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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
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CHAPTER ONE
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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.
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CHAPTER TWO
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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.

***
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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.

***
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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
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