he replied, pulling her closer. "Because I love you too."

She chuckled before he kissed her. She might be eight years older, gray-haired, sometimes grumpy, but she was his woman and he wouldn't leave if she hadn't agreed to go with him.

They broke the long kiss with a sigh, and then both yawned and burst out laughing. Time to get some sleep. They'd be on the road tomorrow!
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Bel awoke at the sound of morning birds chirping just before dawn. It was a nice alarm clock along with the growing light. She opened her eyes and looked at Raj's face next to hers. She'd miss his dark curls, but they'd grow back, eventually. Unlike hers, his hair hadn't lost its color during the past six years.

He had changed because their new way of life suited him. He had laugh lines that were absent in rainbow town and his skin was tanned, making her look paler than ever. Sometimes she wondered why he didn't dump her for someone younger.

Her hair had turned gray and she had reached an early menopause. Not even fifty and she had lost her periods, which was a relief. No matter how good the days in the special hut were, she was glad to leave without the hassle of monthly bleeding.

She had grown accustomed to the weather, the less comfortable lodging, the company, the language. But like Raj, she was curious about the rest of the world and the mystery of the plant-like aliens who fed on human brainwaves.

The bed was actually quite comfortable. The framework kept them off the floor and the mat was good enough for wonderful sleep. She had made a couple of pillows for their comfort, but now she'd have to forget them again.

With a sigh, she sat and stretched. Her movement awoke him and he slowly smiled.

"Good morning," he said. His light eyes were pearly gray in the growing light.

She gave him a peck on his stubbly cheek before heading for the outhouse to get ready for the day.

They had packed clothes for all kinds of weather, even though they planned to travel mostly during the summer. They had requested one of the inflatable rafts they had brought from Rainbow Town, in case they had to cross a river, and one of the tents.

They had been preparing for this expedition for months, almost a year, since they had built a special means of transportation. With scraps from Rainbow Town and local materials, they had built a 4x4 pedal car, using old tires filled with rags to avoid punctures.

They had gathered the tires from outside the remnants of the town where everything combustible had been used long ago. They had considered using the chassis of old cars abandoned on the Interstate 81, but they ended up building something much lighter and took only the tires.

They had also considered building a family's caravan, but the pre-industrial methods available and the labor-intensive nature of the building process made them opt for a lighter version. So they added a four-wheel cart to be towed by the pedal car with their packs in it.

The Cherokee weren't nomads and in fact they cultivated gardens and other grains. They used horses only to go hunting farther from the settlement. The community didn't have horses to spare and even though both Bel and Raj had learned to ride, they decided to use means other than horses or their feet to get away from the valley.

Bel and Raj had started working on the project with Mohe and Yona. The four-wheel bicycle sat four, two in the front and two in the back, with only the two in the front pedaling on even terrain and all four pedaling on harsher terrain or when more traction was needed.

It was more balanced than a two-wheel bicycle and the fact that the pedals were distributed meant that if one of the crew got tired of pedaling, the rest would pick it up. Raj and Bel would sit mostly side-by-side on the front seat, while Mohe and Yona sat behind them.

Zarif had joined them when they were almost ready to go. He had fought with his current girlfriend and needed "a change of air" like Shani had when she had lost Calyx's baby. The Melanin Goddess had moved to Cherokee Town, and Bel and Raj would stop to say good-bye to her on their way to the far west.

They had to add a seat in the back of the pedal car for Zarif, since sitting in the cart made it harder to tow. So he'd sit facing the cart and giving his back to the other four, but he wouldn't have to pedal, unless someone got tired and swap their places with him.

Bel washed herself at a basin in the corner of the bedroom, like they used to do before running water and plumbing reached houses, then waited for Raj to wash himself, shave and join her in the temporary shelter of their pedal car. Spring was blossoming all around them as Bel took in the valley for the last time.

She looked at Mill Mountain, its broken star and the museum building, then to the vanished Mount Mitchell that had buried technology again and probably forever. They'd have to look around for more.

Hawks flew overhead and then far up she saw something else. A silver disk like the one that had attacked Roanoke, hoping to take her back to her golden prison.

Yes, the aliens were obviously still on Earth, still tinkering with humans in hidden underground towns, four centuries after the apocalypse. They might be unable to interfere with non-microchipped humans, but if they were still on the planet, they obviously had more Rainbow Towns to feed upon.

"What are you frowning about?" Raj asked, joining her. He was still the fittest man of the settlement with his perfectly toned body. Only his face seemed slightly more weathered, in a good way.

"Saw a disk," she muttered. "Was wondering if with our humble means we'll be able to chase the darn aliens."

"If we find their main base, yes," he said, determined. "And we'll find it, even if we need the rest of our lives."

She looked at him and nodded, relieved. He gave her strength and made her feel safe in that big bad world.

Mohe and Yona joined them and they checked everything one more time. Zarif arrived last, breathless. He had shaved his head as well as his face, and now looked almost like when he was in Rainbow Town – without the flamboyant clothes of the belly dancer, of course.

The whole village came to see them leave. Mohe and Yona hugged relatives then they all climbed in the pedal car and headed for what was left of the Blue Ridge Parkway. It took a few minutes to get into a rhythm, but soon they were on their way, comfortably seated in their pedal car with their luggage in tow.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Blue Ridge Parkway still linked what had been the Shenandoah National Park to Great Smoky Mountains National Park. It ran mostly along the spine of the Blue Ridge and flowering shrubs and wildflowers dominated the parkway in the spring, including rhododendrons and dogwoods, moving from valleys to mountains as the cold weather retreated.

No cars ran on it anymore, only hikers and riders and sometimes horse-drawn wagons. It was indeed a scenic route for Raj who had done it a few times already to attend ceremonies in Cherokee Town, but he never had enough of the sight. Pedaling on the tarmac was another experience as he glanced at the oaks, hickory, and tulip trees at lower elevations, buckeye and ash in the middle, conifers such as fir and spruce at the highest elevations.

Trees near ridges, peaks and passes were often distorted and even contorted by the wind. They had become clear landmarks for Raj, old friends that helped him orient himself. Here came the Sentinel, followed by the Flying Falcon and then the Hunchback and the Hook, faster than when hiking, which was amazing.

It might be a six-day hike, but with their wonderful pedal car, they made it in three days, stopping to camp on the edge of the scenic route for the night. They had fallen into a lazy rhythm that churned miles faster than expected, pedaling for ten to fifteen hours per day, taking turns and making quick pit stops with snacks, including for lunch. They cooked only at the night camp.

The capital of the Cherokee Eastern Band was located in the Oconaluftee River Valley within the Qualla Boundary land trust. The real name of the Cherokee Nation's headquarters was Yellow Hill and the town still looked well lived-in, with signs written in the Cherokee syllabary.

Mohe asked for directions to the Melanin Goddess's house and was pointed to the museum. Shani had moved from the one in Roanoke to the one in Cherokee Town, although not as a curator like she'd been for the Lost Technology.

Her smile was still dazzling on her obsidian skin and she looked genuinely happy to see Raj, Bel and Zarif. The twenty-six-year-old Rainbow Town runaway also welcomed Yona and Mohe, and she invited them all to spend the night at her humble abode, a log cabin on the outskirts of the town she wasn't sharing with anyone.

She locked the museum for the day and led them there. The single-room cabin wasn't big enough for a family, but it was enough for her. She had moved in when the old owner had passed away and obviously hadn't found anyone to fill the void in her life yet.

She gushed over their pedal car and cart, then wanted to know where they were headed. Upon hearing their project of chasing aliens and exploring the post-apocalyptic world, she squealed in delight.

"Oh my god, I'm coming with you!" she said, beaming. "I don't seem to be able to find myself here either, so I'll happily move around some more! I couldn't find anyone here willing to explore further, I mean, the adventurous types were already gone when I got here... I'm so glad you stopped by!"

"Are you sure?" Raj asked, worried. "Can we take one more?" he asked his companions.

"She doesn't weigh much," Zarif said with a shrug. "She can sit on the cart. Or we can sit three by three on the seats, even though only four have pedals..."

"We'll find a way," Bel said. "I'm glad you're coming with us, Shani. If we find a Rainbow Town, how are we going to break into their internet if we don't have a hacker?"

"Exactly!" Shani grinned.

Raj had forgotten she was a hacker who had found her way to the Darknet that had guided them all out of their golden prison. He hadn't thought of asking Hiro if he wanted to come, or any other Rainbow Town hacker for that matter. To him, Shani was still his dance partner during his previous life in the underground town.

"Perfect, then," he said. "Especially since you're such a good cook!"

Shani blew him a kiss while Bel playfully slapped him. But they both knew cooking wasn't her favorite pastime, in fact it had been Yona in charge of meals so far. Raj had tried Shani's cooking skills back in Roanoke before she left, and she could only have gotten better.

"Yay, we'll be on the road again!" Shani said, delighted. "And there's more of us, in case we run into any trouble..."

"Not for the first miles," Yona said, amused. "But I'm not sure what's between here and the other Cherokee Nation in the west. We're assuming most white people didn't survive and most First Nations reclaimed their lands, but we really don't know, since communication is lost..."

"So where to next?" Shani asked.

"Chattanooga, where the Trail of Tears started," Raj answered with a smile.

***
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The log cabin was very small and sparsely furnished: a bunk bed, a rickety table with two stools and an oven. It didn't have room to sleep six, so they set up the tent outside and decided to have divided sleeping quarters for a night: women in the cabin, men in the tent.

Yona and Shani cooked while Raj, Zarif and Mohe set up a temporary table outside, with two logs as benches. The plates and cutlery were mismatched, but they didn't care. It was a very cheerful dinner and the wind carried their laughter to the rest of the town.

After dinner, Raj kissed Bel good night and went inside the tent with Zarif and Mohe, while the women headed back for the cabin. Bel had noticed that quiet Mohe couldn't keep his eyes off of Shani and she suspected he'd been hoping she'd come with them.

After splitting from the men, she asked Yona who confirmed with a smile what she had imagined. Mohe had a crush on Shani who
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