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Megan addressed Dancing Bear in his own dialect, clearly demanding to know why he was bringing people to her home. She wore a patched coat made of different animal pelts and very ruined leather pants as well as combat boots.

She also had goggles keeping her bangs away from her face, and a ponytail, hence it took some time to realize that her hair was still half blond and half dark, split evenly down the middle. The right side was platinum blond, the left side raven black. The perfect split looked very much like genetic engineering, like Maya's purple hair.

Across Continents, Book 3

CHAPTER ONE

Megan strummed her guitar, but didn't seem to find the song she was looking for. Her bicolored hair fell freely on her shoulders as she half-lay on the couch.

Her living room looked like a home recording studio, with a microphone, amps and a keyboard all connected to a mixer and a computer. The window opened onto the quiet street below, and the only noises were the ones she was making. The bedroom door was open onto her unmade bed, but she wasn't going to let a robot cleaner in just yet.

The couch might be comfortable, but she felt uneasy. Playing the guitar in her underwear wasn't bringing the hoped respite. Her smart-house, connected to the microchips implanted in her temples, autonomous and just perfect for any kind of creator, was making her stir-crazy today.

Must be one of those days. When she saw herself wandering the world with just a backpack, exploring nature and the planet... a forbidden dream. There was no way out of her comfy apartment, comfy town, comfy everything. She felt trapped.

She was torn between the need to get away from Rainbow Town and the undeniable comfort of her life as a composer, musician and performer in the underground settlement. She might dream of nature, but she'd never seen it or experienced it, and she was afraid to end up hating it.

She should have been satisfied with her home studio and her shows and her quiet, creative life without the 21st century hassles of working for a living and making ends meet, but she was restless. Her primary gift might be music – punk-rock – but even that didn't seem to hold her, lately.

The video of that attention-grabber who had just come over from Orange Teens kept replaying in her head. Rainbow Town's new sensation! Everybody seemed to have forgotten Megan in their enthusiasm for the newcomer.

Megan was doing fine with her punk-rock shows. She had started composing songs in her teens, but hadn't really performed on a stage with a huge audience until she'd reached Yellow 20-39. She'd had a band in Orange Teens, but now she performed solo and was enjoying it very much.

Until that bitch came along. Megan wasn't sure how long it had taken her to become a star, but Elena seemed to have taken this suburb by storm. With natural red hair and brown eyes, no genetic modifications (like Megan's hair color), no tattoos (like Megan's arms and lower back) and a soprano voice that left its mark.

And Elena was a damn adrenaline junkie. The videos she posted were outrageous and dangerous and bordering on deadly. Megan thought the girl was brain-dead, as were the people who followed her and wanted to emulate her. She might be a good opera singer, but Elena was bat-crazy in Megan's opinion.

Still people seemed to love her ways, and Megan was pissed. She wasn't used to competition. Not that kind of crazy, almost-deadly competition. She wasn't going to put her life at risk to gain attention from the crowds. She might like the spotlight, but not to the cost of her physical safety.

Her latest show attracted fewer people because many had preferred listening to old, pre-apocalypse opera, sang by a crazy young woman who probably had suicidal thoughts. Or she felt so immortal and invulnerable that she thought nothing would hurt her. Sometimes Megan hoped Elena crashed hard and ended up in hospital. It would give the stupid bitch a reality check.

As for her, Megan wasn't sure what to do anymore. If people's interest in her songs waned, why should she keep writing and recording them? Again the call of nature, of a world she had seen only on her flatscreen in old movies and documentaries from before the apocalypse, seemed stronger. She had felt it before, but hadn't acted on it. Yet.

Megan huffed and put down the guitar. Her small apartment felt like a golden prison now. She wanted to go out – really out, away from Rainbow Town and all of the underground world that protected her and the other survivors of the apocalypse.

Her microchips informed her that Elena was the new #1 trend on the net. Screw them, she didn't care anymore. She had to find another pastime that could keep her mind off her dreams. She must keep herself busy – or find a way out of the underground town.

Her phone rang, and Carlos's brown face appeared when she took the call.

"Hey, baby, how is it going?" he asked.

"Not good," she snapped.

"Would you like another tattoo? Or is the last one still kinda hurting?"

"My tattoos are fine, thanks." She glared at him. "See you tonight at the coffee shop."

She ended the call and headed for the bedroom, calling Lucy. Her best friend answered almost immediately.

"Still in your undies?" she asked with a smile.

"Getting dressed now," Megan replied. "Got time to talk?"

"Sure, come on over."

Megan nodded and signed off, throwing the phone on the bed as she passed. She opened the wardrobe, grabbed a colorful mini-dress and put it on. She wore platform shoes and headed out of the small apartment.

Smart-homes for singles, with a bedroom with en suite bathroom and a living room with kitchenette with food dispenser. Self-cleaning and fully automated. Anything she wanted, she could order it and get it delivered to her door. She knew that as soon as her door closed, the cleaning robot would come out of its closet and make the bed and clean everything.

She crossed the landing of the condo and rang Lucy's bell. Lucy let her in – the same apartment with the same appliances, but specular. Lucy hadn't personalized the place yet, since she had moved back to a single apartment only recently, after splitting with her boyfriend.

"What's up?" Lucy asked.

She wore a corset over shorts and slippers, and had tied her orange dreadlocks in a bun. She'd just had them done, and Megan wasn't used to her new looks yet. Nothing permanent, unlike her bicolored mane, and who knew how long it would last. Lucy wasn't a performer, so she didn't really design her looks as much as Megan did. She had wings tattooed on her back, and the tops could be seen above the corset's edge when she turned her back on people.

"I want to get out of Rainbow Town," Megan said, storming in and slumping on the couch. "I'm sick of this place and all its inhabitants!"

Lucy stared at her with her blue eyes. "We can't go out. There's nothing out there."

Always the voice of reason. Megan huffed.

"We don't know what's out there," she corrected. "Heck, we don't even know what year it is anymore! We're here, pampered and taken care of by computers and machines, free to follow our inclinations, but there's a whole planet out there!"

"And it's not safe," Lucy insisted. "Or so they tell us." She shot her an impish smile.

"Do you know something that I don't?" Megan scowled at her.

Lucy giggled. "Probably. See you tonight at the coffee shop?"

"That's when I told Carlos I'll meet him." Megan nodded, still frowning.

"Summon everybody, we'll find a way out."
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Megan checked herself in the mirror one last time. Her perfectly trimmed bangs formed a slight V perfectly split between platinum blond and raven black. She tied her bicolored hair in a high ponytail and checked her makeup one last time.

Time to go. She padded back to the bedroom and put on her combat boots. She wore shorts over fishnet stockings purposefully ripped in places to show off her pale legs, and had a tank top that showed her pierced belly button and the top of her lower back tattoo. Her arms were also tattooed – faces of people covered both limbs.

She grabbed her short leather jacket with cuffs and a collar of black feathers and left her apartment, shoving her phone in a pocket. Her microchips, hidden under her bangs, locked her door and called the elevator. She took a piece of chewing gum from her jacket's pocket, and then shoved both her hands in her shorts pockets as she marched out of the elevator and into the street.

Boring apartment, boring building, boring street, with only a slight breeze that showed air was recycled in the underground town. Two-story buildings with terraces or three-story ones with courtyards for pools and places to gather, if one didn't feel like walking to other public places.

Megan hated Rainbow Town now. It was bearable when she was a child, or a teen, but now that she was in Yellow 20-39, she was growing restless. The Entertainment Center was no longer the place where she wanted to be a star, but she wasn't sure yet what the alternative could be. Her dreams of grasslands and mountains and sandy beaches had increased lately, and the VR Center wouldn't be enough this time.

Yes, they had a perfectly safe environment where they could thrive, doing whatever they pleased. She could compose and sing her heart out and play on stage, but she wished she could see a real sky, not what passed for it in the settlement.

They were survivors of the apocalypse that had wiped away 21st century Western civilization, but it wasn't fair they had to be locked up in an underground town. Surely it wasn't as bad out there as the official channels said.

Megan had always been a rebel, to her best friend Lucy's dismay, but now she wanted to do something about it. She headed for the coffee shop where she usually met with her friends. She was the first to sit at their usual table, and took off her jacket, putting it on the back of her chair.

She pulled out her phone and checked the notifications had gone out. Yes, everybody was on their way. They should be here soon. They all lived in her building, except Alex and Pippa who lived in a building with apartments for couples, just a block away.

Her manicured fingers started tapping on the fake-wood table as she waited impatiently for the others to show up. The houses were too small to gather in, hence they usually met outside, in public spaces like this fully automated coffee shop, currently empty since it was almost time for the night cycle.

Megan wondered what real sunsets were like. They looked wonderful in old movies. That was all she knew about the world out there – pre-apocalypse movies that couldn't tell her what was actually left.

They'd been locked down forever. They had no idea of what year it was, there were no calendars in Rainbow Town. All they'd been told was that outside was still unsafe, while here they could have anything they wished for.

Megan presumed it had been about a century since the apocalypse, but she wasn't sure how long the apocalypse had lasted. Had it been swift like in 12 Monkeys or World War Z, or had it been a slow decadence, a tech failure, a pandemic, a world war, a bioengineered virus, or what? Nobody actually knew, only that they were lucky survivors.

A smart-town – fully connected inside, but not with the outside world – had been built like the spokes of a wheel somewhere, Megan wasn't exactly sure where, although she presumed it was in North America.

The center was Grand Central with seven platforms spiking out of it. Nobody lived there, of course, but they passed through it when they changed suburbs – Red Children, Orange Teen, Yellow 20-39, Green 40-59, Blue 60-79, Indigo 80-99 and Violet Over 100 – connected by driverless trains that made no stops in between the two ends of the line.

A wonderful, twenty-first century marvel that still worked well. Appliances and self-driving cars they could conjure with their brain-computer interfaces, those microchips implanted in their temples that allowed them to be constantly online.

Except "online" was a closed intranet, not a World Wide Web. Megan kept wondering if there were other Rainbow Towns, and why they weren't connected. Where they really the only survivors of the apocalypse?

There was no way to know, unless one was good at coding. And she wasn't. Her talent lay elsewhere. But surely one of her friends knew a hacker, or someone who could help her get out of damn Rainbow Town. Maybe Lucy herself had found something, she was smart with computers.

Lucy arrived first. She now wore a sleeveless sky-blue minidress and knee-length black boots. She sat next to Megan with a smile, and was about to say something when Carlos showed up.

He had brown skin, long raven hair, brown eyes and a bright smile. He had tribal tattoos on his arms that he liked to show off by wearing tank tops. He wore ripped jeans and combat boots. He and Megan had an on-off relationship.

He was a tattoo artist, and Megan had met him when she decided to add some body art to her look. She liked the way he touched her, both when tattooing and when making love to her, but they weren't really a steady couple like Alex and Pippa.

They both had other friends and interests, and hadn't moved in together yet. In fact Carlos had done Lucy's back, but didn't end up in her bed, since Lucy had a boyfriend at the time.

With Carlos came Danny, the typical Caucasian man, and gym freak of the group. He was handsome and he knew it. Unlike Carlos, he had short hair and he wore a white shirt open onto his muscled chest, and dark pants.

Then came the only couple of the group, Alex and Pippa. He was black, she was white, with a shoulder-length bob of golden hair. They made a strange contrast, and Megan wasn't sure how long they'd been together – it was hard to keep track of time in Rainbow Town, which irritated her to no end – but they seemed to do just fine.

"Tell us, Lady Megan, why the summons?" Carlos asked cheerfully.

At that point artificial lights switched on inside the coffee shop, while outside the town turned dark. Only streetlights showed the sidewalks, and no cars moved. During the nighttime it was forbidden to use them, they were all at their recharging stations. Unless there was a show at the arena, that is.

Megan rolled her eyes while Lucy tapped for food and drinks. She placed her order, then turned the tablet around for the others.

"Aren't you sick of this damn town?" Megan snapped, glaring at them all one by one.

Lucy gulped and looked worried, Carlos shrugged, Danny raised his eyebrows, Pippa and Alex exchanged a puzzled glance.

Megan huffed. "I mean, what proof do we have that there's nothing out there? Can't we send drones to check what it's like? Why don't the people of the other sectors ever do anything to find out?"

Lucy was thoughtful now. "Some people do," she said. "I found the Darknet."

"The what?" Megan stared at her best friend, incredulous.

"The Darknet," Lucy repeated patiently. "It's online, but not on the normal channels. It has forums where people discuss things in secret. There are people who've left."

"There are?" Carlos asked, puzzled. "Where did they go?"

"Nobody knows. They never came back. And they took out their microchips before leaving, so they're no longer traceable."

Megan frowned and massaged her temples. She could feel the microchips underneath. Useful, in here, but out there? Probably not.

"I want to know more about this stuff," she decided. "I want out."

Lucy slowly nodded.

CHAPTER TWO

Danny, Alex and Pippa thought the idea was foolish, but Carlos followed Megan and Lucy back to their apartment building.

"Did you find a map of Rainbow Town on that Darknet?" Megan asked, excited.

"Not really, only the official plan," Lucy answered with a shrug.

She led them inside her apartment and sat on her armchair with her laptop while Megan and Carlos sat on the couch. Carlos was serious and didn't even try to pull Megan into his arms. Either he thought this adventure would bring them together, or he was really interested in getting away from Rainbow Town too.

Megan didn't ask. The microchips might connect them to the intranet day and night, but they weren't telepaths and couldn't read each other's thoughts. She waited for Lucy to start her laptop.

"Are there official exits?" Carlos asked.

"Well, we got in from somewhere," Lucy replied. "But those entrance tunnels are sealed."

She turned the laptop towards them. It showed Grand Central – the roof of the Energy Level that had the thorium generators that kept everything moving in town – with the tunnels like spokes of the wheel that led to the various suburbs.

"We can't go in the tunnels of the driverless trains on foot," Lucy continued. "And some places are off-limits, like Violet Over 100, but also Indigo 80-99."

"So we don't have elderly people here yet," Megan mused. "How long do you think it's been since the apocalypse?"

"I have no idea." Lucy shrugged. "Nobody does. We're definitely buried somewhere with no way out."

"So whoever made it out, couldn't come back in," Carlos said, thoughtful. "Maybe they dug their way out, and then the passage collapsed or was repaired by our ever-efficient robots, so we'll have to do it from scratch."

"Right, does it say where we should start?" Megan asked, determined.

Lucy turned the laptop back towards her. "We start by studying survival manuals and learning the use of weapons. Because we don't know what's out there, and we might need to hunt for food. I'm sure there's no technology left, or we'd know."

"I like it." Carlos grinned and rose. "I'm going to do some research. If I find a weapons instructor, I'll send you the link."

He walked out of the apartment, followed by the two women's stare. Then Lucy looked Megan in the eye.

"Actually, I know a gun instructor," she said with her impish smile. "Craig's friend, Richie."

Megan opened her mouth, then closed it. She vaguely remembered Richie, because he had moved to Green 40-69 sometime after she had moved to Yellow 20-39. And she had met him because Lucy had fallen in love with Craig, who was slightly younger, but seemingly adored Richie.

They were both adrenaline junkies, which had spelled the end of Craig's love story. Lucy had had enough of worrying about Craig's health. There could be dangerous sports even in an underground town like theirs. Accidents did happen, and Lucy couldn't take it anymore.

"Okay," Megan said. "Can you contact him?"

"I already did," Lucy answered. "He's ready when we are. He'll teach us everything about shotguns. And then take us to a place that will remove our microchips. We won't need them out there, and it's the only way to be completely free."

"Set up an appointment." Megan sighed. "I'm going to get some sleep, after reading some survival guides."

***
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Carlos was happily surprised to see the girls had found a gun instructor before him, and followed them to the train station to get to Green 40-69.

The yellow train took them to Grand Central in five minutes, and there they changed for the green train that they had already called through their microchips. Another five-minute ride and they were in Green 40-69, where they stopped a self-driving car and input the address Richie had given them.

There was no shooting range in Yellow 20-39, so they were curious. Yes, they could have practiced in the VR center, but surely the real thing was different.

Richie was more or less like Megan remembered him – tall and well-toned – but his hair had gone completely gray. She couldn't remember what color it used to be, but she thought his silver crew cut looked good.

"How is Craig doing?" Lucy asked out of politeness.

"No idea." Richie smiled. "Hopefully he's out there, thriving."

"He's out of Rainbow Town?" Megan asked.

"Yes, he left with a group – four is the minimum we think should go out together."

"So we'll need to convince someone else," Carlos mused.

"I can come with you," Richie replied. "I'm sick of this place too, and wish I had left with Craig!"

It was all just perfect. They even had a guide! Megan and Lucy exchanged a satisfied smile.

***
[image: ]


Richie's lessons (and studying the books and manuals) took some time, but there wasn't much else to do in Rainbow Town. There was Danny's birthday, and as they celebrated on the terrace of the building, he asked Megan and Lucy if they were still determined to leave.

To which both shrugged. They weren't ready and wouldn't talk about it until they were. Carlos tried to convince his friend to come with them, but Danny wasn't too keen on learning to live outside, in the wild. Probably the fact that he was chasing a female bodybuilder at the gym had something to do with it.

Megan scoffed when she heard about it. At least her friends didn't talk about Elena Diva, the Phenomenon. Actually, a couple asked when she was going to do another show. She consulted with Lucy and decided she'd do her farewell concert soon, although the official reason would be her retirement from the entertainment channels, not that she was leaving town.

Time flew between old movies about "before", boring manuals and shooting lessons. Megan learned to load and unload her shotgun, and took some martial arts lessons to be able to defend herself.

Then she added rehearsing for her final show, and at that point she thought the only thing she'd miss out there would be her guitar. But she could still write songs and sing them, if she felt so inclined. Her tablet's batteries wouldn't last forever, but she knew how to write longhand – it was actually her preferred method for composing lyrics.

For her last show, she was at her most splendid. She had ordered an outrageous stage costume that enhanced her looks and made her look otherworldly. She sang and tortured her guitar for an hour and a half with barely a break. Lucy recorded her performance with a camera, and Megan was recalled on stage for an encore. She later learned that even Elena had been in the audience.

Carlos took her home after the performance, and she invited him in.

"I'm glad I'll be able to hear you sing for the time being," he said, taking her in his arms.

He was taller than her and she was glad he was tagging along. They might not be together forever, but it was good to have another man besides Richie. Megan might be tough, but she wouldn't have left with just Lucy.

"So, tomorrow we take out the microchips and then we're off," she said, putting her arms around his neck. "What do you think awaits us out there?"

"I have no idea, but I'm happy to explore it with you," he answered before leaning to kiss her.

***
[image: ]


The wake-up app brought Megan back from her dreamworld. She'd been lying on a beach in a bikini, and it wasn't VR, but real. As she yawned and stretched, she wondered how far the sea could be from Rainbow Town.

Then she remembered what day it was, and she jumped out of bed. Today was the day. Out with the microchips and ready to go. She had one hour to pack and meet with Lucy and Carlos at the station. They'd meet Richie at Grand Central and follow him to wherever they were supposed to go to remove the microchips.

Megan showered, then, for the first time in years, dressed in military fatigues and a heavy flannel shirt. She had no idea of the weather outside of Rainbow Town, so she had clothes for all seasons, as well as an extra pair of trekking shoes.

Her backpack was heavy, but not much more than her amp. Richie would bring the weapons and a tent. Megan had attached her bedroll under the backpack. She shot a last longing glance at her music equipment, blew it a kiss, then exited the apartment.

She met Lucy on the landing. Her best friend looked a little out of breath. She was obviously less used to carrying heavy packs. Lucy wore travel clothes too, and pants for the first time in years. She had tied her dreadlocks at the nape of the neck, which left her face strangely bare. A flash of teen Lucy with her bob of brown hair smiled shyly in Megan's memories.

"Did you record your good-bye message?" Lucy asked as they entered the elevator.

"Nah, I'll do it when we're ready," she answered. "Maybe on the train to Grand Central."

"Good idea." Lucy nodded. "We'll leave our phones here anyway. No sense taking them with us."

Carlos was already at the station waiting for them. He greeted them with a smile, and gave Megan a peck on the cheek. He hadn't stayed the night because he needed to pack too, so after a very welcome sexual encounter, he had gone home.

They climbed aboard the empty yellow train, and took a selfie of the three of them to post on their social networks. Then each of them sat separately to record their goodbye to the underground settlement, but they didn't post it yet.

Richie was at Grand Central with two backpacks and the weapons. He had two shotguns and two handguns, and he gave the latter to the girls. Carlos had brought a machete and a metal baseball bat.

"We're taking the blue train," Richie said. "This way."

The second train was as empty as the first. It was still early for Rainbow Town, and since nobody had specific working hours – actually, nobody worked for a living – everybody was free to get up whenever they wanted. Children and teens might have scheduled classes, but from Yellow 20-39 onward the day was free.

"Do you think there's still someone out there?" Megan asked on the green train. "And do they work for a living? Still use money?"

Richie shook his head with a sigh. "We'll find out soon enough," he said with a brief smile.

The platform door opened onto a big cave with ten-story buildings neatly ordered around straight streets. There were electric self-driving cars parked outside the train station and they took one for four after leaving their packs in lockers.

Richie took them to the local hospital where a gray-haired woman removed their microchips. She didn't give her name, and they didn't ask. She wished them good luck and pointed them to an abandoned side of the suburb, giving Richie a plastic card to operate things without the microchips – including the self-driving car that would take them back to the train station to retrieve their packs.

The Blue sector looked less crowded than Yellow and Green. Nobody stopped or asked them anything as they retrieved their backpacks and headed for the outskirts, where the cave ceiling was lower and reachable with a ladder. They reached a back alley behind a one-story building – set up as a diner, but currently empty and switched off – and Richie pointed at the very close ceiling of the cave.

Again they dropped their packs and Richie went to get digging utensils, since he'd look less conspicuous than his younger companions among the sixty-somethings. He came back with two spades, two pickaxes and a folding ladder. He gave a pickaxe to Carlos and the spades to the girls after setting up the ladder where the ceiling was the lowest.

It was time to start digging their way out of Rainbow Town. Both men took off their jackets and heavy shirts, and started breaking the plaster of the ceiling. The building had no windows on that side and nobody showed up to check what they were doing.

First there was a brick wall, and that was easy to take down. Hopefully they wouldn't have to dig through hard rocks, but the tunnel seemed to go very slowly. By the end of the day they had barely made an opening high up on the wall.

Again Richie went to the nearest fast-food place to get some takeaway rations, ordering through a tablet instead of the microchips. They ate sitting on the floor next to the ladder and the mound of dirt, and then curled up to sleep on the flat ground of Rainbow Town, possibly for the last time.

In the quiet of the night cycle, Megan realized she was offline for the first time, and it was exhilarating. No notifications, no news, nothing – everything was gone at last. In the sudden silence of her head, she dozed off.
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Megan was awoken by the light, since there were no blinds in the alley. Another day cycle had started, and they continued digging. The manual labor left them exhausted once again, but the tunnel kept growing.

Megan lost track of time as she moved raw earth away from Richie and Carlos. They left the ladder behind and kept going up at some forty-five degrees, hoping to reach the surface. Soon they needed electric torches to see what they were doing, and they had to drag their backpacks inside the tunnel.

They had some military portions Richie had found in a warehouse somewhere. They weren't as tasty as the fast-food dishes, but they were food. They also had water, and before the sight of Rainbow Town completely vanished behind them, Megan and Lucy sat with Lucy's tablet to watch Megan's last concert. The signal was already fading and they answered all the comments they could.

The next "day" the useless technology was left behind, as they kept digging their way out. Megan had no idea of how much time had passed, but eventually she heard Richie curse. The tunnel had somehow collapsed ahead of him, and he'd gotten soil on his face, but then Carlos screamed in excitement.

A whiff of fresh air reached Megan and she too saw a small piece of blue sky. They were almost out! In spite of the exhaustion, they doubled their efforts to open a passage to freedom. The light breeze gave them strength, but they didn't manage to open the tunnel enough until the night came.

Richie went out first, with a gun ready, to check their surroundings.

"It's clear," he said, leaning over the hole. "Give me the packs, then come out."

Megan found herself under an unbelievable starry sky. The moon was full and seemed to laugh at them. Megan gaped at the expanse around them. They were on a plain, with scattered thickets of trees in every direction. The smells were so different from Rainbow Town that she almost choked on them.

The sounds of the night animals made her shiver, but she saw Carlos and Richie were already setting up the tent. She exchanged a glance with Lucy, who looked as impressed as she was, then they went to help the men to prepare for the night.

As soon as she lay down in her bedroll, Megan fell asleep, exhausted by that last effort.

The wind awoke them. It seemed to want to tear away their tent. The sounds from outside were different, other birds were now calling each other and other critters seemed to be around. When she exited the tent, Megan gaped once again at the sight of the green plains. The sun was high already and birds flew up above.

"We missed sunrise," she said, disappointed. She had swapped her combat boots for trekking shoes.

"But we'll see the sunset." Carlos elbowed her and winked.

She smiled despite herself and playfully slapped him.

"Breakfast, and then we can move," Richie said, always efficient.

"Which way?" Lucy asked, worried. "We have no maps."

"I do," he answered. "But I'll have to figure out where we are first. We'll check that thicket and if we find a river, we'll follow it."

CHAPTER THREE

They found both a river and the remnants of a small town. A rusty sign told them they were in Vaughn, Montana. They decided to camp in one of the few remaining buildings instead of putting up the tent. The roof seemed to hold and even though they hadn't gone too far, the sun had been hot and they were tired.

They saw their first sunset and were impressed by the orange hues of the sky. Their rations were almost finished, so from tomorrow they'd have to start hunting for food. Megan tried to remember all the herbs and other edible food she had studied that was available naturally, but she wasn't sure what she would find. She wasn't even sure was season it was supposed to be!

But breathing the air rich in unknown, marvelous scents had felt exhilarating all day. She'd finally had a reason to wear shades, to protect her eyes from the light, and she wore a not-so-fashionable baseball hat.

Walking under the sun, feeling its rays warm her arms, had felt good, although now she felt sore. Her pale skin hadn't reacted too well. Lucy's skin was even redder than hers, but Carlos's brown skin was unaffected. Richie must have had some kind of tan, because he didn't look as "burned" as the girls did, but he did provide them with oil that helped.

"First day outside and we already got sunburned!" Lucy giggled as Megan helped her put oil on her shoulders after her friend had done the same for her.

"Try to keep a long-sleeved shirt on tomorrow," Richie suggested. "You brought a light cotton one didn't you?"

"Yes." Megan sighed. "I hope we wake up on time to see the sunrise."

***
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The next morning she and Lucy were still a little sore, but they covered their upper body with long sleeves. They got out of their shelter when the sun was barely leaving the horizon, and set up a campfire in the open to have breakfast.

Richie had found an old paper map of the United States in Rainbow Town's library, and he opened it while they cooked whatever was left for breakfast. They were in Cascade County and they should probably leave the Rockies behind and follow the Sun River. It was supposed to meet the Missouri River in a city, so it would probably be easier to find survivors there.

Then they explored some more. They saw no traces of the other group that had left before them, who might have emerged elsewhere. They were on their own, with no directions as to where to go next.

If they left the river behind, they could follow what was left of Highway 87, but they wouldn't have access to water. Therefore they preferred to stick to the Sun River and follow its current, hoping to reach Great Falls. It was weird using the sun to orient themselves, but the ever-efficient Richie had also brought a compass, in case clouds covered it.

Off they went, following the shore where they could, keeping the river in sight when they couldn't. Megan and Lucy trudged on for miles, requesting stops only when they could walk no more.

When they stopped for lunch in a thicket, the men let them rest and went hunting. Megan and Lucy relieved themselves by the river, then took off their shoes. Both had blisters, but there wasn't much they could do, except put their feet in the cool water while they waited.

"I should cut my hair," Lucy mused, tying her dreadlocks up again and covering them with her foulard.

"We've only been out a couple of days," Megan replied. She had hers in a tight bun that left her neck bare. "Give us more time. Did you bring tampons?"

"Yeah, but they won't last forever." Lucy's laugh was frail.

"We'll find people, and the local women will tell us how they do it," Megan said, determined. "I'm more worried about toilet paper, but until we stick to the river, we should be fine."

"Washing in that cold water isn't really my idea of a relaxing bath, but we'll have to make do." Lucy sighed. "What if we're the last four humans out here?"

"Well, we'll repopulate the Earth." Megan shrugged.

Lucy playfully slapped her. "How? We came out of artificial wombs!"

"Yeah, but we have periods, therefore we can probably have babies." Not that she wanted any. Damn, she hadn't thought about birth control out here. She frowned. "I guess Carlos better keep his hands off me for now," she muttered.

"If we don't find anyone, will you share him?" Lucy asked.

"You can have him." Megan sighed. "I don't think we're meant to be together forever. Richie is much more interesting!"

Lucy smiled and shook her head. Hopefully they'd survive their adventure. They wouldn't eat any poisonous plant, wouldn't get sick and would find people who would help them to move on in this wonderful, brave new world without technology.
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It took them a couple of days to reach what was left of a town. Again, a rusty sign welcomed them to Great Falls, Montana, but the place was abandoned and crumbling. They camped on the outskirts when they reached it, because it was almost sunset and they didn't want to explore it in the dark.

The next morning they went through the ruins in about three hours, crossing the Missouri River on the bridge at First Avenue. The city was eerily quiet, with only the wind howling in the empty streets. Abandoned cars and empty shop windows lined their route, and vegetation was spreading out of the public parks, attacking skyscrapers and lower buildings alike.

It was probably summer from all the green around them. They left the abandoned city behind and followed Highway 87 since it seemed easier to walk on than the meadows surrounding the city.

Nature had reclaimed the land, and animals were doing just fine. The only jarring thing was the lack of human beings, but Megan was certain they'd find some, eventually. They couldn't be the last four.

Or eight, if the other group had made it to somewhere as well. No matter how many people had gotten out of Rainbow Town, out there was so huge, they might never meet them again.

As they continued east, they saw shapes in the distance. Richie muttered he had forgotten to grab binoculars, and Carlos said they looked like teepees. Maybe the Native Americans had survived, but the runaways had no idea which tribes, or what language they spoke.

They decided to continue along the highway, just in case they found someone who spoke English. None of them had thought of learning other languages.

And one day, as they sat for lunch, they heard a low rumble. The earth started shaking and they wondered if it was an earthquake.

Carlos stood up and looked beyond the thicket where they had built their fire and screamed, "Buffalo!"

Megan stood too, wide-eyed, feeling like Kevin Costner in Dances with Wolves. Buffaloes were back in great numbers in North America! There were no Indians hunting them, so who knew what had spooked the herd that ran past the thicket, heading for the ruins of Great Falls.

Richie grabbed his shotgun and shot down one of the slower ones. Megan clapped. They'd have meat for a few days. If they figured out how to prepare it. They weren't really native Americans with their old traditions...
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Megan was getting used to walking and sleeping on the floor. She began to follow Richie's steps almost in a trance. Lucy was much slower, and Carlos often stopped to wait for her. Insects were more bothersome than expected, though. If she had known about flies, Megan would have stayed inside Rainbow Town!

They got their first shower when rain poured over them for a whole afternoon and it wasn't easy to find a dry place to start a fire afterward. But they also saw a rainbow, which left them gaping at the marvelous sight.

It was slightly easier to keep count of the days when one saw the sun rise and set. Megan had counted fifteen when they reached the crumbling buildings of Geyser, an abandoned small town in Judith Basin County. Another half-broken sign told them what the place used to be called, and they smelled the mud springs that gave the town its name.

Lucy had awful belly cramps by then and Megan had gotten her period too, so they requested a stop. They weren't in a hurry to get anywhere, so Richie and Carlos agreed. Yes, they wanted to find people, but not kill themselves while trying to reach them.

They set up camp in the ruins of an old house. It was a one-story building that no longer had doors or window frames, but the roof still held. Inside there was still furniture and kitchen appliances.

The bathroom plumbing didn't seem to work, but Carlos and Richie could try to fix it, and it would be more comfortable for all of them. The house had been empty for a long time, but animals hadn't claimed it yet.

Deer visited the abandoned town, so hunting wasn't a problem. Freshwater was present, so that wasn't a problem either. The house had one bedroom and one living room, so the girls took the bedroom with the en suite bathroom, and the men took the living room.

They found enough material abandoned around the town to be able to make a door and close the windows. The weather got colder, and they started thinking they must have surfaced at the end of summer.

"We can't spend the winter here alone," Richie said one night, as they sat around a bonfire outside of the house. "We must find other humans. Whether it's natives or white people, we won't make it on our own."

"We should keep going," Carlos concurred. "I think the Indians we saw were headed for their winter quarters. What's the next town on your map, Richie?"

"If we keep going along the 87, we should reach Stanford and then Lewistown," Richie answered. "Let's hope they're not all abandoned like this place..."
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More days passed as they trudged on. It must have been two months since they had emerged from Rainbow Town, and they still only encountered abandoned small towns. But then they started seeing people, usually on horseback.

At first it was Native Americans, then the first cowboy hats started. They were all in the distance, and away from any human-made buildings, so they didn't detour to talk to them. They were bound to find an inhabited place if they kept seeing people moving around.

The trees were turning all shades of orange, yellow and brown when they reached what felt like a town straight out of a Western movie. The former site of a 19th century gold rush had been built in Blackfoot territory, first as a fort, then the seat of permanent settlers who hadn't been completely wiped out by the apocalypse.

Lewistown wasn't walled and most buildings were lined along the main street, like the Frontier towns of old, especially the communal places like the school, emporium, bank and even a church. The dirty streets had carriages and wagons, horses and people.

White people, mostly, who spoke some form of English, although sometimes it was hard to understand. Language must have evolved since the apocalypse.

The four of them saw the Railway Station Hotel sign and headed there for rooms, watched with open curiosity and some mistrust by the locals.

Richie requested two rooms from the owner and was asked for money. He exchanged a glance with Carlos who promptly suggested they paid in hides, since they had kept some from their hunts. The man grudgingly nodded and gave them a couple of keys.

"Would it be possible to have warm water for a bath?" Megan asked. She was itching everywhere by now, and even a tin bathtub would do.

The man grudgingly nodded again, to their utter relief. They'd have to earn some money at some point, but they had found a place with inhabitants they could communicate with. As Megan and Lucy dropped their backpacks in the old-fashioned, Victorian bedroom with two single beds, they exchanged a relieved smile. They'd be all right.

CHAPTER FOUR

The Wild West commodities weren't as good as Rainbow Town's, but better than nothing. And there were people who could teach them stuff. Megan saw four female gunslingers and decided she wasn't going to wear a gown, ever. She kind of liked the idea of hiding her bicolored hair under a cowboy hat.

They managed to barter some of their stuff at the emporium for clothes and hats and boots, and started looking for jobs. Richie was an excellent hunter and Megan decided to grab Carlos's shotgun and follow him, if only to get away from the stinky, muddy town. She enjoyed the walks in the woods with Richie, and she was becoming very proficient at hunting.

The female gunslingers were three brunettes and one blonde. They looked both tough and sexy in their gunslinger outfits. Mercy, Modesty, Constance and Chastity were related to some of the townspeople, but currently with no husbands to speak of, which was unusual.

Modesty was Chastity's sister-in-law, and had been in love with her husband, therefore she wasn't ready to replace him yet. Chastity, on the other hand, soon developed a crush on Richie. Mercy was jealous of Megan, Constance had a crush on Carlos who preferred Sarah, Mercy's sister. Both were the daughters of the hotel owner, but Mercy never worked at her father's establishment, unlike Sarah, who had taken Lucy under her wing.

Carlos kept his muscles toned by doing heavy work at the emporium, the owner being a widow who appreciated some help. The town was run by Mike, Constance's brother. He was the mayor/marshal/judge or whatever passed for the most important person of the town, but apparently he had some outlaw tendencies. His men obeyed him – including the four female gunslingers – and the rest paid for the protection.

Both Blackfeet and Cheyennes came to town to trade, since it was located between the two First Nations' territories, so Megan tried to learn their languages as much as she could. As fall turned into winter and the cold settled over Lewistown, Megan decided she didn't want to stay in that dreadful frontier town forever, but she needed to learn a few tricks to live out there, without Rainbow Town's technology.

Winter meant she went out less, and stayed at the hotel to learn other skills from Sarah and Lucy. But unlike Lucy, she refused to serve people like Sarah did. The pretty brunette was a waitress in the hotel's dining room and Lucy often helped her, even though in winter there were very few travelers reaching Lewistown.

Megan was happy to find a leather-bound notebook and some pencils at the emporium. She could compose again beside the cast-iron stove in her room when it snowed outside. She also sort of kept track of days, especially now that there was some form of civilization that went to the town's church every Sunday.

Miscreant as she was, she never even tried to go and listen to a priest, but Lucy and Carlos went a couple of times, along with Sarah and her father. As the weeks and months went by, Megan was glad she had gotten out of boring Rainbow Town.

Every now and then she saw silver disks flying high in the sky. The people of Lewistown ignored them, so she did too, but sometimes she wondered. Considering the lack of technology in the world, were those flying saucers tied to the secrets of Rainbow Town? Were there other Rainbow Towns?

The new year came, and nobody celebrated, much like in Rainbow Town, so she still had no idea exactly when – after the apocalypse – they had come out of their underground shelter. She still assumed it was sometime in the late twenty-second century, but didn't bother asking. There were no newspapers in town, although they kept track of the days of the week and religious holidays.

For example, when Lent started, she was told Easter would be on April 7. Spring was coming and the snow had melted. Megan was itching to go back to hunting every day, but Sarah told her that during Lent they ate less meat, therefore there was no need to hunt just yet.

And then Mike set his sights on Lucy. Richie and Carlos were keeping Chastity and Constance at arm's length, but Lucy wasn't so lucky. Mike decided Lucy must be his and took her against her will. Richie and Carlos were powerless to stop him, the bastard had a whole posse to back him.

As she tried to console Lucy that night, Megan thought it was time to leave. They had been in that awful town for six months, it was time to move on and see if the rest of the world was like that. There were obviously survivors, so why stay in a place with such a bastard leader?

"You go, Megan," Lucy said through her tears. "I'm too tired. I want to die here."

"But Lucy!" she protested.

"Go, Megan, before they do the same to you. Carlos will stay and keep an eye on me. You go with Richie, and find a better place."

Megan frowned and hugged her harder. She didn't want to abandon her best friend to the hands of that violent bastard. But she knew the four of them couldn't take on the whole town, and eventually the men's sights would set on her too, even though she still wore pants and had a shotgun on her shoulder.

The next morning they all consulted together under Sarah's worried gaze. She confirmed Mike would never let Lucy go, and that he'd drag her to the altar whether she wanted it or not. If they tried to take her away, he'd hunt them down, kill Lucy's friends and do what he wanted anyway.

"Can I shoot him?" Megan asked coldly.

"No, you can't," Sarah answered gently.

"You go with Richie," Carlos added. "I'll stay and take care of her as best I can."

Megan looked at Lucy who nodded eagerly, her eyes still red from too much crying. She looked at Richie who nodded briefly, then at Carlos who nodded once to confirm his words.

"Grab all the weapons and leave as soon as you can," he said. "Either take the stagecoach or go the other way."

"From what I've seen in the past six months, the Blackfeet sound more civilized than these people," Megan muttered, frowning.

"Then we'll go back towards the Rockies," Richie said.

"If you find the way back into Rainbow Town, come and get us," Lucy said with a frail smile.

Megan nodded, still frowning. She doubted their escape tunnel was still there.
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Going more or less straight back to Vaughn took them a week instead of months. Megan and Richie didn't talk much as they hiked back. They had considered buying horses, but they hadn't gathered enough money. Carlos and Lucy gave them their weapons and anything left from their Rainbow Town escape that could still be useful. They spent their last coins on new shoes and bullets for their weapons, knowing they could barter with the Blackfeet who didn't use the same coins as the white settlers.

Their tunnel was caved in, as expected, and they actually had trouble finding the exact spot where they had emerged. Spring was blossoming around them, bringing even more new smells and colors. If wolves had retired to the forests, they might start meeting bears out of hibernation, or moose, mountain lions or other dangerous wild animals. At least now they knew what awaited them.

They'd been very lucky until they had reached Lewistown. And in the end it was people like them who hurt them the most. Megan felt guilty for leaving Lucy behind, but she knew her best friend had no strength left to keep going.

Megan still wanted to explore, to find out what had happened out there after the apocalypse. Now she was living her dream of hiking the world with a backpack on her shoulders, and a faithful shotgun to protect and feed herself. There was still some discomfort from the lack of certain commodities, but she thought all in all she was doing fine.

They camped in the ruins of Vaughn and checked their map one more time. Megan wanted to see the ocean, but there were mountains to pass. Should they go south or north?

They hadn't really made up their mind when a band of Blackfeet showed up from the north. Megan had learned enough of their language in six months to be able to communicate. Richie wasn't as good with the natives' language, so he let her speak.

The band had about a hundred people, and they were going from their winter camp to the summer pastures. Megan asked if they could join and be part of the tribe, learn their ways.

The chief stared at them for a moment before slowly nodding. They had their own tent and utensils, but they had to learn the Blackfeet ways, which weren't really evident from the ones who came to trade at Lewistown.

Both Megan and Richie realized the Blackfeet had gone back to old nomadic traditions. The band consisted of a respected leader, Kitchi (which meant Brave), – who was probably Richie's age, but his hair was still raven black and long – his brothers and parents, and others who were not related, therefore they didn't mind Richie and Megan tagging along. There was maximum flexibility among members, hence newcomers weren't frowned upon.

During the summer, the people assembled for nation gatherings, and that was were Kitchi's people were headed. They were following buffalo that had already moved out onto the grasslands to forage on new spring growth.

They had both rifles and lances, as well as horses. Megan hadn't really learned to ride yet anyway, so they were in no hurry to get horses. Most band members were on foot anyway, since horses were usually for hunters, and Richie was good at that even on foot.

Megan liked the new community life. Natives bathed every morning to look good, unlike those stinky cowboys in Rainbow Town. They took great care of their long hair and taught her how to keep hers clean, with natural shampoo and soap.

They no longer used the "buffalo jump" to hunt, since they now had horses and guns, though. Her first hunt with the band felt like Dances with Wolves again – and that had actually been Lucy's all-time favorite movie. Megan stood back with Richie, since they had no horses, but managed to take down a smaller bison when it ran past them.

She learned to process the buffalo, prepare dried meat, and combine it for nutrition and flavor with dried fruits into pemmican, to last through winter. She learned to work the buffalo and other game skins for clothing, using animal sinews to tie arrow points and lances to throwing sticks.

She was happy to wear moccasins when the summer hit. By then both she and Richie were really part of the band, so much so that they'd been given Blackfeet names. She was Kanti, which meant Song, because they had heard her sing both when she was sad and when she was happy.

Richie was Mingan, or Gray Wolf, for the color of his hair. He had stopped cutting it since he left Lewistown and its barber, so soon it would reach his shoulders, a gray mane that made him look even fiercer. He didn't want to look like a mountain man, though, so he shaved every morning.

Megan shared the women's lodge when she had her periods and it was much better than what she'd had in Lewistown. An old woman, Wapun (Dawn), told her she reminded her of Running Eagle, a 19th century Blackfeet warrior woman, and the only one who had gone on a vision quest, normally reserved for men.

Megan was curious and asked more about this heroine of the Blackfeet, not because she wanted to go on a vision quest, but because Running Eagle predated the technology she had grown up with, and her descendants had clearly gone back to the old ways, thriving in the process.

Wapun told her that Running Eagle had become the head of a painted lodge – usually a man, keeper of the medicine bundle – that she inherited from her father at fifteen, and had to take care of her siblings as well.

In camp she did women's stuff, but she also went out hunting. She made her own stuff – clothes and weapons – and she wore white deer skin with porcupine quilt work.

She was successful in both worlds up to the age of thirty, when she was persuaded to go west for some revenge business, where she was wounded and died on her way back. She was laid to rest by the waterfall where she'd had her first vision quest.

Megan loved the story, but she wasn't going to emulate Running Eagle. There was already a very good Medicine Man in the band, Keme (Thunder), and she wouldn't inherit his job anyway. She didn't need the vision quest to create, and actually started jotting down lyrics on her notebook again, quickly filling it.

She looked forward to the summer powwow with other tribes, to hear their songs and dances. She'd have her own dress made by then, decorated with beads like the other women's. The performer in her still liked frilly clothes, obviously. And the Native American fashion appealed to her more than Wild West women's clothes.

She felt less of a survivor and more of her former self at last. The Blackfeet felt more her people than the citizens of Lewistown. They had accepted her in their midst, so she felt creative again. And she must be ready with her own performance, although she'd have to sing a cappella. Now she was really missing her guitar.

CHAPTER FIVE

The Blackfeet Nation had gathered under the sun, ready to start the annual summer powwow. Megan wasn't going to be a Head Dancer by any means, but she would join the opening parade of the Okan. This was the only time of year when the various tribes would assemble in the prairie.

"Kanti" wore her jingle dress that included ornamentation with multiple rows of metal, such as cones, that created a jingling sound as she moved. She was very proud of it, having made it herself with the help of Wapun and Kitchi's wife Sokanon (Rain).

She entered the grass-covered "arena" with Kitchi's daughter Sinope (Fox Kitten), who was almost twenty and wore a similar dress. Megan had braided her hair, but since her color was genetically changed, she had one platinum and one raven braid. She had covered most of it with colorful beads and feathers.

She had learned the traditional jingle dance, characterized by the jingle dress and light footwork danced close to ground. The dancers danced in a pattern, their feet did not cross, they didn't dance backward or turn a complete circle. Megan would perform along with Sinope and other young women.

But then she'd have her own moment. Again, Wapun and Sokanon had helped her perfect the lyrics in an unfamiliar language, and she was ready to sing her hymn to Gaia Reborn after the madness of the 21st century that had wiped away Western civilization – except the people buried in Rainbow Town, of course. And possibly whoever flew in those silver disks that apparently traveled mostly at night, eerie moving lights that weren't natural.

Her song would be slightly different from the traditional powwow songs, but she didn't look Blackfeet, so she would probably be forgiven for straying from tradition. She would be accompanied by one of the elder drummers, Chogan (Blackbird), who was Wapun's husband and had heard her practice often enough.

It was midsummer by then, and the chokecherries had ripened. The gathering reinforced the bonds among the various groups and linked individuals with the nations. Communal buffalo hunts provided food for everyone, as well as offerings of the bull's tongues for the ceremonies.

The days flew all through the gathering, and then Kitchi's people started slowly going back north, to their winter camps. Men kept hunting buffalo, women kept processing everything from those hunts. The peace chief was ageing, and probably soon there would be a new election. Nobody was on the war path at the moment, since the Great Plains seemed to be still quite depopulated – although the American bison was back in full force.

Megan was enjoying her responsibilities as a woman, refining quillwork on clothing and ceremonial shields, preparing skins and cloth to make clothing, skinning and tanning the leathers used for clothing and other purposes, preparing fresh and dried foods... even though her once-upon-a-time manicured hands were now rough and calloused.

Not that she cared. She didn't miss her makeup app or her microchips. She liked the tech-less world she had found outside of Rainbow Town, and felt more and more attracted to Richie, who was still behaving like a father – something he had learned from the Blackfeet, since in Rainbow Town there were no families.

They had all come out of artificial wombs, and watching how Blackfeet regarded family and village life filled both Megan and Richie with pride. Lewistown hadn't felt so idyllic, with imposed rules that seemed to come out of 19th century books. The fallen Western civilization had somehow stuck to the people of Lewistown, but not to the Native Americans.

In a typical Blackfoot family, the father would go out and hunt, and bring back supplies that the family might need. The mother would stay close to home and watch over the children while the father was out. Of course Megan and Richie didn't have children – they didn't even have sex, actually – and that probably enforced the idea that they were father and daughter to the rest of the band. They never said anything about their relationship, and nobody ever asked.

Clothing was made primarily of softened and tanned antelope and deer hides. The women would make and decorate the clothes for everyone in the tribe. Men wore moccasins, long leggings that went up to their hips, a loincloth, and a belt. Occasionally they would wear shirts but generally they would wrap buffalo robes around their shoulders. The distinguished men of bravery would wear a necklace made of grizzly bear claws – which Richie hadn't earned so far, but then, he hadn't met a grizzly bear yet.

Megan was still amazed at how fast Blackfeet took their teepees up and down. It made her and Richie look slow with their ultra-modern tent. Maybe they could switch it for a more traditional dwelling, but it was fully foldable and easier to transport. They had earned a horse they used to carry their things by the end of the summer, but still... they hadn't learned to ride yet.

For almost half the year in the long northern winter, the Blackfeet lived in their winter camps along a wooded river valley. They were located perhaps a day's march apart, not moving camp unless food or firewood became depleted.

Where there was adequate wood and game resources, some bands would camp together. During this part of the year, buffalo also wintered in wooded areas, where they were partially sheltered from storms and snow. They were easier prey as their movements were hampered.

And when they reached Kitchi's people's winter camp, Megan and Richie decided they'd build their winter home with pelts like everybody else. They had seen what winter did to a town of bricks and timber buildings, and they felt they probably wouldn't survive inside their tent. Either they built a log cabin, or did like the natives – which was a lot easier, since they were considered part of the group.

Winter came and Megan strengthened her friendship with Sinope, who became a surrogate for Lucy. Megan wasn't used to having elders telling her what to do (that lack of family ties again), but she missed the company of someone close to her own age to discuss things with.

And during winter a young hunter started courting Sinope, who then explained to Megan how things worked. In the Blackfoot culture, men were responsible for choosing their marriage partners, but women had the choice whether to accept them or not.

The male had to show the woman's father his skills as a hunter or warrior. If the father was impressed and approved of the marriage, the man and woman would exchange gifts of horses and clothing and were considered married.

The married couple would reside in their own teepee or with the husband's family. Although the man was permitted more than one wife, typically he only chose one. In cases of more than one wife, quite often the male would choose a sister of the wife, believing that sisters would not argue as much as total strangers.

"But do you like him?" Megan asked. Sinope shrugged.

"Not so much. He's called Askook for a reason."

The name meant Snake, but Megan wasn't sure she saw any snake-like behavior (unlike Mike) in the young man. He looked quite full of himself, but that was it.

She was taken by surprise when Askook started courting her instead of Sinope. Her new friend admitted she had officially rejected him, but she wasn't expecting him to go after Megan.

"What's with Askook?" Richie asked one night as they both huddled next to their fire, waiting for the stew to be ready for dinner. "He brought more venison to me today. As if I can't hunt for both of us."

Megan blushed. "I'm afraid he thinks you're my father and he that must impress you so you'll agree to our marriage," she explained.

"What?" Richie burst out laughing. "Oh, my!" he said then, shaking his head. "You're going to end up like Lucy!"

Megan glared at him.

"I'm not," she snapped. "And we'd better leave in spring."

He sobered up. "Again? You feel unsafe?"

"Unless he gets over me, yes, I want to leave as soon as the snow melts."

"To go where?"

"I don't know, we can join another band for all I care..."

"But that would take us back to the powwow during the summer, and we'll meet these people again."

He was right. Megan sighed.

"I guess we still have a couple of months to figure it out," she said.

"Let's hope Askook gives up on you," he replied with a nod.
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Askook was also a drummer and he insisted he played for her at the next powwow. That, and the fact that he didn't seem to accept a rejection from Megan, meant that when the band started preparing to leave the winter camp, she and Richie were ready to go the other way.

North seemed daunting, but summer was coming and by now they had enough experience to survive another year. They had a horse to carry their packs, and bullets for their shotguns. Megan liked to toy with Carlos's machete, pretending to be a warrior woman with a sword. It was good to chop small branches to make their fires, so she made sure it was always sharp.

Hiking on the edge of what had been Glacier National Park, they passed into Canada with no visible border. The first town they encountered was Cardston, Alberta, founded on Blackfoot Territory and now back into Blackfeet hands.

Megan and Richie stopped there for a day to replenish their packs, then kept going north along what was left of a highway with no cars or trucks running on it. They started seeing stagecoaches just before reaching Fort Macleod, originally named Macleod and founded as a North-West Mounted Police barracks.

White people inhabited the place that felt too much like Lewistown, so Megan and Richie didn't stop and continued to High River and Okotoks, reaching Calgary after ten days of travel. Situated at the confluence of the Bow River and the Elbow River, in an area of foothills and prairie, and east of the front ranges of the Canadian Rockies, the city still had skyscrapers that could be seen from afar, but once they reached it, they saw they were abandoned and crumbling.

Below those high-rise buildings thrived a community that looked like a steampunk town. Steam cars and wagons, as well as horse-drawn carriages, took people around. There were hotels and restaurants and shops like in the pre-apocalypse cities, but the fashion seemed to tend towards steampunk – somewhere between Victorian and Wild West.

Train stations might not function, there were no steamboats on the river, but there were theaters and open air markets and a mixed crowd of people busy with their lives in the pre-industrial town. Megan and Richie exchanged a glance and decided to stop and explore.

They found a hotel with stables and booked a room with two beds. They had gathered some local coins by selling pelts and furs along the way, so they'd be fine for a night or two. It would give them enough time to explore and figure out their next move.

CHAPTER SIX

Megan was surprised to discover that Calgary had a nightlife. Unlike Lewistown and the other smaller towns they had encountered so far, Calgary had a theater district and clubs for gentlemen. The inhabitants seemed to cover all the main classes – from poor to rich, including the middle one – much like it had been before the collapse of civilization.

The city was big enough to still have a public library full of paper books, and a number of churches of different Christian denominations, as well as a couple of newspapers and some museums.

And there were calendars with dates that jarred them. They thought they were somewhere in the 22nd century, but the dates seemed to be more towards the 25th... Had it really been four hundred years since the apocalypse? Not even the library had anything on that, as if only post-apocalyptic books were kept there. None of the classics were available that they could see.

Agriculture and ranching were again key components of the local economy, and they still held the world-famous Calgary Stampede every July. Started by four wealthy ranchers as a small agricultural show in 1912, it was still the "greatest outdoor show on earth" – after five hundred years? It sounded kind of strange.

Megan and Richie weren't planning on waiting until July to see the famous event, but they did spend more time than expected exploring Calgary. The majority of inhabitants was white, but there was a good mix, with a lively Chinatown and a Little India as well as First Nations people.

They were considering finding more permanent jobs and settling. Megan still preferred pants to long gowns, and dressed mostly
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