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Himalayas

Future Earth Chronicles Book 4

"How many Rainbow Towns do you plan to reach?" Eve asked, amused.

"At least one more before we hopefully dismantle their main base," Raj answered. "We should find one on the Siberian coast, while we head for the Himalayas. And possibly a couple more in China..."

(Across Continents, Book 3)
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CHAPTER ONE
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Raj liked walking next to the reindeer that pulled their sled, with Bel sitting on it. The air was brisk and pine-scented, and his breath came out in regular puffs. His walking boots made quite a noise on the gravelly road, but he wasn't trying to be stealthy. The pale Siberian sun and the movement kept him warm as he went up a hill, surrounded by taiga and higher mountains.

Bel said she had no breath for climbing, so she sat on the sled whenever the road went up, getting off when it went down. Raj had given her his tinted glasses, protecting his own light eyes with the brim of Jebediah's leather hat. He had a scarf underneath it that kept his ears covered, which made him look funny.

But then, they all looked funny with their mismatched clothes. Raj, Bel and Shani had long, steampunkish coats and pants. Mohe had traded his cloak of wolf pelts for one of the moose-hide jackets Dancing Bear had gifted them. Megan looked like a post-apocalyptic warrior with her patched-up coat made of different animal hides, ruined leather pants and combat boots, a mix of savage and civilized. Irina wore a long black coat and a fur hat. Toby and Gaia had brought clothing from the Rockies Rainbow Town and they were the most colorful of the lot with their arctic parkas and wind-breaker pants with pile inside.

A gray wolf sniffed the ground and led the way, followed by the placid reindeer. Ingolf headed the small caravan of four reindeer-drawn sleds and eight people, in wolf form. Irina always gathered his clothes and gave them back to him when he resumed human form.

They had left Magadan, a dying town on the Siberian coast, for the interior. Irina's husband had vanished on those mountains after a supposed Rainbow Towner had died in their boarding house three years earlier. That was why the landlady had decided to follow them on their quest.

The Himalayas were still months away, but Raj was glad they had made it this far with only one loss. His best friend was buried in the Canadian Rockies, but Zarif probably wouldn't have reached this far anyway.

The wanderers followed a scenic route through forests, mountains and valleys, leaving the highway to cut across via two towns, both abandoned and empty, with crumbling buildings almost invisible under the vegetation and not a soul in sight.

They reached Susuman, that lay in the Kolyma region near where the Susuman River joined the Berelyokh. The town still had a few inhabitants and sat on the Kolyma Highway, also known as the "Road of Bones", which connected Yakutsk with Magadan.

From there they were back on the old highway, following the unmaintained Summer Road to Tomtor. It was in a challenging state of disrepair that included washed-out bridges and sections of the road reclaimed by streams. They had to ford quite a few, but no big rivers stopped them. The meltwater running off the mountains seemed to have almost stopped by the end of July.

Then they reached Kadykchan, a town abandoned at the beginning of the 21st century and already crumbling. They recognized a school, a cinema, residences and empty food shops, all prey to vegetation like the hundreds of abandoned cars that lined the streets.

Since it was evening, they decided to stop in one of the buildings, even though electricity, water and heating were gone. At least they had four walls and a roof over their head, better than their tents or sleeping on the moving sleds.

Many roofs had crumbled, so finding such a place took some exploring. But eventually they found one that looked suitable, even sort of lived-in, as if someone had passed through it and used it for a short time. Hopefully they could keep out the mosquitoes too, if they put up blankets to cover the doors and windows.

The entrance took to a living room and a kitchen, then there was a corridor that took to bedrooms and a bathroom with no running water. Bel decided to use it anyway.

"Raj!" she called in a shaky voice after a moment. "Bring a torch!"

Raj and Mohe joined her in the corridor with their weapons ready and Toby brought his electric torch. She had stopped in front of one of the bedrooms. It was in the dark because the windows had been blocked with wooden planks.

She pointed and Toby turned the light of the torch to where two people lay, possibly asleep or possibly dead, since they were very pale and didn't look like they were breathing. The room was even colder than the rest of the house.

Ingolf and Irina also came to look, and Irina screamed, "Vasily!", rushing to shake the blond young man lying next to a freckled young woman with a ginger bob of hair.

"I think he's dead," Raj said, since neither of the sleepers moved, in spite of Irina's vigorous shaking. "They both are."

"Nah." Ingolf sniffed the air. "They're asleep. They're young, they'll wake up at sunset."

"Vampires?" Bel asked in a feeble voice. "And is that Irina's husband?"

"Apparently." Ingolf sighed and went to pull Irina away from the sleeping young man. He explained to her what had happened and she burst into tears, nestling against him. "There there," he muttered. "I'm not turning her to be with him until we've spoken with them," he warned.

"She wants to be turned?" Raj asked, incredulous.

"It's the only way to be with her husband for eternity." Ingolf rolled his eyes. "Here, take her back to the living room. I'd better go hunting and bring some wild animal for these two. I wouldn't want them to feed on you or the reindeer. And they'll be very hungry when they wake up, considering the long days on this side of the world!"

Ingolf pushed Irina into Raj's arms and they took her out of the bedroom. Shani and Gaia kept the blonde Russian busy with warming up the house and preparing dinner while Ingolf vanished in the mist outside.

The vampire came back with a wild reindeer that he held by the antlers and led to the bedroom. Irina watched him pass, wide-eyed, but didn't follow. The living room was now comfortably warm and the smell of their stew filled the air.

They were preparing for bed after dinner when they heard growls in the bedroom. The sun had gone down, the vampires were up. They heard the thump of the reindeer's body, probably drained of his blood by the three vampires. Surely Ingolf had shared his food with the two young undead.

Then Ingolf emerged from the corridor with the two young people. Vasily looked in his late twenties or early thirties, with short blond hair and blue eyes. In the light of their fire he still looked very pale, and when he called Irina, they all saw his fangs.

The redhead stayed back, watching them. As she pulled her bangs away from her forehead, Raj noticed the same small scars that still adorned Gaia and Toby's temples. The redhead had had microchips.

"Well, this is Vasily, Irina's husband, and this is Natalya," Ingolf said. "They don't speak English yet, and they're not sure what their powers are either, but they're not shape-shifters."

Irina's eyes were full of tears again, but she ran to Vasily and hugged him. He squeezed her, but looked terrified.

"He stayed here because he was afraid to hurt her," Ingolf explained. "He couldn't go back to her and bite her or feed on her! So he stayed with Natalya. I found her mates' bodies in another house, but they haven't been killed by vampires."

"So who turned them?" Raj asked, frowning and looking at Natalya.

"Emma." Ingolf scoffed. "She ran into them three years ago. Natalya was already dying, so she gave her life eternal. Her last companion ran away after her transformation – he's the one who reached Magadan only to die there. Vasily came looking for information on the stranger, found Natalya and Emma, and was about to go home, when he had an accident that would have cost him his life..."

"What kind of accident? A hungry fledgling attacking him?" Raj asked, frowning.

Ingolf chuckled.

"No, Natalya was asleep and Emma can control herself. It was a pack of hungry wolves. They attacked him, he ran out of bullets and would have become their food if a supernatural red fox hadn't interfered..."

"Emma." Bel nodded. "So he was wounded?"

"He was bleeding to death... so Emma saved him too."

"And then she abandoned her fledglings?" Bel asked.

"After a couple of years fledglings are fairly autonomous. But in this desert land with no humans, they can't really figure out if they are enchanters or mind-readers. They haven't turned into any animal yet, so..."

"Is Natalya from Rainbow Town?" Shani asked. She must have noticed the scars too.

Natalya spoke and then Ingolf translated.

"Yes, she's from Rainbow Town. And she's just discovered she's a mind-reader. She clearly saw your own Rainbow Towns in your heads."

"Can she take us back to where she came from?" Shani asked, excited. "I knew we were close!"

"Yes, there's a Rainbow Town near Tomtor, under the mountains," Ingolf said after consulting with Natalya. "It won't be easy to go back in the way she came out, though. And as you can see, they do need to sleep when the sun is up. We'll have to find a way to carry them, and will be able to explore with Natalya only at night."

Raj groaned, but if it was the only way... "Will they feed on us?" he asked, worried.

"Not if they have alternatives," Ingolf assured him. "I'll make sure they have something to feed upon when they wake up. They're not as feral as mine, they're just young and inexperienced."

"Baby vampires," Bel whispered. "Still grown-up people. How can we carry them?"

"I think we should put them on the sleds, covered from head to toe like Amber was when crossing the strait," Ingolf said. He had turned into a wolf when the sun was out, but these two couldn't. "You mortals can walk by the sleds. It will keep you warm, and the sleds will carry your packs."

He shot them his wolfish smile.

"If a particular lady still has trouble walking, she can stay on the sled," Raj said. "We only need two for the baby vampires."

"I'm okay," Shani said. "I can walk. Megan? Gaia?"

Gaia preferred to stay on the sled for the time being, but Megan had no problems walking.

"Ask Irina," Bel said. "Will she walk by her husband?"

Ingolf sighed. "I'm afraid I'll have to make another fledgling... so three sleds will be occupied by baby vampires, as you call them! But I'll make sure these stay civilized!"

Raj smiled despite himself. "Fine, whatever. We'd better get some sleep, so we can leave before the sun is up and the vampires can get on the sleds with their own legs."

"That doesn't leave us many hours of sleep!" Bel sighed. "Goodnight, then. I'm sure Ingolf will take care of everything while we sleep..."

***
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They reached Tomtor, ten days after leaving Magadan. There were still a few inhabitants who raised reindeer and small Yakut horses for meat as well as for hunting, fishing and gathering. The population was mostly of Yakuts, a Turkic people with Mongolian ancestors, who lived in huts.

The wanderers were the only ones using the crumbling buildings of the settlement, but they needed to protect the baby vampires from the sunlight. Irina, Vasily and Natalya fell asleep as soon as the sun came up and didn't wake up until it went down.

They were so still when they slept that they looked dead, and their skin was very cold to the touch. Bel hadn't touched Ingolf yet, but she mentioned the cold skin and he replied that vampires were cold when they were asleep because they hadn't fed, but they got warmer as soon as they did.

Irina could still eat normal food, but she preferred to go hunting with Vasily. They were really in love, and Bel thought it was amazing that they were going to be together forever, forever young like they were now. They'd never have children, but would never get sick or be bothered by the weather. They still covered their bodies, more out of habit than because they actually needed it.

And it was funny watching Ingolf playing the father to all three. They were not very unruly, even Emma's fledglings were quite obedient. They could feel he was much older than their maker, and if they wanted to live as long as he had, they'd better listen to him.

Bel was glad Ingolf had turned Irina while she slept. She wouldn't have wanted to watch that. But she went to sleep and when she awoke, it was done.

Emma had dumped them because they were too slow for her. Ingolf had gotten used to slow mortal speed, so he was much better suited to teach the baby vampires how to survive their second life.

As soon as they woke up, Natalya would lead them to the place she came from. They'd take one of the tents, then Ingolf would come back for the wanderers who would have to reach it before the following night, and while they slept, the baby vampires would keep moving at their superior speed. Longer days meant the wanderers would have time to catch up while the baby vampires slept.

In the meantime, Bel got to meet the Yakuts and their lovely mini-horses.

"They're ponies, really, although they're bigger than other breeds, and they've adapted to the extreme cold of the region, including the ability to locate and graze on vegetation that is under deep snow cover, and to survive without shelter in the local freezing winters," Ingolf explained.

"I wonder if we should switch our reindeer for these Yakut horses... they're small, but they look so strong and self-sufficient! Although I'm getting used to walking next to the reindeer without backpacks to encumber me!" she commented with a shrug.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The plan seemed to work. Ingolf left at sunset with Irina, Natalya, Vasily and a tent, and came back in wolf form as soon as the sun was up. The wanderers followed the wolf to the tent and set up camp, then as soon as the sun set, the vampires would take the other tent and keep going.

They mostly followed a river up the mountains, probably to its source. Raj hoped they wouldn't have to go in from where the water came out, it would be too challenging for everyone. The top of the mountains were still covered with snow, but hopefully they'd reach the entrance without having to climb on ice.

It took them five days to reach a cave on the lower slopes that was accessible by climbing boulders and rocks. The vampires had already gone up with their enhanced agility and set up ropes and rope ladders to help the mortals reach it. Then the fledglings had gone to sleep in the cave itself and the wanderers had joined them, leaving the reindeer down the slope.

"Everybody wants to go in?" Raj asked. Bel, Shani, Mohe, Megan, Gaia and Toby nodded eagerly. Unlike horses, reindeer didn't need looking after, so Mohe would finally see a place similar to the one Shani had come from. He looked forward to it.

"I'll go in first and see if I can switch on the lights like I did in the Great Plains," Ingolf said. "Although it doesn't look like a maintenance tunnel, more like a natural exit from the caves system under this mountain."

"Do you need white paint to leave us signs?" Megan asked. "I'll prepare some while the others think about our food."

"Good idea," Ingolf said. "So I can scout ahead and simply leave signs whenever there's a crossing. Unless I carve them in the rock, but they might be less obvious."

"Nah, I'll make do some paint." Megan shrugged. Bel decided to help her since she was still quite useless at cooking.

Raj, Mohe and Toby went out to try and catch either fish or venison, taking both fishing and hunting gear. They'd have to bring provisions in, since they had no idea how long it would take to reach the Russian Rainbow Town.

"Let's hope their Darknet is not in the Cyrillic alphabet," Toby commented as they ate.

"Or Chinese," Shani added, thoughtful. "I wonder what language they'd use under the Himalayas! But hopefully there's an online translator like the one from the alien language to English."

"Any hope Natalya is a hacker?" Raj asked Ingolf who shook his head.

"No, she followed someone who died before her."

"A bit like me," Bel said in a shaky voice.

"We didn't die, but we didn't come out in this kind of weather," Raj said. "When did she come out?"

"She's not sure, since she has no calendar, but probably around November," Ingolf replied.

"Did you tell her it's been four hundred years since the apocalypse?" Shani inquired.

"Yes, that's why she probably wants back in, but she's too weak at this point. And even underground, she falls asleep when the sun is up. So she'll have to rely on what I tell her."

"I'll make a movie for her," Gaia promised. "I'm sure she knows what that means."

"Actually, you should show her your documentaries," Ingolf said. "When you come back out. Otherwise there's no way she's going to wait here."

***
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They could see the tunnel from the entrance. They headed there with their backpacks and soon the pearly light of the day faded away. They switched on their lamps and followed the uneven tunnel.

"This feels more like spelunking," Raj muttered. "We should have asked Ingolf more info about this."

"As long as there's no underground river to cross," Shani replied. She turned to look at Mohe. "Are you okay, sweetheart?"

The tunnel must feel even more oppressive for someone going underground for the first time. Sometimes they had to bend or lean to the side, and at one point they had to go down on all fours.

Eventually they emerged into a man-made tunnel and were able to walk upright and almost in a straight line. Ingolf's painted white arrow pointed left, so they headed that way. After a quick stop to eat and rest, they resumed their walk until they reached another tunnel that looked like a corridor and had overhead white neon lights.

Ingolf waited for them at the end of it, held up by a metal door with a keypad that he was trying to use.

"I've tried every combination of numbers possible!" he said, frustrated. "It's not opening!"

"Let me do it," Shani replied. "You'll need a key. Do you still have yours, Toby?"

The vampire stepped back, allowing her and Toby near the keypad.

Gaia pulled out her camera, but the batteries were long dead. She sighed. "Hope we find more."

"As soon as we get in," Toby assured her. At that point the metal door slid open. "Yes!" He beamed. "We should leave it open, just in case..."

"We don't know which level we're on," Shani said, stepping beyond cautiously. It looked like a maintenance room, with a couple of workstations for humans, but it was deserted. It didn't look abandoned like the energy rooms, maybe they were in Indigo 80-99, like in Montana?

They all piled into the room, and Shani and Toby sat at the computers. There were no windows opening onto other rooms, but there was another door, almost across from the one they had come in through. Ingolf growled at the sight of the other keypad.

Toby cursed. "Cyrillic keyboards," he muttered. "Glad I can type without looking."

"That's not Cyrillic, it's the aliens' alphabet," Shani replied. "Just ignore it and pretend it's English."

Toby nodded. Both worked quietly for a moment. Gaia checked the drawers for batteries, but she'd probably have to reach the town itself to find any. Mohe stood behind Shani, fascinated by her fast typing and whatever appeared on her computer screen.

"Any robots around?" Raj asked, still tense. Megan showed she was ready to shoot them, but again they were in a confined space and it might be dangerous.

"No, I think we are..." Shani hesitated. "Green 40-59? Let me check a map... oh, yes, there are control rooms on all levels!"

"So it's a vertical Rainbow Town, like ours?" Bel asked.

"Yes," Toby said. "And like ours."

"Mine was horizontal," Megan grumbled. "The vertical ones look so much better, though!"

"Actually, it looks more like a zigzag," Shani said, still puzzled. "No Central Tower elevators, more steep funiculars between levels – driverless, like Megan's Rainbow Town trains."

"Can we get into Green, then?" Gaia asked, hopeful. "And find a place to wash ourselves and eat and get some sleep... and then find batteries and everything?"

"I think so," Shani said. "Yes, I do need some rest too. Tomorrow we can try to break into the Darknet and contact the locals – hoping someone speaks English."

"Will they notice us?" Raj asked.

"No, there's a condo building just outside of this room, and it's half empty. We can go there for now."

***
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They removed coats and parkas in the warmth of Rainbow Town, but took them along. The condo building had small apartments for single occupants, much like the ones Bel and Raj had had in their own Rainbow Town. The couples decided to share anyway and they'd meet again
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