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            "A thoroughly enjoyable read, though it includes some harrowing and deeply unsettling moments. "The Cave" is a gripping, futuristic story with a clever acronym you'll uncover early on. It's full of unexpected twists, global adventures, playful wordplay, and a wide range of characters set against vividly described scenes. The emotional shifts kept me hooked - from laugh-out-loud moments to heartbreaking turns and scenes that genuinely made me mad. Full of intrigue right to the end, I couldn't put it down and I'm already looking forward to the sequel."

- Beta reader, Natalie.

"…continued to pick up pace. Moon prison, excellent, harsh truths, harsh reality. 

Great storyline there though. Hit Chapter 11 and now it's excellent… Chapter 12 boom getting better and better. From here on, I couldn't put it down. It was fantastic. So good I stopped taking notes!

All up a great read… I am glad I read it, so thank you, and a sequel with revenge would be awesome."

- Beta reader, Andrew.

"I think this book is awesome, I really can imagine this as a film screenplay. I don't read science fiction, and the story had me gripped to the end — once I got past the build-up of the early chapters."

- Beta reader, Sarah.

      

    


Earth in the year 2471
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HUMANITY NOW LIVES underground after acknowledging that the surface and oceans belong to the flora and fauna. The basic structure beneath each major landmass (continent) is approximately 600 metres of reinforced Earth’s crust followed by a 500 metre deep (or high depending on how you look at it) excavated open level.

All significant human-made artefacts have been moved from the surface into Level 1 to keep as a part of history. Below Level 1, the levels alternate in primary usage, with Level 2 being used for living accommodation and main day-to-day activities. Level 3 is built for all sports and leisure activities, while Level 4 is the first level dedicated entirely for transporting people around each continent. This three-tiered structure continues down to Level 10.

The following diagram shows the underground structure and some key acronyms often used on Earth.
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Characters of note

Many character names will appear throughout this story because they do all have names and deserve to be referred to by them rather than only as the role they play, like ‘the guide’, or ‘the doctor’. More than half will only exist within the chapter they are mentioned.

Below are characters worth remembering who will appear throughout the story.

The Continental Assembly members


	Siara Aragon - President of the world (and Director Chief of Oceania)

	Valentine Wurden - Director Chief of Asia

	Lakshmi Clevenger - Director Chief of North America

	Patton Zenith - Director Chief of Europe

	Memphis Bernhardt - Stellar for Transportation

	Pinky Marston - Stellar for Living

	Royce Jasper - Stellar for Sports and Leisure

	Fane Todd - General of the Unified Space Exploration Organisation



Spacecraft crew members

SC Amethyst Vega crew


	Captain Amethyst Vega

	Tyson

	Everly









SC Delta Bolt crew


	Captain Delta Bolt

	Kingston Bravo

	Ivy Cain

	Tinsley Ferraro

	Dima Nebbon

	Renee









SC Titus Rivera crew


	Captain Titus Rivera

	Elio Slade

	Mercy Bowen

	Aliyah Jensen



Moon prison


	Superintendent Niko Steel

	Oscar Buck (prisoner)



The Cackle members


	The One (leader of The Cackle)

	Ngozi

	Zuma



Level 10 - The Cave

(2nd edition)
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Chapter 1 - A RETURN FROM AFAR
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Among the crowd stood Mikaela and Javier, two North Americans who kept glancing nervously over their shoulders. They had arrived for the South American wildlife tour via The Cave’s high-speed transport system less than an hour ago, their faces still pale from events they were desperately trying to forget.

“I still can’t believe we made it out,” Mikaela whispered, her fingers absently tracing the identification band on her wrist. “The Skylight Court was... I can’t even describe it.”

Javier nodded, his eyes darting around the assembly area. “I can’t get out of my mind how it was there on them, eating them, then—gone. If we hadn’t made a run for the service exit when it happened...” He shuddered. “Thank the stars for The Cave. One hour to another continent to escape that nightmare.”

“I just need to see something beautiful, something alive,” said Mikaela. “Something to replace those images in my head.”

––––––––
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... TWO WEEKS EARLIER—NINE hundred kilometres from Earth.

“Commence de-acceleration entry procedure,” the captain announced, striding across the control deck of the ‘SC Amethyst Vega’, as it entered Earth’s thermosphere from its eight-year voyage to the Ophiuchus constellation. Four years travelling at Zorp-speed.

Earth’s adventures into space by the Unified Space Exploration Organisation (USEO), has been thriving for the past two centuries since the discovery of the mineral Zorplerium in a nearby planetary system of our galaxy. This extraordinary mineral provides power capabilities to spacecraft far beyond anything previously imaginable, enabling interstellar travel at unprecedented speeds. With an average of six expeditions launched each year, the return of the ‘SC Amethyst Vega’ marked a significant milestone as the eight hundredth successful mission to return to Earth. Despite these impressive numbers, roughly 20% of missions never make it back, such are the inherent dangers of space exploration.

The captain took a seat at her control station and donned her headset for the last time.

“Attention crew, as we reach this pivotal and emotional moment in our journey, I want you to reflect on all that we have accomplished together. Through the challenges we faced, the obstacles we overcame, and the irreplaceable experiences we shared, you have all played a vital role in our mission. I am proud to stand alongside every one of you. Together, we have created memories that will last a lifetime. Let us cherish this time, these final moments in the vastness of space.”

“We are early. Switch to a slow descending orbit mode,” the captain ordered.

“Let the beauty of our planet remind us of what we have sacrificed our last eight years for and what we are returning to—a chance to contribute to our beloved Earth, to our fellow Darwinians waiting for our return. Let’s enjoy the view of home for a while until our entrance corridor opens. Wow, ‘HOME’, that felt so strange to say, but oooohhhhh so good.”

The crew didn’t need to be told twice. As all the cabin lights were dimmed to provide a clearer view, they eagerly moved to the main observation platforms, knowing this was a sight that most of them would only ever get to see once in their lifetime.

From a distance, the vast glow of the oceans was ever so noticeable, a striking contrast to the deep soul sucking black and piercingly bright stars of space. As they descended closer to the surface, they could see the mountain ranges and lakes that had been created using the materials excavated from the Earth’s crust while building the many levels now occupied by humanity living underground.

Regions that were once deserts had been covered by finely crushed rock mixed with the desert’s sand, and now thrived with vegetation and wildlife, thanks to the additional rains generated from the strategic placement of these mountains, causing a rain shadow effect that captured the rain and funnelled it back through the mountain into the once barren land.

Scattered around the world, two thousand extra lakes now provide enough fresh water for all life on Earth’s surface and below.

As they grew nearer, the crew could see the extensive areas dedicated to power production, utilising ocean waves, wind, solar, and geothermal sources. The power that is provided free to everyone beneath the surface, ensuring a sustainable and equitable distribution of resources.

With all major cities now buried to provide more fertile living environments for wildlife, the view from above had a very distinct day and night appearance. The only visible lights radiated from several space entry points scattered across the continents, now in darkness.

Animal life is flourishing, with many species once endangered now part of a perfect equilibrium. Human travel on the surface is rare, as it is restricted to special events and to those selected in the Racial Eradication Strategy (RESt) cross-breeding program, which requires global approval prior to any movements between continents.

Below the surface is a world that could be described as stable and unified. After near self-destruction towards the end of the 21st century, it was realised that many social beliefs and behaviours needed to change significantly. Achieving that had its own challenges and initial turmoil, but in the ensuing years, what transpired saved the world. There are now no wars, no religions, no racism, no recreational drug usage, and no gangs. To keep a connection with the past, a monthly ‘Customs Activity Day’ is held on all Sports and Leisure levels across every continent, where Darwinians take part in activities from other continents that were once a tradition of surface life several hundred years ago.

The recognition and embracing of the fact that humans are and always will be omnivores, and need to eat as such in order to survive and further evolve, has become a cornerstone of this new society. A highly sustainable infrastructure exists beneath the surface, fully capable of supporting the population of slightly more than sixteen billion and steadily rising due to the introduction and enforced use of Life Infinity Pods 120 years ago that has significantly increased our longevity.

––––––––
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THE ‘SC AMETHYST VEGA’ was nearing the end of its descent as it approached the USEO entrance corridor destination code AAf, signifying Angola Africa. Hidden within the valleys of the Parque Nacional da Quissama. The high fences of the compound protecting the surrounding wildlife.

As the layered steel plates slid open, a loud whoosh of air swept into the first chamber. The crew glanced upwards now towards an even rarer sight of a blue sky beaming with light from the Sun. The spacecraft’s auto-guidance system controlling the accuracy of its entry precisely. They continued to descend to the first docking platform seven hundred meters below the surface, the giant coil springs of the landing struts ensuring a virtually jolt-less stop. Above them, the entrance closed and the critical pressure-normalisation of this first arrival chamber commenced.

After fifteen minutes, green lights appeared to show it was safe to proceed and their journey continued further down the entrance corridor towards their final destination, being the debarkation zone situated between the first Sports and Leisure level (level 3) and Transportation level (level 4) almost four kilometres underground.

Official arrival time, 5:20M. Since living underground began on 1st January 2283, the concept of day and night was no longer determined by the rising and setting of the Sun. Time was reset to a universal time, so that everywhere in the world was on the same time. To accompany this significant change, it was decided to move from referring to AM and PM times and instead divide the 24 hours of each day into thirds. These now being referred to as Morning, Day and Night. These aligned to the previous 24-hour clock, with Morning being what was 4am to 11:59am, Day from 12pm to 7:59pm, and Night from 8pm to 3:59am. This 5:20M arrival of the SC Amethyst Vega would have been 9:20am in pre- 01/01/2283 time.

––––––––
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WITH ENGINES POWERING down, the crew let out a collective sigh of relief that they were safely home, the spacecraft now in its final resting position. The main two exit doors of the spacecraft begin to open, revealing the debarkation complex and the welcoming contingent waiting for them. A mix of USEO personnel and good friends they hadn’t seen in eight years who had been tracking their progress back to Earth. As they stepped out of the spacecraft, cheers and applause greeted them.

The Debriefing Council lined the platform, ready to assess their voyage, although some may say it was going to be more like an interrogation.

“Welcome home and to landing station AAf, Amethyst,” the Council lead greeted, as Captain Amethyst Vega stepped from the spacecraft bearing her name.

This was a traditional naming convention of spacecraft ever since the first voyage that had Zorp-speed propulsion capabilities. Exchanging hugs and handshakes with their friends would have to wait as some USEO personnel ushered the crew to a nearby room for them to undergo a series of medical and psychological evaluations, to ensure their health and well-being after their long journey.

The age range of the crew varied, with half who had been in their early to mid-twenties when they began their eight-year exploration journey and half who were now in their late 40’s to early 50’s. This age demographic of the crew was determined by the original planned time period of their voyage and how it aligned with their required participation in the RESt breeding program, with some completed their USEO service prior to RESt selection while others only embarked on it after producing children.

Those in the crew who had completed their RESt commitments, together with this successful space exploration mission, now met the criteria necessary to be nominated in the next election of continental leaders and leaders of individual levels within each continent’s underground infrastructure.

Each continent is governed by an elected Director Chief who holds a position on the Continental Assembly. Each level within every continent is led by a Chief. Finally, there are three global leaders of the different level types being Living, Sports and Leisure, and Transportation. They have the title of ‘Stellar’. The Chiefs of each level report directly to the continental Director Chief and indirectly to the respective Stellar of the type of level they reside over.

Elections are held every two years for Chiefs, five years for Director Chiefs, and ten years for Stellars. The President of the Continental Assembly is elected from the previous group of Director Chiefs who are finishing their five-year term. Being successfully elected to any leader position is highly valued, mainly due to a privilege where they are reunited with their children for the rest of their lives after being separated soon after birth, when every child is placed into the infant growth program.

While many of the crew were still being examined, those who had volunteered as the Exoplanitems Extract Team returned to the spacecraft through the cargo bay doors. Their movements were precise, and well drilled—each member knowing their role in this delicate operation. The hull’s preservation chamber glowing with a faint blue light, having kept the exoplanitems in perfect equilibrium during the long journey home.

“Section A-7 is clear for transfer,” called out the lead technician, her voice resonating through the metallic chamber. The team activated their stabilising suits, carefully detaching the first set of containment pods from their moorings.

Inside the transparent pods, luminous green soil samples from a distant moon shimmered next to crystalline formations that seem to pulse with their own inner light. Mineral fragments collected from an asteroid belt cast prismatic shadows across the chamber walls. The botanical specimens, suspended in specialised nutrient gel, maintained their alien vibrancy—leaves in impossible shapes and colours that have rarely been seen on Earth.

The team moved in perfect synchronisation through the narrow corridors of the spacecraft, guiding their precious cargo toward the waiting transport vessel. This particular collection of exoplanitems held special significance—samples gathered from a planetary system that showed promising signs of microbial activity.

“Transfer team to Level 5 Ex-ist lab, requesting priority clearance via central transport vein,” the lead technician communicated through her comm unit. The response was immediate, as the massive doors of the transport vessel sealed with an abrupt thud.

The vessel descended past the African Level 4, soon arriving at Level 5’s research sector. Here, the Ex-ist Team waited in their pristine laboratory, equipment prepped in anticipation. The team of specialists—from astrobiologists to mineralogists—gathered around the viewing window as the first containment pods were delivered through the decontamination chamber.

Back in the debarkation zone, with physical and mental evaluations completed, the crew returned to the main lobby ready to face the Debriefing Council.

“Captain Vega, I am seeking permission to lead the debriefing session,” asked one of the crew.

“Well, you are in luck, Tyson,” replied Amethyst. “I have just received a late invitation to a special event way down in level 10 that I need to rush off for. So, the debriefing is all yours.” Waving her hand in a casual parting gesture as she walked toward the nearest transportation vein.
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Chapter 2 - A REAL CONNECTION


[image: ]




The planet Earth as we know it now, this Wednesday 11th November 2471. What brings us to today in particular, that is of such monumental significance?

World leaders from each of the seven continents are gathering to celebrate and acknowledge something that has taken 230 years of highly skilled engineering technology to complete. The last twenty-four years on this level alone, Level 10, approximately 12.5 kilometres beneath the Earth’s surface. This is the third and final transportation level of the ten various levels that have been built underground within each continent’s crust. Construction can finally stop as the completion of all ten levels now provides a forecast sustainability of humanity for at least the next five thousand years, in which time some catastrophic asteroid collision is highly probable anyway.

Unlike all the other levels that were completed and launched on a continent-by-continent basis, with only Europe and Asian connected across all levels and minor transport connections between North and South American, as well as Europe and Africa, Level 10 finally connects every continent through its travel capillaries due to it being so deep. Far enough underground to pass safely beneath the deepest ocean trenches such as the Mariana and Kermadec. This now enables someone from any continent in the world to travel anywhere and everywhere without the need to use surface transportation, which comes with limitations, as well as being restricted to world leaders and participants in the RESt program.

In fact, all the world leaders and hundreds of other dignitaries present today have come here using the new Level 10 transport capillaries. The longest journey from Europe to Oceania took four and a half hours, South America to Oceania three and a half hours, and Africa to Oceania just over two hours. The shortest journey from Antarctica to Oceania only taking one hour. Oceania has been chosen as the location for such an auspicious occasion because of Siara Aragon, the current President of the Continental Assembly, being from Oceania. If you were to travel directly to the surface from here, you would find yourself somewhere in the middle of the country that was known as Australia.

Here at the central Oceania Superstation where the capillaries from each continent connect with the transportation arteries and veins that move people up and down respectively between Oceania’s levels, a temporary amphitheatre has been created for this event. Not that you would ever guess or assume it was only temporary, given its capacity and elaborate presentation facilities. Equipped with centralised 4D display and individualised self-sensing audio features, this promised to be a day to remember for everyone.

The noise of shuffling and general chit chat amongst the sixteen thousand attendees—just 0.000001 percent of the world population—was building. A dull but loud horn blast sounded as a large image of a young girl in a flowing white dress appeared, suspended in the centre of the arena.

“Welcome. My name is Anna. I am the first child to be born of the sixth-gen Darwinians. The ceremony will begin in five minutes. Please ensure that you are seated and fully attuned.”

Slowly but surely, people took their seats as a minute-by-minute countdown continued high above them. Of course, such a momentous occasion was being broadcast worldwide and billions of people had tuned in to watch this event scheduled for 4:00D today. The audience silenced as the countdown turned to seconds. Five...four...three...two...one.

“Welcome fellow Darwinians. I stand before you as the 41st President of the Continental Assembly, representing peace, stability, and prosperity on Earth. This is the first time in 162 years that all the leaders of every continent and their individual level’s leaders have physically gathered in the same location. The last time was when the first transport level across each continent was declared open. While that event opened the way for us to move freely, safely and in a relative blink-of-an-eye around our individual continents, we have now reached a totally new level of travel—yes, pun intended.”

The audience responded with a cringe-worthy groan and restrained laughter.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” Siara Aragon said. “Joining me here on the podium today are my distinguished colleagues. To my immediate right representing Antarctica, Director Chief, Clarence Hillary.”

As the crowd applauded, a rotating image of Clarence appeared large and centre in the arena. “Next to Clarence, our North America, Director Chief, Lakshmi Clevenger.” The applause continued as Lakshmi’s image morphed from that of Clarence’s. “And on my distant right, the Director Chief of Europe, Patton Zenith”.

More applause followed. The observant audience members may have noticed similar facial scarring on Patton and Lakshmi. There was no doubting some strong connection as Lakshmi reached across, placing her hand on Patton’s forearm.

“So nice to have you here,” she whispered, while the applause was dying down.

“Over to my left,” President Siara Aragon continued, “Director Chief of South America, Karl Fendi.” Looking past Karl and smiling, “My closest friend and confidant, Director Chief of Asia, Valentine Wurden. And last of our continental Director Chiefs representing Africa, Katara Santamaira. We are all so honoured to be here, as an event such as this rarely happens in anyone’s lifetime. Even when you consider our lifetime expectancy is now 140 years and longer.

“Actually, I am curious to know the demographics of the generations of Darwinians present here today. I see that you have already met my daughter Anna, who is sixth-gen Darwinian.” There was a murmur across the crowd as they comprehended the significance of the connection.

“How many other sixth-gens are here?” Of course, there would not be too many, as only children of the fifth-gen dignitaries were invited to attend. Selecting a response from the display in front of them, the numbers and their grouped image appeared in the centre of the arena.

“Fifteen. I am sure you will remember today for the remainder of your long, long life. How many fifth-gens?” Siara said inquisitively, scanning around the stadium. The centre image updated with a new image looking very clustered.

“8,243. That’s over half of the attendees today. Can our fourth and third gens please select your respective demographic response?” The images and statistical values added further to the information displayed in the centre.

“And finally, by any chance, do we have any second-gens?” Incredibly, yes. Four of them. One each from Asia, North America, Africa and Europe. These figures merged into a combined display. Total 15,999. Glancing up at this information, Siara chuckled. “Oh, silly me,” reaching down to the panel in front of her, “That’s better.” As the number of the fifth-gen and overall total jumped up by one.

Siara continued, “I, like I am sure many here and in all corners of the world, would like to hear from a second-gen.”

Zooming in on a seat in the audience from the panel in front of her and circling a person whose image was now filling the centre display.

“Hello Gregario. I will not be so rude as to ask you your age, but to be a second-gen means you are older than 140, and still looking amazing, I might add. May I ask? What do you contribute to your longevity?”

The audio control shifted to Gregario, and with a bit of a smirk he said, “Let’s just say I may have continued using the Life Infinity Pods well past the compulsory one hundred years of age requirement.”

The crowd broke out in hysterical laughter, many of them nodding their heads as though acknowledging that was their plan too.

After the crowd had calmed down, Siara said, “Thank you for your insight. After that, we are going to need to install a heck of a lot more pods.” More giggling prevailed.

“Let me return us to why we are here, as well as complete the introduction of our three remaining — and many would consider — our most important dignitaries. Seated directly behind me are our world ‘Stellars’. The heads of each of our level types. Stellar for Sports and Leisure, Royce Jasper. Stellar for Living, Pinky Marston and Stellar for Transportation, Memphis Bernhardt.”

With their three images now centrally displayed, the audience’s applause was almost deafening. Those present here today showing their appreciation of how important these three people are to the daily operations and future of the world. Especially when you consider that each of them has responsibilities for multiple levels across all seven continents.

“It is now my pleasure to hand over to the Stellar for Transportation — everyone — I give you Memphis Bernhardt.”

“Thank you, Siara. For the past six years of my ten-year term as Stellar for Transportation, I have been busy with my talented team putting the finishing touches on Level 10. We, and when I say ‘we’ I mean the world as a whole, needed Level 10. This really is the most significant change to world dynamics and capabilities in over 162 years since the three-layer level structure of living, sports and leisure, and transportation were established below our artefacts and farming on level 1.”

Memphis paused, touching his left ear as if receiving some sort of message.

“Oh, that’s right, the ‘name Level 10 competition’,” he remarked almost flippantly, although deep down he loved the name selected and was excited to be letting the world know the name and the lucky winner.

“We received over twelve billion entries, and not surprisingly when you consider the winner receives a lifetime of unlimited free elite travel worldwide for two people. In fact, we received over forty thousand entries for the winning name alone, from which the winner was randomly drawn. The name we have chosen, that Level 10 will be officially be known as, is...,” a trumpeting tune played as the central display spiralled the words around.

“‘The Cave’, and the lucky winner from Level 5 in Africa is Venus Carlson.” A short rumbling of applause prevailed, delivered with a slight lack of enthusiasm and disappointment, given none of them were the winner themselves.

“What is so significant about Level 10? oops, apologies, I mean ‘The Cave’,” Memphis continued. A 3D image of Earth appeared, showing the intricate lattice work that now connects the world like never before.

“Well, apart from it now connecting the world through the multitude of transport capillaries, arteries and veins, from which the acronym for the name ‘The Cave’ is derived, we will see a wider distribution of the Darwinian cross-breeding program RESt. We can finally commence inter-continental sports competitions and we now have the ability to visit the world artefacts on level one and the flora and fauna on the surface of every continent, that people from other parts of the world haven’t been able to visit for over two hundred years. In fact, all of you present here today have selected a destination to visit tomorrow that you have never been to before.

“To support all of this, we have created a level that is truly unique. While predominantly set up as the world’s super travel level, The Cave is the only level to incorporate additional facilities and activities usually only ever seen on the Sports and Leisure and Living levels. We have added massive sports venues that will serve for inter-continental competitions and, as you would all be aware, the re-establishment of the Olympic Games almost three hundred years since they were last held. The living facilities that have been built are revolutionary, to cater for mass movement between continents and during major sporting events. We have also added seven RESt reproduction centres to help expand our cross-breeding demographics.”

The crowd watched and listened in awe as the central display showed a captivating video highlighting these soon to be used features.

“Across The Cave there are ten Superstations. These are stations that connect more than one continent with another. This Oceania Superstation being one of the largest, as it connects six of the seven continents together, with only Europe connecting indirectly to get here via its Asian link. From 4:00N tonight, all ten Superstations will be fully operational. To say that I am excited and proud is a colossal understatement. So, without further delay, I officially declare The Cave open to the world.”

Memphis pressed the word ‘Launch’ on his display panel. With a startling bang, digital fireworks erupted and synchronised party-vibe music filled the arena. The boisterous crowd stood and began dancing, some standing on their seats as they watched in child-like awe the fireworks. A form of celebration that has kept its appeal for centuries.

––––––––
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WITH THESE FESTIVITIES acting as a perfect source of distraction, the world leaders were ushered away from their podium into several travel cells. Not for safety reasons, as they would have been totally safe even if left to stroll amongst the 15,989 guests. It was more so to be whisked off to the special party zone area set up on the lowest Oceania living area on Level 8. The party zone had been split into seven large halls; each was themed based on the artefacts from each continent. This would give party-goers an insight into what awaits them on Level 1. The Director Chiefs, Stellars and the General of Space Exploration, Fane Todd, would get to spend an hour together celebrating before each Director Chief had to mingle with guests in their respective continent’s designated party zone.

Meanwhile, back in the auditorium, the display was coming to an end. As the music faded, the digital fireworks were replaced with instructions on how to get to their allocated party zone on Level 8, plus a reminder to refer to their wrist-o-see for the location of a thousand additional Life Infinity Pods that had been installed to cater for the influx of people. The crowd disbursed in a somewhat orderly manner, yet eager to experience what the party zones had in store for them. For the next twenty-four hours, all Darwinians across the world had been granted exemption from their daily eating and drinking limits, so people could fully indulge themselves to help celebrate this historic event.

Level 8 is the lowest living level—as Memphis Bernhardt had briefly mentioned in his speech about the three-layer level structure. Level 1 is devoted to the preservation and display of world artefacts in as close to their original environment conditions as possible, as well as being the only farming level. Underground living began with the completion of Level 2. Level 3 was the first of the Sports and Leisure levels and Level 4 the first dedicated solely to transport. With subsequent levels below alternating in this three-layer pattern, reaching the third and final transport level at Level 10, ‘The Cave’.

Siara Aragon stepped from the first artery travel cell to arrive on Level 8. Turning to her colleagues, “Follow me. Remember, you are in my home territory now. I should know where I am going.”

“I would damn well hope so, although it wouldn’t be the first time you have led me astray,” Valentine quipped, as she closely followed behind. Three of the other leaders stepped from the cell. “Shall we wait for the others?” Valentine asked the group, sounding somewhat concerned.

“Since when do I wait for anyone?” Siara exclaimed. “Come on, I’ve got something to show you.” They strode down a wide corridor and through a side door, stopping at a table inside the entrance that was covered in an array of fine foods and wines.

“May I?” asked General Todd, as he gestured towards the food.

“It would almost be rude if you didn’t,” said Siara. “Everyone please feel free, let’s lead the way in how to enjoy a party.”

By now the other leaders had arrived. “Load up your dining tray and drinking vessel and come over here,” Siara instructed them.

With food and drinks in hand, they walked over to where Siara was standing at the far end of the room. A circular light illuminated on the floor, large enough for all eleven of them to comfortably stand inside of.

“Please turn and face towards the outside of the circle,” Siara instructed. “I want to show you a preview of what you will get to see when we visit Oceania’s surface and move through the Wildlife Observation Tube.”

“WOT,” replied Karl.

“I said, I want to show you a preview...”

“Hahaha,” Karl laughed, “Sorry not ‘what’, I meant ‘WOT’. We usually refer to the Wildlife Observation Tubes on our South American continent as WOT.”

“Ah, very funny. Anyway, as I was saying, you are about to get a virtual experience of Oceania wildlife.” Siara scrolled through some items on her wrist-o-see and pressed ‘play.’

One-by-one a selection of Oceania’s beautiful creatures of nature appeared around the perimeter of the circle, as if staring in at the leaders. Some were quite familiar, while some few had only ever read about. As they appeared, their 3D images slowly rotated around the circle so that everyone could see.

The first, a female kangaroo. A recent mother so it seems, with a baby kangaroo, also known as a joey, peeking out from its pouch. There were several gasps of fright as a four-meter crocodile snapped at the group. An emu, platypus, wombat, echidna, and dingo all moved within their virtual natural habitats. Beneath those animals slithered eight different species of deadly poisonous snakes. An image of a eucalyptus tree appeared with a koala nestled between branches. Higher in the tree, a bird tilted its head back and released a warbling hoohoohaahaa hoohoohaahaa sound, as if almost laughing at the group within the circle.

“What is that bird?” asked Lakshmi.

“That is a Kookaburra. Someone actually wrote a song about it hundreds of years ago,” Siara replied. “I hope that has stimulated your expectations for tomorrow’s adventures. Let’s finish our food before these hungry-looking animals get to it,” Siara said in jest, as she turned off the display.

By now, the party zone halls had become a hive of activity. Guests knew how fortunate they were to be here today. Two thousand of the 16,000 attendees being here through special invitation only, with the remaining 14,000 selected randomly from a world-wide ballot.

People cast their eyes on the culinary feast that laid before them and received their first of what was likely to be many drinks. A scent of jasmine wafted through the halls, which possibly explained why many of the additional LIPs were now occupied. Around the walls of each party zone were images of many of the artefacts that exist on Level 1 of that respective continent.

The Director Chiefs had left their private party and made their way to their continent’s party zone to mingle. Patton Zenith strode proudly into his Europe zone to see guests admiring 3D images of Stonehenge, Eiffel Tower, Sagrada Familia, Leaning Tower of Pisa, Palace of Versailles, Trevi Foundation, Roman Colosseum and the Pantheon. These images just serving as a teaser for what awaited visitors to Europe. Of course, in the physical location on Level 1 of that continent, there were hundreds more of the man-made artefacts that had been moved from the surface.

Similar scenes and vibes were being experienced by the other Director Chiefs as they entered their continent’s zone. In North America, guests were seeing images of Mount Rushmore, Golden Gate Bridge, The Statue of Liberty, Empire State Building and the Space Needle. In Oceania, there were images of the Sydney Harbour Bridge, Sky Tower, Hobbiton Movie Set, The Big Banana and the Sydney Opera House. South America displayed the Copan Ruinas, Hand of the Desert, Chichen Itza and Machu Picchu. The artefacts of Asia included Angkor Thom, the Great Wall of China, Taj Mahal, Terracotta Army and the Forbidden City. The Great Sphinx of Giza, Luxor Temple, Cradle of Humankind and the Pyramids of Giza graced the walls of the African hall. Last, was the continent of Antarctica. While small in numbers, the artefacts held strong historical value for that part of the world, with Bransfield House, Vernadsky Research Station, Grytviken Whaling Station, McMurdo Station, and the Robert Falcon Scott’s Discovery Hut all proudly on display.
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