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CHAPTER ONE

Bel scrolled the titles of her movie library on the flat screen hung against the wall. Originally white and aseptic, her apartment now had landscapes on all the free walls and the screen looked like a window opening onto a blue sky with swallows dancing around it.

Bel loved swallows even though she had never seen one live. She loved them so much she had them tattooed at the corner of her eyes and on the back of her left hand and middle finger. Her tattoos could glow blue in the dark if she wanted them to.

Relaxing on her long reclining chair, with windows to her left and bookshelves to her right, all around the door that led to the bedroom, she decided to open another kind of window onto something different than her apartment.

She had moved into the vacated apartment shortly after breaking up with Kayo. The previous tenant had turned the living room with kitchenette into a sky home complete with a rainbow curving over the front door, and the bedroom into a forest, but they were no more real than what was out there – or on her screen.

Of course she could have artificial scents if she wanted to, but somehow it wasn't the same as being able to go out and smell flowers and animals and other natural odors that were totally absent in the underground town.

She sent a command through her embedded microchips to the cooking app and the microwave dinged. A flying tray deposited itself on her armrest with a bag of fresh popcorn and a soda. She tasted one kernel, slowing the scrolling. Perfect home cinema snack, now she only needed to choose the title.

There, The Holiday would do. She had already watched it many times, but she never tired of it. She selected the movie and relaxed, curling a strand of hair around her finger and slowly going through the popcorn.

For two hours and eighteen minutes she was transported back to the 21st century and a world that was no more, then she started daydreaming on her long reclining chair.

What they had, at the end of the 21st century, was a good amount of technology and enough freedom to travel and switch homes like they did in the movie. But they had to work for a living, they had families – dysfunctional or not – and marriages and a lot of complicated relationships.

And the pets! There were no pets or other animals hanging around the town she lived in. The sky was devoid of swallows and the homes were devoid of furry friends. They were lucky survivors, but had lost so much.

What she had now was an even greater amount of technology – housewives would have killed to have a smart-house like hers that self-cleaned and even cooked meals when requested – but somehow less freedom, since there was nothing left outside of the town, so nowhere to go.

And in spite of having watched that particular movie so often, today was somehow different. Now she felt pretty much like Kate Winslet's character with her unrequited love, played by Rufus Sewell, when she thought about Kayo. Not that her love had been unrequited, but she'd been more involved in the relationship than him, and she clearly wasn't completely over him.

She sighed. Maybe she could try to give him a call. Maybe if he wasn't busy they could go to the Entertainment Center and watch a movie or a play together. As friends, of course. She knew there was no way they'd get back together. They were history and he wasn't going to show up uninvited at her door to win her back.

She jumped to her feet and activated her wearable phone, but she couldn't get through. Oh, wait, he had moved levels. She redirected the call and tried again.

The number was non-existent. Weird. Frowning, she went online for better research, but it looked like Kayo had vanished. His microchips were invisible on the net as if he had never existed, never been a citizen, nothing. Running a search on him brought up an empty file.

She thought he'd just moved to the upper level, since he had turned forty recently! A little puzzled, she looked up Hiro, a friend of Kayo who was a few years older and had moved up there a couple of years earlier – vacating her current home.

Hiro had a mix of mostly Chinese or Japanese genes while Kayo was a mix of Asian and European and she was mostly European. All of them had been born from artificial wombs, embryos created by computers that mixed genetic codes to control biology and give birth to designer babies that grew up to become perfectly healthy human beings with no real sense of ethnic identity.

"Hey, Bel, how are you doing? Still enjoying my old place?"

"Hi, Hiro, yes, I'm fine, I like it here... any idea of where Kayo is?" she asked, frowning at Hiro's face on her tablet screen.

"I thought he was still down there with the 20-39 people... He never wanted to grow up, so to speak!" Hiro chuckled.

Bel smiled despite her worry. Indeed Kayo had always looked younger than his age, and some of their friends joked he was immortal. They had longer lifespans compared to past generations, but they weren't immortal.

"No, he said good-bye to the gang and said he'd join you, last time I saw him..." she said. "But now his phone is disconnected and he seems to have vanished."

"Mm, interesting. Let me check, I'll call you back," Hiro promised, closing the call.

Bel sighed and sat back again, staring into space. She replayed the movie in her mind, trying to imagine herself somewhere else – with Kayo. But only through the Virtual Reality Center could they actually go anywhere beyond the town's limits and experience the weather and other landscapes.

Which wasn't like living under the sun, in the open air. The town had only a faint breeze, since the AC machines kept the air moving. The promising name, Rainbow Town, was as fake as the rest of it.

They all knew the light that came on every morning was a fake sun, programmed to maintain their twenty-four-hour sleep-wake cycle, and that if they wanted to see a real sunset, they’d better go to the Entertainment Center. Although virtual reality was still little more than approximation.

Sometimes Bel wondered what it would be like to live outside, at the mercy of the weather, but was mostly content with her life. She enjoyed working with polymer clay and beads, creating jewelry, charms and two-inch figurines of other people – or dragons, unicorns and faeries. No animals, it hurt too much. She also used clay flower canes to make beads for necklaces or she made buttons and brooches.

The phone startled her, but it wasn't Hiro. Her red-headed friend Nuala waved from the screen.

"Hello! What are you doing home, brooding?"

"What's up?" she replied with a shrug. "Been watching old movies."

"Aw, boring... We live in the Garden of Eden, why dwell on those old stories? You should date a virtual director, he would update you fairly quickly!"

"I don't need to be updated!" Bel rolled her eyes. "And I don't think Rainbow Town is the Garden of Eden either."

"Eden is a Christian and Jewish concept, and we don't follow those old religions anymore."

"Hey, you're the one who compared Rainbow Town to paradise on Earth! I don't see any of it!"

"You're kidding, right? They didn't have artificial wombs before the Apocalypse. They still had pregnancy and gestation and..." The freckled face crunched in disgust. "I certainly don't miss that time."

"But we're stuck here in this Rainbow Town that has nothing rainbowy, with a world wide web that has no contact with the outside," Bel complained.

"There is nobody outside." Nuala huffed and rolled her eyes. "The Apocalypse wiped away most of the Earth's population, ending our civilization! We don't need to move anywhere, we live in the only safe place on the planet! Have you been thinking about someone in particular again?" Nuala's green eyes narrowed and glared at her.

Bel snorted. "He's not online."

"Bel, you should forget him. He's history. Now get out of the house, there's a birthday party coming up."

"Where?" Bel wasn't really interested in meeting new people, but asked anyway.

"Block H, apartment 174. Come on, it's going to be fun!"

"Yeah, right," she muttered, unhappy. "Do I know the birthday-person?"

"Ah, no, he's a friend of Zarif..."

"Do I smell a new boyfriend, Nuala?"

"Well, yes, and you should come, so maybe we can find someone for you as well! The birthday-boy is actually single, so... you know..."

Bel rolled her eyes. She wasn't in the mood. Although some mindless sex might take her mind off Kayo. Maybe.

"Belfina, just get dressed and be there in an hour, tops!" Nuala said threateningly. "Or don't call me ever again."

"Sure, whatever." Bel gave up arguing.

When Nuala used her full name – and she didn't have parents to blame for the stupid name, only some random computer – there was no way of winning. Nuala was more stubborn than she would ever be. They'd known each other for so long... although it was hard to keep track of years in Rainbow Town.

Thankfully there were apps for everything, including reminding one of one's own birthday or any event one expressed interest in. Nobody had a good memory – didn't need it when alerts and notifications kept track of everything.

Sighing again, Bel rose and went to look in her wardrobe. But she didn't feel like dressing up for a prospective date, so she kept the short black dress she was wearing and went to the bathroom to brush her shoulder-length hair dyed blond with blue ends.

She turned her nails blue with her makeup app to match the hair ends and applied pink lipstick to match the stone on her nose stud and earrings. Way too much preparation for a party she didn't care for. She left the small bathroom and put on her knee-high black boots.

She grabbed her purse and exited her apartment. She checked herself again in the elevator mirror and saw the microchip implants under the skin of her temples activate to call a ride. She arranged her bangs to hide the microchip activity – not that it mattered, since everybody had them.

A self-driving electric car was already waiting for her outside the main door of the building.

"Block H, apartment 174," she told the car's AI as she tried to relax in her seat.

Her microchips were working fine, what if Kayo had had a problem? He was sometimes an adrenaline junkie, maybe he had damaged them. If their microchips malfunctioned for any reason, they needed to be repaired, upgraded or replaced.

She'd been silly to panic immediately. Surely in a few hours Kayo would be back in the database and available again. She was glad for the diversion that would force her to concentrate on something else for the next few hours, after all.

Her obsession for Kayo was becoming bothersome. She couldn't remember how they met, but she still missed him. She wasn't sure how long they'd been together, but she still wanted him. It felt as if they'd shared something unique, something worth keeping. Why did they split? Why couldn't she remember the bad times, the fights that must have occurred between them?

The car moved smoothly on the road. There wasn't much traffic, since most people preferred walking or jogging. Self-driving cars were used only to go across the town that had spawned around the Central Tower. And Block H was across from Bel's apartment.

Again she compared the neat streets of her town to what she'd seen in the movie. Less chaos around, but still sometimes she felt uneasy. Pampered for the wrong reasons. She should be grateful to be here and now, but couldn't. Swallows flying freely in the sky came to mind again as she glanced at her hand tattoos.

The town was too regular, too symmetrical. If it weren't for the occasional wall paintings done by street artists, it would look the same all over. There might be diversity in the people living in it, but the town itself was quite boring.

The town itself was multi-level, seven to be exact, like the colors of the rainbow – hence the name. Each level had both a color and either a word or numbers, starting at the lowest with children up to twelve (Red Children), then Orange Teens, then the Yellow 20-39 Level where she lived, and the upper levels, Green 40-59, Blue 60-79, Indigo 80-99 and Violet Over 100.

People could move from one level to the other via the Central Tower that passed through all of them with its fast elevators, especially those with motherly or fatherly instincts who wanted to help raise the children, but there wasn't anything beyond the town. No wonder many people spent hours at the Virtual Reality Center!

She had always preferred the real world, though, and touching people with her own hands like she touched and molded clay. Someone before Kayo had told her she was very touchy-feely and to that day she still had no idea if it had been intended as a compliment or not.

Block H was a condominium with a pool in the inner courtyard and the party was there, so she didn't have to look for Apartment 174. She stopped at the entrance and scanned the guests' faces, trying to find someone she knew.

There was Nuala with her glorious red curls unbound reaching halfway down her thighs. She could dress in her hair and be perfectly decent, and sometimes Bel envied that long mane. She was the tall one, and Nuala was the little fairy with flaming hair and freckles.

Nuala wore a strapless top with puff sleeves over jeans shorts and high-heeled slave sandals with ribbons wrapped up to her knees. She wore no makeup – only on stage did she wear some – and had no tattoos, but a thin choker of black lace adorned her pale neck.

Next to her stood a tall young man with bronze skin – mostly African and maybe Caribbean genes – and a crew cut. He wore a white, sleeveless shirt open on a hairless chest and six-pack abs. Black pants and a tattoo armband completed his look. He was almost a head taller than Nuala in spite of her heels.

They were talking to another young man a with lighter skin tone but the same chest and abs display, although his sleeveless shirt was orange and he wore blue jeans. Brown hair with highlights curled up at the nape of his neck.

Bel moved forward and joined them, still unsure if she should turn around and leave or stay.

"Ah, there she is!" Nuala saw her first. "Zarif, Rajan, this is my best friend, Belfina."

"Please, call me Bel," she said, embarrassed.

"What's wrong with your full name?" the black man asked, amused. "Are you like Raj, who hates when one calls him Rajan? Or, worse, Greek God?"

The brown man by his side grimaced. He had light eyes and a chiseled face.

"Shut up, Nubian God," Raj snapped.

Nuala giggled. "Indeed I caught myself a Nubian god, what do you think, Bel?"

"I sure hope it's not just a matter of aesthetics," Bel replied. "So, who is the birthday boy?"

"I am." Raj waved, but didn't look happy. "Welcome to the party."

Then he focused on the entrance and muttered, "Excuse me," as he headed there to welcome a young woman with purple hair who had just come in with another Eastern Asian like Hiro, with long black hair loose on his shoulders.

Zarif cursed under his breath.

"What?" Nuala asked, puzzled.

"That's Maya, his ex. And her new boyfriend. She could have stayed away, darn her."

"Interesting hair color," Bel commented.

"Gene therapy," Zarif grumbled.

"You mean it's her natural color?" Bel asked, puzzled. Zarif nodded and didn't look happy.

"I wouldn't go that far," Bel muttered. "But maybe one day I'll have a rainbow hair like that one!" She pointed with her chin to another young woman who was talking further away. "Look at that melanin goddess! She's beautiful!"

Nuala whistled her admiration at the rainbow-colored frizzy hair loose on the naked ebony shoulders of the young woman who flashed them a dazzling smile. She wore a long dress with a sleeveless top and a wide patchwork gown that enhanced her hourglass shape, and flat shoes, but she was as tall as Bel.

The melanin goddess was in a very mixed group of friends, but she had the darkest skin of all. Still, her rainbow hair and colorful gown made her look like a princess.

"I'm glad you met me first," Nuala muttered, elbowing Zarif who squeezed her shoulder.

"She came from Orange Teens some time ago, she's a dancer," he replied. "I met her before you, honey."

Nuala pretended to pout. Bel looked away with an internal sigh before Nuala went all mushy on her new boyfriend. Not the right time for her to watch a happy couple. Better look around to see if there were other interesting faces.
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Raj hated celebrating. Especially birthdays. It seemed futile. Even though it allowed him to meet new people.

He wasn't sure if he liked or hated the fact that Nuala's friend had swallows at the corner of her eyes. The hand was fine, much more discreet, like the two swallows dancing on his ankle.

Then his eyes fell on the entrance and his heart missed a beat before beating faster the moment Maya stepped into the courtyard. But then he saw she wasn't alone and wasn't really looking for him, considering she was with the new guy. Damn them.

She was still the most beautiful woman he had ever seen with her purple hair and brown skin and dazzling smile. What hurt the most was that he didn't remember how or when they'd broken up, but he knew they were no longer a couple.

All tenderness had vanished from her honey-colored eyes and she smiled at her new boyfriend like she had done with him only a few months – or was it a lifetime? – before. He wondered if she still had the tattoo of the swallows on her ankle, identical to his, but she was wearing pants and boots and her ankles were covered.

They had gone together to the tattoo parlor, two swallows flying free together forever. Except they weren't together anymore, and maybe he should get rid of that tattoo and move on.

"Hello, Raj." She greeted him with a peck on the cheek. "You've met Ryo, haven't you?"

"Yes, we met." Raj nodded to his rival, trying not to scowl. "Thank you for coming."

Ryo seemed oblivious to his hostility. Or pretended to. Ryo was an actor, after all.

Raj didn't remember inviting Maya, but then, he hadn't invited anyone. Zarif was the one who had insisted on this silly gathering.

"I see Zarif has a new girlfriend," Maya said, looking beyond Raj, as if he had already vanished into the background noise of the party. "And who's that other gal with yellow and blue hair?"

"Her friend." He shrugged. "Come, I'll introduce you."

He uneasily headed back towards his best friend. Sometimes he thought maybe Maya had dumped him because she was jealous of his friendship with Zarif. But they were just that, friends. What had jealousy got to do in an egalitarian society with no families and no marriages anyway? A society that didn't breed and could have sex for fun and wasn't monogamous anyway?

Raj introduced Maya and Ryo to Zarif and Nuala and what was the new girl's name? Ah, yes, Bel. His newest dance partner – who today had showed up with a rainbow throughout her frizzy mane – came forward and scowled at Ryo.

"You didn't waste time, did you?" she told Ryo through her teeth.

"Hello, Shani," he replied, undaunted. "Meet Maya."

Shani snorted and turned her back on them, heading for the drinks table.

Interesting. That probably made two people who had been dumped by someone and now gloomily stared at their exes' happiness. Zarif shouldn't have invited Maya and Ryo. He glared at his best friend who shook his head. Zarif hadn't invited them either.

"She didn't have rainbow-colored hair last time I saw her," Ryo said, his eyes on Shani's back.

"Ah, yeah, well, it will wash away, eventually." Zarif chuckled.

"So it's not permanent?" Maya asked.

"Maya, dear, you're the only one who went through gene therapy to change your hair color," Zarif replied. "And honestly, you looked better as a brunette!"

"She didn't!" Raj protested.

Zarif rolled his eyes. "Get over it, Raj..."

Raj scowled again. It was his birthday, he was supposed to celebrate and have fun. Except he wasn't really in the mood to celebrate and he felt like he had already gone through this – a birthday party, Maya showing up with somebody else.

Or maybe not. He was quite confused and glanced longingly at his window on the fifth floor. But it was too early to leave the party, especially since he was the Birthday Boy.

Maya and Ryo looked comfortable, as if they hadn't just upset two people with their presence. Who had invited them anyway?

Turned out Ysabella, Shani's best friend, had sort of spread the word. Since Ysa was often Zarif's dance partner, Raj just kept his mouth shut, staring gloomily at Maya's brown face and missing her even more.
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"Is it a festival of exes?" Nuala whispered, elbowing Bel. "We should have called Kayo!"

Bel glared at her and headed for the drinks table. She badly needed one now.

Shani was still there, nursing an alcoholic beverage and sulking.

"I'm Bel," she introduced herself. "I love your hair."

Startled, Shani looked at her. "Thanks, it's actually an accident. I modeled for a friend who does body painting, and the colors came off my skin but not off my hair."

"Oh! But they will be washed out, eventually."

"Hopefully." Shani giggled. "Your hair is quite cute too. And you're a friend of...?"

"Nuala. Zarif's new girlfriend." She pointed discreetly at her friend.

"Ah, yes, I thought you both looked new in the neighborhood." She scowled again at Maya and Ryo who were still talking with Nuala, Zarif and Raj. "I can't believe those two!" she muttered.

"At least he's not vanished." Bel checked what was available on the drinks table and ended up taking a non-alcoholic drink. Alcohol never helped anyway. And even though the "birthday boy" was quite handsome, she doubted he'd be available with his ex around. She'd have to find someone else to take her mind off Kayo.

"I'm Shani." The obsidian eyes of the melanin goddess looked at her intently. "What do you mean that at least he's not vanished?"

"It's probably nothing. I wanted to go out with my ex and found out he's nowhere to be found," she answered with a shrug.

"Oh." Puzzled, Shani pondered the oddity. "I'm sure he'll be back online soon. Unless he lost himself in the Darknet."

Bel gaped at her.

"Yeah, we still have hackers who like to be off the main grid." Shani smiled. "Is he one of those?"

"I... I don't think so... he's an musician... and a writer... I don't think he knows any more than I do about this Darknet!"

"But he may have friends or have met someone with access. Come and see me if he doesn't show up again."

Shani's temples gleamed green while her microchips sent her data to Bel's.

"I will, thank you." They both looked at Raj. "Why don't we count the years anymore?"

"Because we have longer lifespans than before the Apocalypse, and nobody cares anyway?" Shani replied, amused.

"But why do I feel I keep losing count of years passing?"

"Like the calendar gets reset every few years, right?"

"Yeah! Why is that, do you know?"

"No." Shani shook her rainbowy mane, thoughtful. "There is no answer to that. Not even in the Darknet."

"So you do know your way around that." Bel smiled. "If Kayo is not back online tomorrow, I'll give you a call."

Seen from up close, Shani looked much younger, as if indeed she had just come up from Orange Teens.

"How long have you been here?" Bel was curious also to know how long Shani had been dating Ryo.

"Three months... it's my month-versary, I guess!" Shani grinned.

"So you haden't been with Ryo for long."

"Well, it had been longer than a month, which is way more than anyone else before him, but still..."

"At least you managed to keep track of time. I still can't figure out if I spent months or years with Kayo."

Shani stared at her, thoughtful.

"Looks like from Yellow Level up, life becomes quite boring and all the same," she said. Then she shrugged and averted her eyes. "Now let's try to enjoy this party, although it looks like everybody is in a relationship."

"Except you, me and Birthday Boy." Bel chuckled. "We should set up a triangle."

"Why not? White, brown, black, what a mix of skin tones!" Shani's dazzling smile was back. "Monogamy died during the Apocalypse. We're back to ancient tribal culture!"

"Monogamy was to avoid confusion over inheritances. If there's nothing to inherit and traditional family is no more, traditional values no longer apply. We survived to live in a wonderful new world, but sometimes I still wonder."

"It's too perfect to be true?" Shani pinched her. "We're real," she said with a wink. "We're free. We're living the creative life our ancestors could only dream of. Stop tormenting yourself over a broken heart."

Bel nodded with a smile. Her new friend was right. She should stop thinking about Kayo and move on. There were plenty of other fish in the sea – not literally, of course, but still plenty to choose from.

"Well, look at these ladies!" A cheerful male voice startled them. "Ebony and ivory... I'd like to play you both like my piano keyboard!" He was short but thin, with a round face and big blue eyes. His hands had long fingers, perfect for a pianist. Short black curly hair and pale skin, he beamed up at both Bel and Shani, playing the puppy face card.

Shani playfully slapped off his wandering hands.

"Keep your hands off, Nick," she chided. "Not going to happen."

She grabbed Bel's arm and dragged her away from the drinks table and the amused young man.

"Do you know everybody?" Bel asked. Shani was obviously more extroverted that she would ever be.

"Almost. Would you like me to introduce you to someone?"

"Nah. Not in the mood."

"Can't blame you..."

Cheering attracted their attention. Bel saw Raj shake his head, but Zarif seemed to insist, so he relented.

"Oh-oh, the two best dancers of Rainbow Town will do an impromptu show! Come!" Shani said, excited.

The crowd of guests moved to one side of the pool, leaving Raj and Zarif alone so they'd have room to move. Bel joined Nuala who looked as excited as Shani.

"You'll see why I fell in love with him," Nuala said. "He's a male belly dancer!"

"There's such a thing?" Bel asked, incredulous.

"Watch if you don't believe me! And then you should hear his voice when he sings one of my poems..."

Bel scoffed. Love talk. Although she'd had that with Kayo too at some point. She was becoming an old spinster or a bitch. She waited impatiently for the impromptu show.

Music started and both young men started moving to the rhythm. Their muscles were from dance, then, not from spending too much time at the gym or doing some sport. They both had great bodies and moved very differently.

Soon two women joined them, another belly dancer with long golden curls, and Shani, who seemed to move more in synch with Raj than Zarif. Bel gaped at their movements. It was a sexy fusion of old ethnic dances from both India and Africa, and it was mesmerizing.

"You've been a recluse for too long," Nuala said, elbowing her. "Next time we're watching them on stage at the dance club!"

Bel nodded, speechless. But in spite of Zarif's sensual moves, she couldn't take off her eyes from even sexier Raj... She was glad to be there after all.

CHAPTER TWO

Bel awoke barely remembering her dreams. But it had been a busy night, seeing people, doing things... if only her life was that busy during the daytime hours! In her dreams she went to places and sometimes even saved the world, but then she awoke...

With a sigh she opened her eyes to the green and brown walls of her bedroom. But the forest Hiro had painted in that room years before felt dead.

She tried to remember what movie she had watched the previous afternoon that had upset her, but couldn't remember. She did remember the party, and Nuala's new boyfriend, though. And her good-looking dancer friend the Birthday Boy. And the Melanin Goddess... although she'd gone home alone.

Shrugging, she got out of bed and headed for the bathroom. She felt like working with clay today. She'd make cute character charms of the people she had met at Raj's party the previous day. She had already made Nuala (dressed only with her long red curls) and herself, but she wanted to do Shani, Raj, Zarif, Maya, Ryo...

She checked she had all the necessary colors and happily started working on her two-inch figurines. One thing she didn't miss from before the Apocalypse was working for a living. Her ancestors had set up Rainbow Town so that it would be self-sustaining, and nobody would have to do menial jobs. Whatever was left of humanity was free to expand their creative potential and artistic skills without worrying about making ends meet.

Her doorbell ringing startled her out of her meticulous work.

She sent the impulse to open and the door slid inside the wall, revealing a young man with long red hair standing on the landing outside.

"Ah, hello, my name is Calyx, I've just moved in from Orange Teens and I'm getting to know everybody," the young man said with a smile, his cheeks burning red. He must be shy, which was endearing. He did look like he'd just come up from the lower level. "I would like to have a party to get to know you all on the building's terrace tonight, will you be there?"

"Sure," she said. "I'm Bel, I'll be there."

"Thanks," he said. "Nice walls!"

"I inherited them from the previous lodger," she replied. "When you're settled, we can ask him to do your apartment too."

He brightened, nodded, gulped and waved. "See you tonight, then!"

She waved back and ordered the door to slide closed. Well, that was an interesting meeting. He was young, but who cared? They could spend a few pleasant hours together, so why not? He was really cute.

Good thing people could move around the town simply by requesting a place to live in. Fill out the online request and the closest apartment available would be assigned. They were all the same – unless someone personalized them – and all self-sufficient, with food-dispensers and automated cleaning.

Even someone coming from Orange Teen would be able to adapt. Although children and teens had dormitories. It had been too long since Bel had moved to her single apartment, but she wasn't surprised by Calyx's shyness.

Going back to her work table, she decided to add him to the charms, but picked red for his hair instead of the orange she'd used for Nuala.
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Raj was awakened by a pounding on the door. Groaning he sent the open command to the main door and hid his face in the pillow again.

"Raj, you're oversleeping!" Zarif shook him. "We have rehearsals! Come on! Get out of bed! Shower! Move it!"

"I'm hungover, leave me alone!" Raj moaned. "I don't want to celebrate birthdays ever again!"

"I think you should start celebrating birthdays without inviting your exes," Zarif retorted. "Come on, Raj, get up!"

He slapped Raj's ass.

"Ouch!" Raj glared at his best friend, but slowly got up. "I didn't invite her, Ysa did!"

He wasn't really hungover because he hadn't really drunk that much, but he had taken sleeping pills. If only to get Maya's purple hair and honey-colored eyes out of his head at least at night.

Focusing on the clock he saw it wasn't that late. He scowled at Zarif who smiled innocently.

"I was worried for you, so I came knocking on your door a little earlier than usual," he said.

"I'm fine." Raj slumped back and sighed. "I'm just wondering about this aimless existence."

"Why would you call a creative existence aimless?" Zarif protested.

"Okay, let me rephrase it. Who are we? Where did we come from? Where are we going? That's what I'm trying to figure out. What fills the hole in our history – how we came to live here, what is this whole Apocalypse about."

"Gee, Raj, that's not something to discuss first thing in the morning without a coffee," Zarif said, rolling his eyes. "I'll wait for you in the kitchenette and start the coffee machine."

Raj nodded and headed for the bathroom. Soon he was sitting at the counter of the kitchenette with a mug of coffee and Zarif, who now looked thoughtful. His hair was still damp and he had shaved. He wore a tank top, a gym suit and his trainers, ready to head for rehearsals soon after breakfast.

"So you see, there's a hole in our history books and nobody gives a shit," Raj said.

"Well, I guess we're stuck, at least technologically, but it's probably a good place to be stuck in." Zarif shrugged.

"Of course, but how did we get here?" Raj asked. "Who saved us from the Apocalypse?"

"I thought we could be descendants of the chosen by the Earth's Secret Government, or Operation Noah's Ark... We don't have real parents, Raj, we're born from artificial wombs, genetically engineered to live a life our ancestors could only dream of! Why are you looking for trouble?"

"I still think Rainbow Town is too perfect." Raj slammed down his empty mug and looked his friend in the eyes. "And I'm not looking for trouble, I want to fill the blanks!"

Zarif narrowed his eyes. "You should be checked in case the Wanderlust Bug bit you!"

"Aw, come on, Zarif, what if I'm right?"

"You mean the town is virtual reality?"

"We know it's real, but also that it's artificial. There isn't a sun in our sky, and the twenty-four-hour cycle is run by computers."

"So you think we're computer-generated and controlled."

"And someone has programmed them, and it wasn't us."

Zarif gaped at him for a moment.

"How can you tell it wasn't us?" he protested. "I mean, before the Apocalypse, they set us up here to survive whatever happened out there?"

"Who? Do we have any goddamn name? No! We don't even have a god anymore to thank for our good fortune! And why is that, huh?"

"I don't know, Rajan, but you should stop thinking about this. It's not good for you, my friend, trust me. You see conspiracies everywhere, just like before the Apocalypse, when some people started talking about alien interference."

"We never found out the truth about that, did we?" Raj replied. "I'm sure the truth is out there, and I haven't been bitten by the Wanderlust Bug, I only want to know what's really going on!"

Zarif shook his head. "You're doomed to fail, like Bel," he said. "Let's go, time for rehearsals now."

Raj followed him outside his apartment's door. "What do you mean I'm doomed to fail like Bel?"

"Nuala told me her best friend has a tendency of wanting to find out what's behind all this. You two ask too many questions, probably because you don't have someone to keep you busy."

They entered the elevator and Zarif looked Raj in the eyes.

"Listen, Maya is history. I think it's time you find yourself someone else, or you'll go crazy."

Raj frowned and looked away. He didn't like to hear it, but Zarif was probably right.

***
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Bel brought the finished charm, ready to become a pendant, to the roof terrace. The whole condo had gathered under the fake sky for another party, although this time there wouldn't be any impromptu dance, probably. Bel had considered calling Nuala and Zarif, but decided not to. She was curious to see more of Calyx and he brightened when he saw her.

He was surprised by the small gift and said he would have preferred to have a charm that represented her, to which she immediately complied. She had made that charm of herself for someone else who was now gone, so she might as well give it to the cute redhead instead.

Who did she make the charm for? Didn't matter. Although those memory lapses were kinda worrying. They happened too often. Maybe she better have her microchips checked, just in case.

She knew a lot more people at this party, so it was much more fun. She wasn't sure how she managed to take Calyx home. At first, he didn't even see the walls, too busy exploring her. But then he admired the painted walls of her apartment once again as they lay on her bed, naked, so she asked him if he wanted his apartment done as well.

"We'll see," he replied squeezing her tenderly. "I may not stay there long..."

He was cute, but she wasn't going to let him move in with her yet. He left when a new daytime cycle started, leaving her dreamy. After showering, she was looking for a certain bra when her eyes fell on the two-inch figurines of her friends on top of the drawers.

Smiling, she touched each with fondness. Nuala. Herself. Kody. Hiro. Wait, who was that? She looked underneath, where she wrote the name. Ah, yes, Zarif! Raj. Shani. Maya. Ryo. And... Kayo?

Drat! Now she remembered! She quickly finished dressing and grabbed her tablet.

A sudden headache made her close her eyes, wincing in pain. It felt like having two nails in her temples. She gently massaged the microchips and it slowly went away.

Taking a deep breath, she opened her eyes and focused on the tablet. What was she looking for? Ah, yes, check more info on Zarif, Raj, Shani, Maya, Ryo... and Calyx, of course, although he had just moved up from Orange Teen.

So, Zarif, Shani and Raj were all dancers. Zarif was also a singer, and Raj a martial artist, which had made him meet Maya who had met Ryo, another martial artist in the same circle. Therefore one either met people in one's own apartment block, or at one's favorite pastime.

Except she had lonely pastimes, doing crafts on her own. But then, Calyx was a photographer and digital painter... His work online looked stunning for one so young.

Her stomach reminded her to be filled, so she put down the tablet open on Calyx's page. When she went back to it, she gasped. He had uploaded a digital painting of her, based on her profile picture.

The guy had talent! She commented with a heartfelt thank you. He replied inviting her out for dinner. And that was officially a date.

CHAPTER THREE

Bel didn't think she was in love, but she enjoyed Calyx's company. He was funny and tender and she was considering allowing him to move in when Hiro called. Calyx had left and she was thinking of calling Nuala and telling her about her young lover when her phone rang.

"Hi, Hiro, been thinking of you, in case you felt like painting another apartment," she greeted cheerfully.

"I'm sure you can find other wall painters around there, Bel, I'm not really in the mood for looking back," Hiro replied, amused. "Although I'm considering coming for a search, since Kayo is still offline and there's nothing on this level. Unless you can go and have a look in his apartment to see if he left any clue?"

Bel held her breath as the memory hit her. Kayo! He was still missing? How could she forget?

"I'll go check immediately," she promised. "I'll ask a friend to come with me, she mentioned other... ways to find people."

"Good, because if you don't know anyone who deals with the Darknet, call me back and I'll send you someone."

Then his microchips flashed red, and his smile vanished. "I'm sorry, what was I saying?"

"Er... nothing. Going to Kayo's, will let you know," she answered quickly, still puzzled. She had never seen the microchips gleam red on anyone.

Not trusting online communication, Bel decided to go out and personally ask Shani about what she'd just witnessed. She hadn't mentioned the Darknet, but Hiro had and then promptly forgot about it. Weird.

"Hey, Bel, how are you?" Shani's smile was still dazzling and her hair color had gone back to a more neutral black. She let Bel into her apartment, very similar to Bel's, and introduced the belly dancer who had joined her and Raj and Zarif on "stage" at Raj's birthday party. "This is Ysabella, the culprit responsible for my rainbow hair. As you can see, we managed to clear the mistake!"

"You look much better like this," Bel said admiringly. Shani wore a dress that wrapped and enhanced her hourglass body, and had her raven curls unruly and unbound.

"Before I let her braid my anarchic mane, were you looking for something?"

"Ah, yes, you know about Kayo... we spoke about it at Raj's party..."

"Yes, yes, that's what I meant." Shani turned to her friend. "Ysa, honey, don't worry about the braids. I'll come over when I can. I have a most urgent matter to attend to now."

"So it wasn't all bad at the party," Ysabella said, amused. Her golden curls made a strange contrast with her hazel eyes and Hispanic features. Bel wondered if it was another gene therapy or just hair color, like hers.

"Yeah, well, I still have to forgive you for that," Shani retorted, shooing her friend out.

Ysabella shrugged with a smile and waved good-bye. Shani waited until the door slid closed behind her friend before focusing on Bel again.

"Sorry, turns out my best friend invited my ex hoping he'd fall back in love with me." Shani pointed to the couch and they both sat there. "So, your ex, he's still missing?" she asked, serious.

Bel told her how she had completely forgotten about Kayo until that morning, when Hiro had called her. And also of the red gleam of the microchips on Hiro's temples. Shani nodded, thoughtful.

"That's when they reset you," she said. "Your temples probably gleamed red too when you forgot about Kayo. Where did he live? Do you think we'll find anything in his apartment?"

"He's just down the block, checking won't cost us much."

"Give me a sec."

Shani went to the bedroom and changed into pants and a tank top. "That dress is beautiful, but uncomfortable to walk around," she apologized. "Let's go."

Bel nodded and they went back out. They reached Kayo's apartment and easily entered it. It hadn't been claimed by someone else yet, and there were still traces of the previous lodger – pictures, books, paintings on the wall.

"It's empty," Bel said, disappointed.

"Looks like he's been gone for months," Shari said. Although with the self-cleaning homes it was hard to tell. There was no dust anywhere. "What are you looking for?"

"Maybe he left something behind. I mean, he was supposed to take everything to the next level but it's all still here."

"If he was so obsessed with conspiracies, he probably wiped all the data on his computer."

"He liked to use pen and paper," Bel said, thoughtful. "It helped him to think."

She stared at a picture of Kayo smiling with Hiro, years or maybe a lifetime ago. There was also a group picture with the whole gang of friends, including her, on the shelf. She was still just blond and Nuala looked slightly different, with much shorter hair and different kinds of clothes than the ones she was wearing now. As if she'd changed personality through the years.

Bel must have a copy of that picture stored somewhere too, but she had never thought of printing anything out. It was more Kayo's habit. And he left it all behind.

They moved to the bedroom and Bel started rummaging in the drawers. "He didn't even take half his clothes," she muttered, unhappy. Not that it mattered. Clothes, like houses, were delivered on request. Order them online, have them at your door in a day.

Shani was looking around too. She found a small booklet hidden in the bed-table and picked it up.

"Kayo's Liberty Summer Camp Checklist," she read. "What's that?"

"Let me see!"

Bel grabbed it and quickly went through it. Thank heavens for Kayo's habit of using obsolete pens and paper notebooks! He had even kept a journal at some point, but she didn't see those notebooks anywhere around the living room.

What was this, though? Not fiction, not a journal. Maybe notes or research for something he was writing?

"It's a list of things for a long journey," she said, disappointed. "This looks like an expedition with no return!"

"Well, he didn't come back, did he?" Shani said.

"No... and this doesn't say which way he went."

"Any chance of finding those notes?"

Bel put the booklet in her pocket, resuming her search.

"He used notebooks, he can't have taken them all. He had too many."

Shani was staring at a painting at the head of the bed. "That has a subliminal message," she said, pointing. "You don't see it at first, but if you stare at it long enough..."

Puzzled, Bel stood next to her. It looked like a normal painting of Rainbow Town, done with a pixelated technique that meant digital painting. Not even a 3D one, but it looked strange.

Soon pixels started dancing in front of her eyes and sort of rearranged themselves into a sentence.

"Find the Darknet, it's the only way out," she whispered.

Shani giggled and she snapped out of the contemplation of the painting.

"Darknet it is, then," Shani said with a smile. "I can help with that."

Flooding with relief, Bel hugged her new friend. They'd find Kayo, wherever he'd gone.

***
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Raj exited Block H to head for the Entertainment Center and Dance Club, but was blocked by a pale young man with shoulder-length platinum-blond hair who looked albino. Stammering, he introduced himself as Kody, saying he was in Nuala's Acting Club.

"I saw you and your friend at the club and came to your birthday party..."

Raj vaguely remembered him, but he'd been too taken by Maya and her new boyfriend to notice anybody else. Kody was clearly smitten with him, but he still didn't feel ready for another relationship, not so soon after the end of his story with Maya.

He declined any offer, noticing how Kody blushed and looked disappointed.

"Kody, I'm not in my right mind these days, you will have to give me time," he said, trying to be gentle. "Let's talk again in a few days or months, shall we?"

"Is it the birthday that upset you?" Kody asked, frowning in worry. "Because I find them creepy. We're not even able to count the years. Like, I think I came last year from Orange Teen, but maybe it was two years ago and I'm not certain anymore."

"I know exactly what you mean. Even though it's bad policy to ask how old one is, sometimes I'd like to be able to give an answer." Raj smiled. "I like you, Kody, but at this time I really can't commit."

"I will call back then," Kody said, relieved.

"Please do."

Kody had a nice, sweet smile. But his was really bad timing.

Raj waved him good-bye and resumed his walk to the Dance Club. Turning into the main street that led to the center, he bumped into Shani and Bel who were coming out of a building.

"Hey, Raj," Shani greeted with a smile. "Headed for rehearsals?"

"Isn't it time?" he replied. "What were you doing here?"

"Nothing, just... checking an apartment." Shani turned to kiss Bel's cheeks. "I'll call you as soon as I find out anything," she promised.

Bel nodded, smiled nervously and left. Raj raised his eyebrows at Shani.

"What? I'm helping her find her missing boyfriend."

"Are you? How are you doing that?"

Shani took his arm and dragged him towards their destination.

"Are you aware of the Darknet, Raj?"
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Bel had a lot to ponder. Kayo had left Rainbow Town with the help of hackers. Unless he'd been killed in the attempt. No, he must have succeeded. There must be a way out. Hopefully Shani would find her the same contact he'd had.

She was waiting for Shani's call when her doorbell rang. Thinking maybe her new friend had decided to come over, not trusting comm links, she opened the door and was surprised to see Raj standing on the landing.

He wore a green cotton kurta that made his eyes look green too. Traditional Indian clothes looked good on him after seeing him in shirt and pants or sports clothing. She'd seen people wear "ethnic" clothes before, but in Raj's case they seemed to fit his personality. He did dance like the Bollywood actors of old and maybe his DNA had a taste of India that made him choose those outfits – which made him look great.

"Ah, hello, am I disturbing you?" he said hesitantly. "I would like to talk to you."

"Sure, come on in." She turned her long reclining chair around so it would face the armchair where he sat. He looked admiringly at the painted walls, but quickly focused on her again.

"I, uh... spoke with Shani about... leaving Rainbow Town. Zarif calls it the Wanderlust Bug. Do you think that's what got into Kayo?"

Bel's heart jumped into her throat and for a moment she hated Shani for divulging her secret. But Raj looked so eager to find the same things, that she understood why Shani had told him about Kayo.

"Probably," she answered slowly. "He felt like prisoner here. I thought he had moved to Green 40-59, but he left and didn't even take all his things with him."

"How about we try to find out which way he went?" he suggested. "We take a car and explore the surroundings of the town."

She pondered for a moment. It was actually a very good idea. The Darknet might not point to the escape exit, so they might have to dig around a little.

"Did Shani suggest this?" she asked.

"As a matter of fact, I did. She's doing the online digging, we should be doing the real world work."

"Makes sense." Totally. "Let's go."

"I have taken the liberty to call a car where you can shut off the AI driver," he said as they headed downstairs.

"So can you drive?" she asked, amused.

She knew there was a race track around the stadium and many men learned to drive to get an adrenaline rush by speeding in their cars or motorcycles. Kayo was one of the latter, and he had a few scars to remind everybody of his youthful restlessness on two wheels. There was no jumping off airplanes in Rainbow Town, so they found their excitement through other means – be it sports or races.

"I can try," he replied with a smile. So he wasn't really an adrenaline junkie. Good.

In the lobby they bumped into Nuala.

"Oh, my, Bel, are you going out on a date?" she asked with a giggle.

"Uh, no, we're going for a day trip across town, why?" Bel answered, jarred.

"Oh, cool, then I can join!" Nuala clapped her hands.

"Of course," Raj said. "But don't call Zarif or we won't fit in the car."

Nuala was petite, so they could all squeeze in the single seat. The car was supposed to be for two, not four.

"Why are you shutting off the AI driver?" Nuala asked, puzzled.

"Because we're going to explore on our own, and get lost in town," he replied, making Bel smile.

"Sounds ominous," Nuala muttered.

"Sounds fun," Bel replied. "Once we're lost, we switch the AI back on and get home."

"Ah, okay!" Nuala sounded relieved.

"You still have time to get out," Raj said. "No? Let's go, then."

He put the electric car in gear and headed for the outskirts. Most streets ended in buildings, so after quite a few dead ends, they finally found one that plunged into a dark tunnel.

"Must be a service tunnel," Bel commented.

The car slowed down and stopped in the dark, but if they looked back, they could still see the lit opening of the cave of the town. Raj, Bel and Nuala got out.

"Guess that's as far as we can go, the energy doesn't support it anymore," Raj said, trying to look into the darkness ahead.

"Let's walk some more. We'll keep it in sight," Bel said.

"I hope you have a very good reason for this creepy expedition," Nuala muttered.

"Yes, we're planning our escape from Rainbow Town and we're trying to figure out which is the way out," Raj said, walking carefully in the dark and uneven tunnel.

"And it's not something we can find on the web," Beth added. "Maybe on Kayo's notes, but he probably destroyed them before he left."

"Escape?" Nuala stopped and put her fists on her hips, glaring at them. "Again? Didn't you have enough last time, Raj?"

"What?" Raj stared puzzled at her, but so did Bel. What did Nuala know that they didn't?

"Okay, you don't remember the accident, but you were trying to leave Rainbow Town with Maya," Nuala said, crossing her arms on her bosom. "You told Zarif about it."

"I did?" Raj looked even more confused in the faint light.

"You wanted to see the world out there and discover the planet again," Nuala said sourly. "You hoped it would be okay. And then you were brought back and stayed in the hospital for a week."

Raj scratched his head, clearly trying to remember.

"I guess my mind was erased," he muttered. "Maybe it wasn't an accident, they just stopped us. That's why I don't remember breaking up with Maya either. But this brings us back to my original question. Who is doing this to us?"

Nuala shook her head. "Zarif is right, you're nuts."

"Everybody is nuts according to you." Bel snorted. "Kayo is nuts, I am nuts, Raj is nuts... what if we are right and you are all living in a dream? Why don't you want to wake up? Do you really like being trapped underground? Of course, you're an actress, you're used to being on a set, so you don't care if you live in an artificial town."

"Well, we know it's artificial and that it has been built to protect us from the Apocalypse," Nuala retorted. "And there's nothing for us out there."

"That's what they make us think! We live in a closed world, controlled by someone and we don't even know who."

"You guys are scaring me." Nuala's voice shook. The tunnel was cold and dark, no wonder she was scared. Alone with two nutty people who spoke of leaving a perfect town.

"Kayo disappeared," Bel said. "The way out has no return."

"We could explore all the levels, but it would take days." Raj sighed. "Unless Shani finds the way out, of course."

"How about water?" Nuala challenged. "How will you explore the limits of the lake at Blue 60-79?"

"The water, of course!" Bel brightened. "It has to go in and out physically from somewhere!"

"Unless it's an internal artificial lake," Raj said, thoughtful.

"We must get the drinking water from somewhere..."

CHAPTER FOUR

The exploration lasted until the end of daytime and then Raj dropped her home and took Nuala to Zarif's. Bel ate alone in her apartment, still pondering the non-discoveries of the day.

They really couldn't afford to explore the few dark tunnels, and maybe the exit was at the upper levels. If they were underground, the lower levels would be further away from the surface. Maybe they should explore the upper levels to find the way out.

Unless Shani had found something on the Darknet. Bel checked the time, but it was late, so she decided to sleep on it. Maybe during the night a new idea would pop up.

She went to bed after watching another old movie that didn't stir anything inside her, but took her mind off the escape plans.

Calyx awoke her with a call, but she decided to skip breakfast with him and head for Shani's instead. Suddenly she was very eager to discover if her new friend had found anything online. Off the main internet grid. Whatever or wherever Darknet was.

Shani opened her door in a dressing gown and with a sleepy look on her ebony face.

"Hey, Bel, come in! Davion was just leaving, weren't you Davion?"

Stepping inside the apartment, Bel noticed a tall blond man with blue eyes and an eerie looking face. Was it the very long blond hair? The earrings? The piercings? The dark eyebrows contrasting with the blond mane? Or just some strange mix in his features? She couldn't tell.

"Sorry, I should have called," she muttered.

"No, no, we were done, weren't we, Davion?" Shani shooed away her one-night stand and blew him a kiss before closing her door on his face. "Can you get the coffee machine going while I put on some clothes?" And she vanished into the bedroom.

Bel smiled and obeyed. Clearly Shani was trying to get over Ryo as much as she was trying to forget Kayo. Or something. Neither Davion nor Calyx would last, probably. Actually, Davion seemed already out of the picture.

"He's a sculptor, like Ryo," Shani said, joining her in the kitchenette, as if answering a question. "Since Ryo's hands were so great on my body... I thought I'd give another sculptor a chance." She shrugged. "Not really worth it."

Bel nodded and didn't comment. They sipped their coffee before Shani became more lively and told her she was following a trail on the Darknet, but hadn't figured out yet where to find those people.

Bel told her of the exploration with Raj and Nuala, and Shani brightened.

"Of course! Water must come from somewhere and leave from somewhere, but the sewers are probably too narrow to go through. Not to mention a maze of them to pour out the dirty water from seven levels of homes..."

"And where do we get our energy from?" Bel asked, frowning. "Not from the sun or the wind or..."

"I think we should get down to the Energy Level," Shani said, determined.

"And where is it?" Bel wondered.

"Right next to the Birth Clinic and the artificial wombs, of course. They're the ones that need more energy than anything in Rainbow Town. So we need to go back to Red Children first, then we can explore upstairs for a way out."
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Raj awoke feeling restless. The exploration of the day before made him feel like the Wanderlust Bug had really bitten him – although there was no such thing. He quickly showered and dressed and went to Bel's, but she wasn't in, so he headed for Shani's.

He found them together in Shani's living room.

"Hello, Raj!" His dance partner greeted him with a bright smile. "You're right on time! I think I know where we need to look next! Come and sit with us."

He sat next to Bel on Shani's couch while Shani showed her laptop. Unknown screens opened in front of his eyes, showing things he didn't know were available online.

"And I think this is it," Shani said at last. "This is the place we're looking for. These people."

"What do they do?" Bel asked, looking as confused as he felt.

"They'll shut down our microchips," Shani said, closing her laptop. "If we want to get away from here, we need to get rid of them."

Bel gasped and Raj gaped. It made sense, though. But at the same time, it was scary.

"Guys, as soon as we leave Rainbow Town, the microchips will stop working anyway, like the car yesterday," Shani said. "Maybe. Or maybe they'll be used to track us down and bring us back."

She stared intently at Raj. A vague memory surfaced – of being somewhere in a tunnel and being taken down by sudden pain, as if his head was splitting in two. Such pain that he had lost consciousness and then forgotten about it.

He had already tried to leave and had been brought back. And brainwashed. Maybe getting rid of those things in his temples wasn't a bad idea after all.

"All right." He looked Shani in the eyes. "It's a journey with no return. I'm game."

"And we have no idea of what's out there," Shani added, serious. "It might be a wasteland, like we've been told. Or it might be a luxuriant planet with no traces of civilization, which could be as hard as the wasteland to survive for us."

"We could die," Bel whispered, eyes low. She didn't seem to know what to think of it. Dying was a concept they'd seen in movies, but hadn't really experienced.

Raj had seen adrenaline junkies prone to accidents, but none had died or become disabled, thanks to the very advanced medical tech of Rainbow Town. Outside would be different, though. An accident could be deadly and they wouldn't know what to do.

"That's exactly what I mean. It might actually be our last trip." Shani grimaced and lay back, waiting.

"I still think that I'd rather die free than stay in this golden prison," Raj said. Dying sounded peaceful. Hopefully.

Bel sighed. "I still hope we can find Kayo alive and live happily ever after outside of this place," she said.

"Okay." Shani nodded. "We can't be a big group, since it would look conspicuous, but I'm not leaving without telling my best friend."

"I told Zarif I was leaving the first time, I guess I'll do it again," Raj said with a shrug.

"And Zarif will tell Nuala, if she hasn't already told him," Bel said. "She was with us yesterday, after all."

"Okay, let's call a meeting with them at the Entertainment Center Cafe," Shani said. "Knowing them, I doubt they'd follow us, but they deserve to know. We won't vanish without saying good-bye like Kayo did."
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The Entertainment Center Cafe was devoid of waiters like all the public eateries of Rainbow Town. People ordered what they wanted from the tablet menu and food arrived on their table through a serving hatch.

Bel sat at a round booth table with Nuala and Zarif, Raj, Shani and her friend Ysabella. It felt a lot like when the gang, including Kayo, met to have a chat. But half of the group was very serious about leaving and the other half seemed incredulous.

"Raj, this is insane!" Zarif turned to his friend. "You already tried once, and it broke your heart!"

"That's because Maya's brainwashing worked better than mine," Raj muttered, looking away.

"I thought you could be content with your new friends, that you wouldn't try to get away again!"

"Where do you plan to go?" Ysabella asked, worried.

"Outside Rainbow Town," Bel answered.

Silence. Zarif whistled in admiration.

"That's brave. You don't even know what's out there."

"But we know what's in here, and we don't like it," Raj said.

"I hoped with Kayo gone there would be no more of these talks," Nuala said with a sigh.

"Actually, I hope to find Kayo out there," Bel said.

"Maybe he's dead!" Nuala snapped, glaring at her.

"We don't know," she replied patiently. "There's no way back in. He might be thriving out there."

"Who's Kayo?" Zarif asked.

"A friend of ours," Nuala muttered.

"He left Rainbow Town in search of the truth," Bel added.

"You guys are nuts!" Zarif protested. "You can't leave!"

"Why not?" Shani replied. "There is a whole planet out there."

Zarif looked at her, horrified.

"Tell me you're not going to follow them!"

"Actually, I am. And you should too, if you still want to call yourselves our best friends."

"Shani, it's their choice," Raj chided. "I'll understand if they prefer to stay."

"Besides, what is Ysa going to do?" Bel added, looking at Shani's friend who looked as conflicted as Nuala and Zarif. "We only wanted to say good-bye, not just disappear like Kayo did."

"Belfina, you're obsessed with your ex. You should really move on," Nuala said, scowling at her.

"Nuala, you're not going to stop me now," she replied, determined. "I will leave with Shani and Raj, whether you like it or not."

CHAPTER FIVE

Bel hadn't had to pack her stuff in years. True she was approaching forty, so she would have to move to the upper level, eventually. But trying to figure out what to take on her wild expedition proved almost impossible – without the help of Kayo's booklet.

He had made a very precise list, and she tried to find everything he'd jotted down. The backpack was the easiest. But she'd have never considered bringing a little bit of everything, from a tank top to an anorak.

She liked comfy clothes and shoes, so it wasn't too hard to find things suitable for an outdoors life. She had never used sunglasses, not even as fashion accessories, so she had to request them and a baseball cap.

She also checked online about outdoors – old articles about camping in the wild and outdoor literature. She downloaded the latter onto her tablet to read later, possibly offline, since she didn't have time to do it right now.

They had no idea of the weather outside, so it made sense to have a little bit of everything. Clothes, shoes and underwear packed, she glanced at her little figures, but even though they all fit in the backpack's pockets, she didn't think it was a good idea to take them into the wild.

She had sent a copy of the list to both Raj and Shani and the three of them met at the entrance of the Central Tower, ready to move levels. Officially to go to Red Children for an impending parenthood impulse, but in reality to try and find those people Shani had seen on the Darknet.

The lobby of the Central Tower had a dozen elevators with yellow doors opening all around it. The seven buttons inside were the color of the rainbow, but the last two remained off, as if they didn't connect to their microchips. The elevator would take them only from Red to Blue, not to Violet or Indigo.

"Any idea of how tall the tower is?" Bel asked in the elevator.

"Two thousand feet, more or less like the Shanghai Tower, if it still stands," Shani answered.

"Let's hope we won't have to climb stairs to leave," Raj said.

"Why should we?" Bel asked, puzzled.

"If they remove our microchips, we won't be able to open anything, not even the elevators," Shani replied.

Oh, right. Surely the people down there knew a way out that didn't need elevators or stairways. Maybe they had some sort of means of transportation.

Shani giggled.

"What?" Raj asked.

"Can you imagine if we had to climb stairs? I mean, even the Eiffel Tower had over six hundred steps – only to the second floor. Imagine reaching the top?"

"I don't think it's funny," Raj said, shaking his head.

Shani pinched his arm. "You have no sense of humor, Raj."

Bel felt left out. She sort of envied the fact that they had known each other for longer. That they had danced together and maybe even had more. No, scratch that. Their exes had gotten together, so maybe it made sense that they fell into each other's arms, but that sure itched her.

The more time she spent with Raj, the more she liked him, but she didn't think either of them was ready for another relationship. They were both still thinking about their exes. Oh, well. Maybe out there it would be different. Unless she really found Kayo alive, that is.

The elevator door opened onto the Red Children lobby and they exited the Central Tower. Schools and dormitories were the closest buildings to the tower, so they headed for the Birth Clinic and the artificial wombs.

Bel thought about another old movie, Children of Men, that hypothesized a chaotic world in which women had become somehow infertile, and wondered about herself. She was probably as barren as the women in the movie, but then, so were men these days.

All the survivors could have sex, but not breed. That was what the artificial wombs were for. And if one really wanted to hear children laugh or watch them play or any other parental duty, one only had to take the elevator down to Red Children.

"Ever thought of having one of those?" Shani asked her as they walked through the streets full of children of various ages who took care of each other under the supervision of few adults.

"Not really." Bel shrugged. "What about you, Raj?"

"We don't need to breed to show our love, do we?" he replied.

"Indeed, but what if it's different out there?" Shani said.

"I think we're all born infertile, to avoid accidents," Bel said. "It's not like humanity is going to die off today. And at least we have full control of the population in this restricted space."

"We?" Raj smiled sourly. "I doubt we have anything to do with what goes on in Rainbow Town."

Bel stared at him, shocked, but he was probably right.

They went around the Birth Clinic, looking for a back door or a passage to a tunnel like the ones they'd seen at their level. The back of the building was a narrow, dark alley but it looked promising. They had to walk in a single line, and Shani went first, since she'd be the one with the password for the secret door.

She stopped, cursing under her breath, seeing someone coming from the other way. Bel looked over Shani's shoulder and recognized Hiro walking determined towards them. But when he saw her, he stopped too.

"Bel!" he called, surprised. "I was hoping to find you here! I went to your apartment, but you were gone!"

"It's Kayo's friend," Bel whispered to Shani who resumed walking. Raj closed the line. "So you do know about that unnameable thing," Bel said as they approached Hiro. She also noticed a small door exactly midway down the alley.

"I'm the one who sent him down here," Hiro replied. "But I had to test you. And couldn't say it on the phone anyway. You saw what happened when I mentioned the unmentionable."

"I'm surprised you remembered everything and came here," Bel said as they all stopped in front of the door.

"Brainwashing stops working at some point." Hiro smiled. "You
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