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  Dedication


I would like to dedicate this story to all the friends I know and love, and to all the friends I haven't met yet, that I will love as well. Also to my family, who have encouraged me endlessly and bring light into my life every day. I dedicate it to my little cats, who have kept me company and purred along with every word I've written, they have my entire heart. But most especially, I dedicate this book to my mum, Chris, whose constant, unwavering support and assistance has helped shaped me into the writer I am today, and made me brave enough to publish my books.

I love you, Mum. 








  
  Notes on English




The Rebels Guide was written by Australian Author 

Shan L. Scott and uses Australian English.

As such, you may notice that the spelling of some words is different to what you are 

familiar with.

Thank you for your understanding.










  
  Part One

Chapter One


Pain screamed through Ivy's lungs. The soft tissue of her organs burned, as the arid air of the tunnel amalgamated with hot smoke and dust from the explosion. She sprinted. Her thigh muscles spasmed, and her legs pumped furiously. Her chest heaved as she bolted through the dust cloud toward the opening that glowed faintly in the distance. Her decades-old hazmat suit, patched over through the years with layer upon layer of duct tape, crackled as it creased with the exertion. There was a hole in her suit. The taste of bitter, tainted soil was on her tongue. There was a shriek from behind. While still moving, Ivy glanced over her shoulder, and reached back blindly until her hand grasped the fingers of the frantic man following her. She jerked him alongside her, and together they raced out and ahead of the dust cloud, just as the cavern behind them began to crumble in upon itself. 
With a deafening crack, the entire ceiling gave way. Ivy and her companion lunged desperately toward the bright light of the doorway that waited open for them.
The world went silent. Ears ringing, Ivy fell back heavily against the now closed door of the pod. Her rasping breath echoed loudly inside her hazmat suit, so she grasped the top of her helmet and pulled it forward. It came off with a rustle, revealing Ivy's pale face. Dirty sweat streaked down her forehead and temples, while dust settled in a brown line around the wet of her inner lip. Her red hair clung to her forehead and she wiped it out of her bright blue eyes with a gloved hand.
She turned her head to her right and studied her companion.
"You alright, Pete?"
The man nodded. The terror of their experience had turned his brown skin a strange shade of grey. Ivy clasped Pete's thigh tightly with her gloved hand.
"We're okay."
She laughed. Pete grinned.
"We're okay," he repeated in wonder.
Ivy groaned as she stood up, her overworked thighs protesting in agony. She leaned down and helped Pete up from the white, metal-clad floor. At the same moment, a door behind them opened with a loud whoosh. A woman and a man rushed in, also dressed in tape-patched, orange hazmat suits.
"What happened?"
The woman wiped at Ivy's mouth with a wet towel. The soft white cloth was immediately stained brown with dirt.
"We got too close to the pit," Ivy did her best to appear upset, the corner of her mouth teased upward in the corner though and she turned her face away.
The woman wiped at Ivy’s face, pulling it back toward her. Ivy took the cloth from her and rubbed the cool terry-towelling fabric over her chin and down her neck.
“Again? Ivy, that’s the second tunnel we’ve lost!”
“It’s not our fault, Deb. Pete and I tried our best. There must have been a hairline crack between the tunnel and the pit, and the vibration of the drill opened it up. We barely made it out of there.”
Deb sighed in frustration as Pete peeled off his suit with the help of the man who had followed Deb into the tunnel connection chamber. Once it was removed, he shoved it into a stainless-steel chute in the wall. Pete then stripped off his remaining, contaminated clothing and stumbled into the next pod. His assistant followed closely. As they disappeared, Deb swiftly slammed a button on the wall with the palm of her hand. The door connecting the two compartments whooshed shut again.
“You’ve got to be more careful, Ivy,” Deb hissed. Anger made the lines in the middle of her forehead deeper, ageing her current thirty years by another ten at least. Ivy sighed and shed her suit. It went straight into the chute as well. 
She silently removed the clothing she wore under the suit, a pair of grey track pants and a t-shirt, and left them in a small pile on the floor. The fabric was worn and thin, the once white material turned ashen by years of wear, not just by her but by generations before her. Now dressed in only her underwear, Ivy laid her hands on Deb’s shoulders and faced her squarely. She towered over the small woman, but there was no trace of unkindness in Ivy’s demeanour.
“It’s going to be okay. Nobody suspects a thing. It’s just another accident. It happens all the time.”
“But they’re running out of options to expand this place. McDonald is going to be pissed.”
“Well, if they weren’t planning on using the new space for something so abhorrent, we might let them keep a tunnel or two. We’re lucky they built this place so close to landfill. I don’t know how I would have made this one look like a mishap otherwise.”
The door hissed open again, and both Pete and his assistant stuck their heads in the pod. Pete was dressed in nothing but an old, threadbare towel wrapped around his waist. Ivy and Deb stalled their conversation and reverted to a more benign subject.
“There’s a hole in my suit - we’re going to need to patch that one up again,” Ivy chatted, as though their conversation had been one of idle banter all along.
“After it's clean, though.”
“Yes, can’t have you touching that toxic plastic now that you’re getting ready to breed.”
Deb smiled and patted her stomach.
“Derrek will patch it up for me, won’t you?” She turned to the man who had been helping Pete. Pete grinned and slapped Derrek on the shoulder.
“You’re the man with the duct tape, mate.”
Ivy laughed.
“The duct tape champion of Coober Pedy.”
Derrek gave them a confused smile and retreated into the adjoining pod. Pete gave Ivy and Deb a meaningful look. They nodded.
“Come on, Ivy, let's get you cleaned up. Your parents will be waiting for you.” Deb guided Ivy through the door, her hand on the small of Ivy’s back. Pete sauntered into the next pod to dress and cheekily dropped his towel on the way in, so his bare buttocks flashed in the fluorescent light that emanated from every corner of the room. 
Ivy and Deb paid him no mind. Nudity was nothing to be ashamed of in the colony. Prudishness had long since diminished in favour of survival, and in keeping with this, Ivy removed her underwear and waited patiently while Deb hosed her from top to bottom with a sanitising solution. The short woman didn’t miss a single piece of skin, and by the end of the cold shower, Ivy’s flesh tingled with the deliciousness of being clean.
Deb handed her friend a towel, and the two women entered the adjoining pod. Ivy dried herself as she walked. She casually handed Deb her damp towel and opened a locker built into the wall. With tired arms, Ivy removed a large, heavy bundle of white fabric from the locker, held it to her face and breathed in deeply. Ivy’s nose filled with the scents of flowers and the mist of the mountains. Her brain flooded with endorphins, and she sighed happily. It was her favourite scent in the city. She knew it wasn’t real, such things were now gone from the world… but all the same, she drank it in. She completed this small, daily ritual with a quiet exhale, and pushed her hands into the depths of the garment to find the sleeves, sliding her slender forearms through as she followed with her head. The rough fabric slid over her naked body and swirled around her slowly. She turned to Deb, who waited quietly behind her.
“How do I look?”
“Like an Empress.”
Ivy laughed. It was a light and airy sound. Deb smiled, moved closer and gently caressed the sleeves of the robes. 
“Happy birthday, Ivy.”
Ivy threw her arms around Deb and hugged her tightly. They stood there, motionless, for some time, in a silent embrace. When Ivy pulled away, she noticed Deb’s eyelashes were wet.
“When is your extraction date?”
Deb paled and touched her stomach again.
“Tomorrow,” she whispered.
“That soon?”
Deb nodded. Ivy held her again and felt Deb’s tiny frame shudder as she fought back sobs.
“Don’t be scared. It’ll all be over in a flash. They’re only taking one ovary, right?
“Just the one.” Deb paused. “I wish I were as brave as you. I wish I could have said no.”
Ivy smiled sadly. She leaned back and wiped a tear from Deb's face with the pad of her thumb.
“I don’t think I’d call myself brave. Stubborn, yes. Obnoxious? Definitely. But brave?” Ivy pushed a strand of Deb’s hair away from her forehead. “You are the bravest person I know.”
The two women regarded one another for a moment. Then, Ivy’s mouth turned up in one corner and she pursed her lips. She tilted her head at the exit.
“Come on, let's go. Mum and Dad will be waiting for me, and you need to rest.”
Deb nodded and hurried over to a control panel on the wall of the pod. She pressed a button and a heavy door slid open. After they passed through the outer door, Ivy heard it glide back into place with a whisper and then lock with a subtle thunk. The women walked together, arms around each other's waists, out into the long hall that awaited them. The lights that shone through the sliver of glass in the pod door behind them dimmed, then went out completely. With a soft sigh, the air supply in the pod they’d just left shut down, and Ivy and Deb proceeded down the quiet, sterile hall without a glance backwards.


      ***If they had looked back, they might have noticed a skulking figure dressed in a brown robe, with his back pressed to the wall beside the door. If they hadn’t been chatting, they might have detected his movement as he reached out, silently and stealthily, and stuck a tracking tab on Ivy’s trailing robes. The tracker was white. She would never notice it.







  
  Part One

Chapter Two


Halfway down the long tunnel, Deb said her goodbyes to Ivy and turned off toward her district. Ivy continued in the direction of her own part of the colony and she navigated the network of tunnels and pods with ease. It was all she had ever known. Her birth had been uneventful, her embryo conceived and grown in a laboratory, as had the entire population of humans under fifty who now lived in the vast underground city. It was done to prevent inbreeding within the limited population. They were still using frozen genetic donations from before the cataclysm. Ivy knew that one day they would run out. As she wandered the halls, she pondered on what would happen to their community when they got to that stage. For most, the inevitable day would provoke terror. However, her thoughts didn’t make her fearful; they only made her sad. 
A joyful sound disrupted her melancholy. Children’s laughter erupted from an open doorway ahead. Ivy quickened her pace and stopped beside a grey, steel doorway. The paint on the door frame had been chipped and painted over numerous times, and Ivy absentmindedly stroked the glossy surface as she peeked into the room. A classroom of first graders watched a history lesson on a large projection screen at the front of their classroom.
Images of silver-skinned dolphins leapt across the screen as they dipped between cerulean blue waves of clean, clear seawater. The dolphins' high-pitched laughter caused squeals of delight among the children. Their teacher sat at the back of the room, his face alight with joy but heavy with sorrow all at once. Ivy understood why his eyes held that expression. She had seen on her teacher's face twenty-five years earlier, when she’d sat in a similar classroom on her first day of school. The paint on the walls had seemed brighter then, somehow cleaner. She remembered how her stomach had been in her throat with the excitement of learning that such creatures existed, and how it had dropped to her feet when the next images appeared on the screen.
She watched now as the decades-old video played on. Images of garbage-filled oceans; bloated corpses of dead fish and dolphins floating at the edge of brown water that lapped filthy beaches; trees that had withered and died, barren fields no longer able to produce food, and images of violent storms, rising oceans and starving families.
Collectively, the children in the classroom began to cry. Ivy focused her attention on the screen, her heart pounding as she anticipated the next images to come after the presentation faded to black. First, though, a voice-over played over the blank screen. The Canadian accent, familiar to these children, was soothing and calm.
“In the year 2071, the Australian and Canadian governments formed an alliance, with the people of Australia providing a safe haven from the dangers of the raging storms of the northern hemisphere.”
Vibrant images of the Australian outback brought the screen back to life. Ivy marvelled at the beauty of her country's landscape. She had never seen it in person. The ancient green sign that displayed the name ‘Coober Pedy’ flashed up on the screen. 
“The new Austranadian government worked to create the underground city of Coober Pedy, building on the 19th-century township that already existed. We now live here, safe underground…”
At that point, Ivy tuned out and resumed her walk toward her family's pod. The children had wiped their tears and were once again smiling, comforted by the safe and familiar images of the only home they knew. She’d nodded to the teacher in the back, who had seemed relieved that the history lesson had gone so well. Unbidden, a twenty-five-year-old image of a small girl thrashing in grief on the floor of her classroom forced its way into Ivy’s mind. Her breath caught in her throat, and she forced the feeling of dread away, as she often did when it rose to the surface. The school day was almost over. The children would go home, and their parents would be left to field all of their questions, as they had done for over a century. The colony took their knowledge of the past and their responsibility of passing that knowledge on incredibly seriously. If there were ever to be an opportunity for the world to be revived, they wouldn’t make the same mistakes twice.
A left turn here, a right turn there, and fifteen minutes later, Ivy was outside the door to the pod she shared with her mother and father. She looked down at her pristine robes and smoothed them a final time with her delicate fingers. She flicked her gaze to the security panel on the wall beside the door. 
“You can do this,” Ivy mumbled to herself. She lifted her right hand, hesitated only a few seconds, and pressed it into the gel pad. It lit up as it scanned her entire handprint, and the door glided open with a whisper.
“Surprise!”
The greeting was chorused by a small group of people assembled in her family's living room. Ivy reminded herself, as she always did, that she was lucky to live in a pod that had more than two rooms. Her parents’ jobs ensured that she would want for nothing, and their good fortune was not lost on her.
As if to reinforce this fact, she noted the presence of two people in particular, Justine Hardy and Reginald McDonald, the two Co-Presidents of Austranadia. President Hardy swept forward, draped in white robes similar to those Ivy wore. The fabric was softer, though, smooth and glossy. It shimmered as it swirled around her dark brown skin. 
“Happy birthday, Ivy!” the co-president gushed. “My… don’t you look beautiful today.”
Ivy’s cheeks flushed, a pink hue that bloomed beneath her pale freckles.
“Stop it now, Justine, I’m sure Ivy knows how delightful she looks.” Reginald McDonald approached next, sidling quickly into Ivy’s personal space. He stood with an air of regalness, his heavy frame draped in a heavy brown robe. It too was shiny and soft, a symbol of his power over the people. He hugged Ivy gingerly, “Happy birthday, my dear.” 
Reginald smiled as he drew away from Ivy. Her stomach roiled at the sight of his smug face and smarmy mouth, his constantly wet lips parted slightly as he studied her. She knew of so many people who found his smile charming, disarming even. But it always creeped her out. 
Justine drifted away to speak with Ivy’s parents, and Reginald dropped a thick, pudgy hand on Ivy’s shoulder. He swiftly propelled her to a corner of the room where she was forced to stand with her back to the wall while he loomed over her. 
“What happened in the tunnel today, Ivy? You’re one of our best engineers, and this is the second tunnel that’s been rendered unusable under your watch.”
Reginald’s tone was low and threatening. Ivy shuddered - she hoped the heavy folds of her robes masked the involuntary movement. She stared at him defiantly.
“I’m not sure what you mean, Mister President. We’ve been trying to get these tunnels finished for months, but there are imperfections in the bedrock. Some things just can’t be accounted for, and we don’t know until we’re cutting through it.”
Reginald smiled again. This time, it was an evil smile, and Ivy felt the full force of his intent. She averted her gaze, unable to hold her eyes on his face. The man raised his left hand and jabbed his index finger into the middle of her chest twice.
“Something is not right here. If I didn’t know your family better, I’d say you were somehow involved with the Eternity League.”
Ivy smiled and suppressed a chuckle.
“I’m sorry, Mister President, but the Eternity League? Do you really think they exist? I thought they were just an old story made up to scare the children.”
Reginald's face turned a deep, ruddy red as Ivy watched a white hot anger rise in him. It gave her immense pleasure to see him lose control of his emotions. She had hit a nerve, and it thrilled her. He hissed back at her.
“Do you think I’m stupid? Do you think I don’t know what’s going on in my own colony? Under my very nose? I will get to the bottom of this. You mark my words. If we didn’t have a launch tomorrow morning, I’d start an immediate investigation. I’m watching you, Miss Johansson.”
Ivy blanched at the venom in his words. The two stood as still as statues, eyes locked in a silent battle. Then, in Ivy’s peripheral vision, a small hand came down to rest on Reginald’s shoulder.
“Is everything alright here?” Irena Johansson, Ivy’s mother, spoke so gently that her voice was barely audible. Reginald swivelled his entire body to face her, his red pallor draining as quickly as it had appeared. Seemingly effortlessly, he turned on his charm and, without missing a beat, said:
“Yes, yes, my dear. I was only speaking with young Ivy here. I just wanted to make sure she was okay after today's incident.”
Irena looked at her daughter, worry creasing her brow.
“What incident? Ivy, what happened? Are you okay?”
Reginald bowed his head, first at Irena, then at Ivy.
“I’ll leave you two to talk,” he said as he waddled away. It seemed Irena’s presence had made the President uncomfortable. Irena regarded her daughter with concern and asked again.
“What happened?”
Ivy’s eyes flickered with amusement for a moment as she reported the triumph of the day.
“We lost the tunnel.”
Irena raised her eyebrows and gave her daughter a knowing look.
“Oh dear. That’s not what we needed at all. I am glad you’re okay.”
Irena encircled Ivy’s waist with her white-robed arm, and they strolled back to their guests. Ivy opened her mouth to elaborate, but her mother's fingers tightened and dug into Ivy’s ribs, so she closed it again.
“Not now, darling,” Irena’s murmur was barely audible, and her lips did not appear to move. “There will be time afterwards.” 
Ivy sighed.
Suddenly, the lights dimmed, and a bright, flickering glow emerged from the kitchen. Thirty candles burned atop a small, round cake. Ivy’s father, Albert, carried it into the living room, and a chorus began. The party guests sang Happy Birthday, followed by a ‘hip-hip-hooray’. The disjointed and out-of-tune song lifted Ivy’s heart with happiness as many of their faces gazed at her with love and hope in their eyes. She knew these were more than just birthday wishes. She wished she could tell each one of them just what they meant to her. However, now was not the time. She had many friends present, but there were also too many unfriendly eyes in the room.
Instead, Ivy leaned over the table and blew out the candles, which was immediately followed by a loud cheer of approval, clapping and laughter. The lights came back on, Ivy cut the cake and the evening wore on until every guest had said their goodbyes and left.
Once the door closed on the last guest, Ivy turned around and rested her back on the cold steel. The ventilation system hissed quietly and she closed her eyes in silent relief. The sound of clanking dishes came softly from the kitchen. Ivy slowly opened her eyes, straightened up and drifted tiredly across the living room and into the kitchen. The simple room contained a few cupboards that held their eating utensils and glasses, a sink for washing them in, and a small metal table with four metal chairs surrounding it. 
Irena, being one of the chosen few craft historians, had sewn cushions for the chairs, with scraps from the fabric she used in her classes. They were a mixture of grey, brown and white patches, the three colours of caste within their community: the workers of today, the keepers of the past, and the leaders of tomorrow. Technically, Ivy should have been destined to wear the grey garb of the workers, but her parents had argued that civil engineering was a skill from years gone by and should be credited as such. 
Ivy hurried across the small space and kissed her father on the cheek.
“Thank you, Papa, for a wonderful birthday.” She hugged him tightly around his shoulders. His rough brown robe crinkled beneath her embrace. “The cake was delicious.”
“My pleasure, darling. You deserve every happiness.”
Arthur stacked the last dish on the draining rack and pulled the plug from the sink, releasing its meagre contents into the plumbing system that would take it to the water recycling plant. He turned to look at Ivy.
“There is no time to waste. You must change your clothes and leave.”
Ivy nodded as he grasped both her forearms.
“You have to promise me you will make it. No matter what you leave behind here, you will not look back.”
Ivy nodded again, a lump rose in her throat and her sight wobbled as she blinked tears from her eyes.
“I promise, Papa.”
Irena’s voice was stern as she bustled into the room from the direction of her sleeping quarters. She carried a pile of clothing in her hands.
“Hurry now, Ivy. There is no time to waste.”
Irena thrust the clothing at her daughter. Ivy held one of the garments aloft as she inspected it. It was a set of overalls, made in the colours of the colony, all three represented in various shades across the whole jumpsuit. As she hugged her mother, the fabric of the suit crushed between them. She raced into the bedroom and stripped, her birthday robes falling gracefully into a puddle of white on the concrete floor.
The overalls fit perfectly, as she knew they would. Her mother was a master seamstress, and the suit was a reflection of her skill. Irena entered the bedroom and crossed to the wardrobe, and expertly pulled the piece of antique furniture away from the wall. A small, roughly cut door was revealed behind it. Ivy watched on in astonishment as her mother opened the compartment and retrieved three items from the space within.
The first was a cap, in the style of the late 1900s. It was made from the grey fabric used for the workers, the labourers of the colony. Ivy perched it on her head and stared at her reflection in the mottled glass mirror that hung on the wall. She looked at her mother and her father, who had joined them.
“I look so… old.”
“You look beautiful, Bubba.” Arthur's eyes crinkled in the corners. “You are making us very proud.”
Irena gently lowered the remaining two items into Ivy’s arms. One was a pair of heavy-duty boots; the brown leather stitched onto the rubber sole so precisely that Ivy imagined they were something plucked straight from history. The third item made Ivy gasp in wonder. This was not something of her mother's creation.
“Where did you get this?” Ivy stared at her mother in horror. Irena smiled and gazed lovingly at her husband.
“I didn’t. Your father did.”
Arthur beamed with pride.
“Don’t discount your old dad, hey?”
“Dad, how did you … what? Where did you get this?”
The item of clothing in Ivy’s hands unfolded into its fullness. The fabric was reflective, almost translucent. It was as strong as steel, but also as soft as spider webs. That was what Ivy had heard said about it, although she’d never seen a spider's web in her life, let alone touched one.
“A solar cloak? But, they’re only for people who are going…”
“To the surface. Yes.” Irena retrieved a cloth backpack from under their bed and stuffed the cloak and some other essentials inside. “The League has decided you’re going with them.”
Ivy’s face lit up with excitement, then immediately fell. She looked from Irena to Arthur, then back to her mother.
“Then I’ll never see you again.”
The words caught in her throat. As realisation sunk in, Ivy’s face contorted in grief. She didn’t know what to do, and there was no time to do it anyway.
“Don’t cry for us, darling.”
Arthur moved in to embrace his daughter. Irena did the same. The small family hugged in silence for several minutes. It could never be long enough for Ivy. There would never be enough time with them. Irena was the first to draw away. Arthur pulled back next - his wet eyes left damp spots on Ivy’s uniform.
“I…” Ivy was lost for words.
Irena hurried to the kitchen. She yanked open the door for the colony’s version of a dumb waiter, where a conveyor belt delivered all their meals at set times throughout the day. 
“You must go now.”
“I don’t want to.”
“You must! What did you think was going to happen? If the League succeeds, none of this will exist anyway. You must go… it is the only way you can survive. Please, Ivy…”
Irena choked back a sob, and a single tear trickled from her eye. It ran down her cheek and splashed onto her robe, staining the fabric with a pale grey dot. It was the first time Ivy had seen her mother cry. She rushed to hold her mother one last time. Arthur gently eased her away.
“We sacrificed a lot to get you on this mission, Ivy. Please make sure it was worth it.”
“I promise.” Ivy’s voice was little more than a whisper. Her whole body trembled as she slung the cloth bag over her shoulders and onto her back. With one last loving look at her parents, Ivy backed up to the dumb waiter. She hoped her eyes conveyed all the emotion she felt for them in that moment. Irena lifted her hand as if to touch Ivy’s cheek, but she was too far away. Ivy’s voice caught in her throat as she struggled to say the most important words she’d ever uttered in her life.
“I love you.”
“We love you, too.”
Ivy turned and crouched down as she manoeuvred herself onto the conveyor belt and, on all fours, started her journey. A few metres in, she felt around in the darkness and found the dugout opening on her right. She crawled through it and stood up. The tunnel entrance went black as the door to the conveyor belt sealed shut. Ivy closed her eyes and sighed loudly, then she reached out to her right and carefully felt her way along the tunnel.






  
  Part One

Chapter Three


Agentle breeze flowed in the tunnel. It barely moved a hair on Ivy’s head, but it was cool, and damp, and fresh. With the melting of the ice caps, Coober Pedy had become somewhat of a coastal settlement. They were far enough away from the ocean that they weren’t ravaged by the brutal waves and tides, but they were close enough for the ground to transmit some of the sea moisture. Living underground meant that this moisture wasn’t boiled and evaporated by the sunlight, so the colony was always comfortably cool. Until today, Ivy’s favourite part of each week had been when she’d traversed the tunnels in secrecy, and imagined she played adventurer for an hour or so, depending on whether she dawdled or not. 
Today she did not dawdle. There was a sense of urgency in her step. The tiny LED light she always carried emitted sufficient light to ensure that she wouldn’t lose her footing. By now, the path was so well-trodden that the ground was smooth anyway, so tripping would only be over her own feet. Ivy thought about her feet as she walked, how alien the heavy, leather boots felt on them. They were firm but not uncomfortable. She’d never worn shoes like them. Everything in the compound was made of plastic or rubber. That stuff lasted forever. Ivy knew that it did because it was one of the main things that had killed the planet.
With her mind deeply distracted by thoughts of the world above, Ivy walked without her usual caution, and the toe of her boot suddenly snagged in the soil on the tunnel floor. She tripped, and the light she held flew from her hand and landed several metres further up the passage. The small torch flickered and went out.
“Shit.” Ivy cursed in annoyance and then smirked in the darkness. Swearing was forbidden in the underground complex. It was considered uncouth and uncultured, so she revelled in the tiny thrill it gave her when she’d say the words out loud, but she only cursed when she was alone, or with the League. Swearing was part of the joy of being in the League, but it was not where she’d learned it. Her father's standing in the Leaders of Tomorrow had given her limited access to something called ‘YouTube’, an unfathomable archive that documented human existence in the early 20th Century. Ivy found it fascinating. People in the olden times had been able to access all the information they could possibly want or need. Some of it was fun and informative. Some of it was downright dangerous. But the videos Ivy loved the most were those on ancient history. 
She smiled to herself, lowered herself onto her knees and crawled forward, patting her hand around on the cool soil until she located her flashlight. She pressed the button on the side and at once was surrounded by the faint, white glow of the single LED. LEDs were old tech, but Ivy found them to be reliable, so she used them whenever she needed to. A lot of the old tech wasn’t detectable by the modern systems either, so it served a dual purpose, for secrecy as well, when participating in League activities. 
The section of the tunnel she was now in passed dangerously close to the wall for the offices of the Leaders of Tomorrow. It was here that Ivy switched off her light and continued along the path with more delicate steps. There were vibration sensors in the walls of the compound. Their purpose was to detect any earthquakes or cave-ins. Ivy knew they were sensitive enough to perceive heavy footfall, so she crept forward, barely breathing, until she was sure she was past the ‘Pods of Despair’ as she jokingly called them. The left corner of her mouth turned up as she indulged in a wry smile in the darkness.
Once she was confident that she was well past the danger zone, she flicked her light on again and hurried along. There wasn’t far to go now. Soon, the tunnel would open up, growing wider, and a dim light would glow in the distance. This was Ivy’s favourite part of her tunnel adventures. It made her feel as though she was in one of the movies in the archive, where people who sought buried treasure arrived at their goal.
X marks the spot!
Ivy stifled a laugh as indeed, the tunnel began to widen and a beautiful, yellow light radiated in the distance. The light’s source was an old lantern, the only thing with an actual flame, besides birthday candles, that she had ever seen, and the mystery of it allured and fascinated her each time she saw it. She quickened her pace. Passages opened up on either side of her path, and league members from other areas of the compound joined her in her journey toward the welcoming flame. 
Nobody spoke. Only nods of acknowledgement were offered and returned. The flame itself came into view, and Ivy’s pupils fixated on it. The small fire burned brightly. It flickered and sputtered and moved with a life of its own. As people streamed into the tunnel, Ivy hurried forward. In a matter of minutes, she found herself, as always, in a large, roughly hewn cavern. A small crowd of perhaps twenty people gathered around the flame. 
They wore faint smiles on their faces, overshadowed by apprehension. Ivy knew her expression was different. Her growing excitement attempted to force her features into a gleeful smile. She wanted to laugh with joy, to share that feeling with everyone, to touch their chests and ask, “Do you feel it?” Her heart raced, warm blood filled her cheeks and turned them red. Suddenly it was hot. Too hot. Ivy edged back from the crowd to get some air.
“Where do you think you’re going, Miss Johansson?” 
Ivy’s breath caught in her throat.
“Step into the light.”
Ivy quelled her excitement, the thrill now transformed into a feeling of deep reverence. She inhaled quietly and trod hesitantly through the small opening her friends made for her. There was no reason to be anxious, after all, she had known these people since she was a teenager. But this time… This time it was different.
Ivy placed her right hand over her heart and bowed her head to the woman who stood before her.
Genevieve Murphy.
The leader of the Eternity League. This was the woman who had started it all. She was the reason they were gathered there, and she was the mind behind what they would be attempting today. At ninety-two years old, she still stood resilient and strong. A force to be reckoned with, but with a heart as soft as the fabled snow of the Snowy Mountains. 
“Come, Ivy. You are welcome. Don’t turn away. We have much to discuss.”
In one swift movement, Genevieve embraced her with a strength she hadn’t thought possible for a woman of her years. Ivy reciprocated, though with somewhat less vigour, lest she injure the small frame of their leader. When Genevieve pulled away, her mouth was alight with a smile. Her eyes were not. There was a determination in them; it rippled through her very being. Ivy felt it emanate from her much like the heat danced out of the flame in the sacred lantern.
“Do you have your cloak?”
Ivy pulled the bag from her back and teased a corner of the fabric out from the top.
“Yes.”
“Good.” Genevieve beckoned for the small crowd to close in. They huddled around the lantern, their faces lit like those of ghosts or strange spirits from beyond. Ivy loved the way the fire made their flesh warp and change.
“We have a long journey ahead of us.” Genevieve had switched to speaking the ancient language. It was how they communicated without the risk of their plans being revealed.  It was the language of Kemet, known as Egypt in more modern times. 
“Ivy Johansson is now joining us as a full member of our team. You all know she has impeccable skills in civil engineering and has been instrumental in the ongoing expansion of this facility. She has also, only today, sabotaged the construction of a human genetic engineering laboratory that was being built to grow humans who can live on the surface. Thank you, Ivy.”
The group clapped quietly and murmured their approval. Ivy’s face flushed, but the attention was soon removed from her achievement and brought back to their leader.
“We also have joining us, Mr Peter Monkle. Please come forward, Peter.”
Ivy looked around the group wildly and, after spotting him, watched as her friend emerged into the light. She waited impatiently as he scanned the group, too, and when his eyes met hers, they both grinned wildly. Ivy mouthed at him.
You didn’t tell me!
Pete mouthed back.
I didn’t know!
Genevieve caught the ripple of excitement between the two friends, and her eyes crinkled into a smile. 
“Peter has been working closely with Ivy and will be a valuable asset to our team in the upcoming project in Kemet over the coming weeks and months.”
The crowd applauded again. Genevieve raised her hands and there was silence.
“Before we leave for the launch site, does anyone have any questions?”
You could hear a pin drop. The Leader of the Eternity League glanced at Ivy, then at Pete.
“Don’t be shy. You haven’t been involved in these discussions previously, so it’s only natural to ask questions. I’d rather you did, actually, so I know you’re both on board with how this is going to go down.”
Ivy took a deep breath and asked, “How are we going to go back? I mean, how do we get back to Kemet? Time travel is banned, isn’t it dangerous?”
Genevieve looked pleased.
“You are afraid? Perhaps John can put your mind at ease. John, would you like to explain to Ivy how we are going to jump backwards?”
A nervous-looking man detached himself from the group and took a breath as though to speak. Then he stopped. He looked at Ivy and seemed to be pondering something. He opened his mouth to speak again. He closed it. John leaned in toward Genevieve’s ear and whispered something. Genevieve chuckled and nodded.
“Miss Johansson. I don’t mean to be rude, but… have you ever studied Quantum Physics?”
Ivy paled, her formerly ruddy cheeks now drained of blood.
“It is forbidden,” she whispered.
“Nothing is forbidden to the Eternity League, Ivy, you know that.” Genevieve's tone was stern, borderline scolding. Ivy lowered her eyes.
“I’m sorry, and no, I have not studied it. I don’t understand it at all.”
Genevieve turned her attention to Pete.
“I-I don’t understand it either.”
“Then it would be fruitless to try to explain it to you. I’m sorry.” John bowed his head in respect. Genevieve was gentle in her next words.
“There is no shame in not knowing something. It is why we are all here together. Each of us brings a unique set of skills, a different way of thinking, and our own separate repositories of knowledge.” Genevieve tapped the side of her head. “You are both part of this mission because of your particular talents. I’m sorry we couldn’t tell you before now but you have already confirmed that we made the right decision. You see, the pure excitement you both exuded only moments ago would have set off alarm bells in the minds of our government officials. Your exuberance could have placed our entire mission in jeopardy. I trust you will forgive us.”
Genevieve lowered her head. When she raised it again her eyes were serene, and the faint smile that set upon her lips made Ivy relax once more.
“Any more questions?”
Ivy and Pete both shook their heads.
“No.”
“Right. Now we get down to it. I have a few items to discuss, and then we’ll be on our way. The walk is long, and we must start moving soon.”
There were murmurs and nods throughout the group. Ivy noticed that many of them wore their daily garb and robes of varying colours. Only she and Pete wore the patchwork overalls. Genevieve also noticed the differences in attire and silently waved at a man in the crowd.
“It’s time to change into our new uniforms. I trust you all have your solar cloaks?”
Another murmur of agreement.
“You won’t need them yet. Marc, please bring the military uniforms out.”
Marc, a tall, thin, middle-aged man, began handing out uniforms to the gathered devotees. When Ivy received hers, she marvelled at the colour. It was blue. Blue like the colour of her eyes, only darker. She’d not seen clothing in such a colour, let alone held it in her hands. The style was a robe, much like those the residents of the colony wore, but this one buttoned up over the top of the left shoulder, concealing the entire body. There was also a large hood that, when pulled up over the head, would shield her entire face from prying eyes.
“Put these robes on. They are your disguise. Our hope is to get past the initial security checks and then onto the boarding vessels. You will also be implanted with a chip.”
Ivy looked up as a woman across the room gasped in pain. John had just injected a microchip into her wrist with a small, pressurised injection gun. She glanced down at her own pale flesh and winced in anticipation. John moved around the room, first inserting the chips and then scanning them to ensure they were active.
“We have people in the launch team who are working with us. You will know them by the gold pin they wear on their robes.”
Genevieve handed out gold pins to each person in the cavern. They were little more than a tiny barbell, something akin to the ear piercings of the days of old, Ivy thought. She pushed her pin through the fabric on her robe, secured it in the back and allowed it to fall into the folds of material. 
“By the time we arrive at the launch pad, our jumping device will already be loaded onto the transport and made ready to accompany us to the main vessel.” Genevieve paused, just as Ivy felt the sting of the tiny microchip as it slid beneath her skin. John grinned and scanned her wrist with a chip reader. It beeped softly, and he moved on to the next person. Ivy rubbed her wrist. After the initial sting, there was no more sensation there, so she left it alone. 
“The vessel we are making our historic journey on is called ‘Boundless’. Rather fitting, don’t you think?” Genevieve continued.
There was a chuckle from the group, and another woman spoke up.
“This vessel is a planet-seeder.” The woman's name was Stancie. Ivy knew her vaguely but hadn’t had a great deal of interaction with her. The League was large, and only Genevieve knew what was happening in all arms of the organisation at any given time. “This ship is equipped with all the tools and tech required to birth human civilisation again on a new world. This means we will have everything at our disposal to complete our task.”
Ivy raised her hand gingerly. Stancie nodded and pre-empted with, “Yes, we have all the plasma cutters, lift platforms and detonation devices you need, Ivy.”
Genevieve waved Pete and Ivy over to her.
“I’m sorry, I don’t have time right now to explain in full what we need from you. Just know that both of your expertise is required for our mission. We cannot do this without you. We will debrief you once we arrive at our location. That way, if we are captured, our plan will remain hidden. I think the less you know right now, the better.”
Ivy and Pete nodded in agreement. Genevieve raised her voice to the group.
“Are you ready?”
“Yes!” The reply was a roar. It reverberated around the chamber and Ivy’s heart thudded loudly inside her ribcage.
“Let's go change history!”
Genevieve and John led the group of excited Eternity League Members from the cavern they had met in for over fifty years. Ivy gazed around fondly, understanding that it might be the last time she ever set eyes on the place. Thoughts of her parents crept into her mind and her heart panged with sorrow. She allowed herself a moment to feel the pain, then pushed the emotion away and returned her focus to the here and now. 
The most important members of the Eternity League had largely left the room. Only Pete waited for her.
“Come on, we don’t want to be left behind.”
Ivy grinned and ran to him. Together, they jogged into the tunnel behind the rest of the team. As they reached a bend in the path, Ivy looked back one last time at the lantern that now sat abandoned on the pedestal in the middle of the empty room. It flickered and swayed and disappeared as they rounded the corner and entered the maze of tunnels that would lead them to the launch site.
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Chapter Four


It was a long walk. Ivy had never been this far from her home before, and the entire experience both thrilled and terrified her. Every heartbeat pumped in her chest like a hammer’s strike. It was so loud in her ears that she worried it might echo down the long tunnels, and they would be discovered, and it would all have been in vain. 
The fabric of her blue robe shifted, as a soft hand searched out her own. Pete’s fingers trembled in the same way Ivy’s did, and she was glad when he squeezed her hand and didn’t let go. She glanced to her right. Pete no longer looked excited. It seemed that fear had soaked into every pore of his skin, his wide eyes asked Ivy the same question she asked herself in her head.
What the hell am I doing?
She did her best to encourage him by offering what she thought was a kind expression. Her friend’s countenance didn’t change. Ivy sidestepped gently and bumped her shoulder into his.
“Come on, it's not that bad. I heard some of the others talking up ahead, we only have a short while to go.”
Pete turned his focus to the bunch of people ahead of them. Ivy looked as well. They seemed to be calm and determined, chatting amongst themselves in a light-hearted manner. There was an air of excitement, tempered by an undertone so vastly dark that Ivy felt it surge across her skin. Ivy tried again.
“Come on Pete, lighten up. I reckon it's only going to be half an hour, tops, and we’ll be there.”
Pete glanced at her again.
“I know,” he responded, his voice pitched higher than usual. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
Ivy stopped in her tracks, still clasping his hand. He yanked back on it as he, too, ceased walking. Ivy waited until the group got a little further ahead. She moved in close to Pete’s face and spoke in a low voice.
“We can’t back out now. This is the opportunity of a lifetime; we are so lucky they wanted us to come.”
Pete’s gaze dropped to the floor. Ivy leaned down until her line of sight matched his. He brought his eyes up and stared into hers.
“I’m scared, Ivy. I’ve never been this scared in my life. I just want to turn around and go back.”
“Pete, you can’t. We need you. And besides, people will have noticed we’re missing by now. What do you think they’ll do if you go back?”
Pete’s eyes bulged. He looked as though he might faint.
“We can’t go back.” His voice was barely a whisper.
“No, no we can’t.” Ivy pulled Pete into a tight bear hug. “We have to be brave. Both of us, together.”
She eased herself away from her best friend as he nodded furiously.
“We don’t have a choice. We have to go. I can do this. We can do this.”
Ivy grinned at her companion and squeezed his biceps, shaking him gently.
“That’s the spirit.”
A voice floated from somewhere down the hall. It was Genevieve.
“Catch up, you two. We’re getting close. You don’t want to be left alone in the dark.”
Ivy’s face radiated excitement as she impulsively set off again, tugging on Pete’s hand.
“Do you hear that? Let’s go! I’ll race you.”
With a gentle shake of his head and a soft chuckle, Pete took off at a run. Ivy sprinted after him, but his athletic ability ensured that Ivy would always be in second place in this type of contest. Pete caught up with the tail end of the group, and Ivy slapped him fondly on the shoulder as she brought up the rear.
“See?” she huffed into his ear. “It’s going to be great.”
A quick side eye and a tentative grin were the only reply she got as Genevieve halted the group and addressed them in hushed tones.
“From here on we must travel in silence. When we reach the end of this tunnel, we will exit through a door into the corridor system for the launch centre. From there, you speak to no one unless it is absolutely necessary. Do you understand?”
Loud whispers of ‘Yes!’ drifted around them. Ivy shivered. The sound felt like a warning. She again worried they would be discovered. However, Genevieve raised her hands high and wide, and the Eternity League fell silent. This time, when she spoke, Genevieve’s voice was deep and sombre.
“We are standing on the precipice of life as we now know it, poised to launch into our new future by travelling back to the past.” She paused, though Ivy didn’t believe it was for dramatic effect. She watched as the old woman seemed to shrink for just a millisecond, a look of dread passing over her face before it lit up again with power and determination. Ivy wondered if anyone else had seen it, or if she’d only imagined it.
“I want to thank you all for joining me on this mission. I understand what you are giving up. I know what it is you are sacrificing. And I love and appreciate you from the bottom of my heart.”
Genevieve scanned the room, her eyes resting on Ivy for the briefest of moments.
There it is again.
The fleeting look of despair flooded Genevieve's features once more, and butterflies set about causing a nauseating whirlwind in Ivy’s stomach. She opened her mouth to say something, to ask if their leader was all right. But she was interrupted before she could do so.
“We will follow John through the base; he knows where he’s going. If you fall behind, you will stay behind. We’re not waiting for you. Keep an eye out for our League members on the launch team. They will make sure you’re boarded safely and ready to fly. Comply with every request you are given; do not make a fuss. Your names are on the manifest, so there should be no problems.” Genevieve paused again, eyeing every member of the group.
“Are we clear?”
“Yes, ma'am!” 
“Good. Keep quiet and follow me.”
With renewed enthusiasm and a grander sense of purpose, the Eternity League swept through the last kilometre of the tunnel at an alarming pace. Ivy struggled to keep up, aware of every crunching sound her boots made on the rough ground, paranoid that even the sound of her breath might alert someone to their intrusion. This time it was her turn to seek comfort, and she pushed her hand through the folds of Pete’s cloak until she grasped his hand once more. He stared at her as they hurried along.
“We can do this, yeah?” Pete, ignoring Genevieve’s instruction to be silent, murmured his encouragement.
Ivy nodded and tried to swallow the lump in her throat.
“Yeah, we can.” She squeezed his hand once more and let go. The pace of the group slowed as they reached a rusty old door that looked like it had been there from the beginning of the compound, built some seventy years ago. There was an ancient gel pad beside the door, and a small green light blinked intermittently above it.
“There’s no way that thing works,” Pete whispered under his breath. At the transgression, several heads swivelled toward him and Pete’s brown cheeks flushed with colour. Ivy dropped her gaze to the floor. The group waited in silence for a few minutes as John used a cable to plug his Android tablet into the door's security system. Ivy looked up again and watched intently as he logged into the camera and microphone on the other side of the door and observed and listened until he was sure that the hallway beyond was empty. Then, without ceremony, John lightly pressed his hand on the gel pad. The door slid open and the Eternity League filed quietly into the launch base.

      ***Ivy squinted as bright light forced her pupils to contract. This wasn’t the soft light of the colony pods. This light was harsh and cold. It made her surroundings seem stark and clinical. John signalled for everyone to follow - they did so without a breath of sound. The tunnels of the base were lined with steel and painted a light blueish-grey, with white trim. There were yellow and black striped lines along the perimeter of every hallway, and at the threshold of each room. Ivy wondered what it was all for.
John led the team into a large room. Ivy suppressed a gasp.
An armoury?
He signalled to the league members and they each selected a weapon, mostly plasma handguns, and stowed them beneath their robes. Ivy looked on fearfully as Pete took a weapon and concealed it in his robe. She backed herself into a wall and stared, eyes wide. Pete glanced at her and shook his head. He retrieved one more plasma pistol and pressed it into Ivy’s hand.
“You have to take this,” he whispered.
“I can’t!”
“You have to. If you don’t you might have to stay behind.”
Ivy hoped her eyes would speak for the warning she felt in her heart. She shook her head.
“Ivy, if you won’t take it to protect yourself, please take it so you can protect me.” Pete gave her a pleading look. Ivy looked at the small weapon that lay in the palm of her hand. She looked up at her friend.
“To protect you, right?”
“Yes, you need to protect me.”
Ivy nodded frantically.
“Okay. To protect you.”
Pete lifted Ivy’s robe and helped her push the gun into the back pocket of her overalls. He looked around, the room was empty.
“Come on, they’re going to leave without us.”
The two friends bolted from the room and up the hall, rounded the corner and almost ran right into the backs of a bunch of robed figures. Pete sighed in relief.
“We made it.”
One of the figures turned around. It was someone Ivy didn’t recognise. They hadn’t rejoined the League but had run into another group of astronauts entirely.
“Where did you two come from?” The man's face was stern, bordering on angry. Ivy backed away and stammered, “Uh, we, er. We got separated from our flight crew.”
The man approached her, eyes narrowed. He drew so close that Ivy took another step back. By then the whole crew had stopped to observe the confrontation.
“We are the flight crew. Who are you?”
At that moment, Ivy noticed the tiny golden pin on the man's cloak. With renewed confidence she turned her back to the rest of the crew and, with a swish of her robe, revealed her own gold pin. The man looked her up and down and the right side of his mouth curved upward, though the expression of disdain never left his face.
“We’re on the backup crew. I’m Ivy Johansson and this is Peter Monkle. At your service, Sir.” Ivy saluted the man in front of her. He growled at her in annoyance.
“Well, we’d best get you back to your crew. You’re boarding the ‘Boundless’?”
“Yes sir, that’s the one.”
“Come along then. We’re heading for the launch bay now.” The flight crew captain lifted his chin and shouted “Move out!” to the rest of his group. They wheeled around and marched off in accordance with their orders.
The captain slowed his pace behind the flight crew until they’d moved a safe distance ahead. Ivy and Pete flanked him on either side.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing? You’re going to get us all killed.”
Pete hurried to keep up.
“We got separated from our people in the armoury.”
“That’s good news,” the man was still gruff but now his tone was kinder. “It seems like everything is going to plan. They will keep going without you, though I’m not sure how the boss is going to feel about you rocking up in an actual flight crew.”
He extended his right hand to Ivy. She took it and shook it. His grip was like a vice, his hands rough and calloused as though he’d spent years toiling in a field or a factory. He released her hand and turned to Pete to shake his hand as well.
“I’m Shane McNeil. The co-pilot of the ‘Boundless’. I’m the one who’s going to be getting you to your destination.” 
Ivy felt the colour drain from her face. Shane smirked with satisfaction.
“Ooh you two are going to be in trouble,” he murmured.
The group ahead of them had reached a large steel door. Ivy had never seen one so large, even in the industrial levels of the colony the doors didn’t reach such height or width. She stopped mid-step and stared at it in awe. Pete grabbed her hand and pulled her along as the door slowly ground open to reveal an underground space larger than she could have ever imagined.
As Shane turned to face them, he walked backwards, his arms spread wide. The sound of launch vehicle engines winding up became deafening, and he had to shout to be heard.
“Welcome to the launch hangar!” 
Ivy crossed the threshold of the great door and into the vastness of the hangar. The first thing she noticed was the sharp spike in air temperature. It felt as though her lungs were on fire and that her skin might burn as well. The second thing she noticed was the dizziness that overwhelmed her while breathing the blistering air.
Realisation dawned. 
This is the outside air.
The enormous door slid shut behind her with a ringing thud. Huge propellors zinged as they spun a short distance away and Ivy spotted the transport drones which were preparing to take off. Shane beckoned the two newcomers to a rack on the wall. Hung upon it were vast numbers of full-face masks, which were connected by straps to small oxygen tanks. 
Shane handed a mask kit each to Ivy and Pete and showed them how to put them on. The masks became airtight as soon as the tap on the top of the oxygen bottle was turned on. Ivy breathed deeply again. Shane shouted through the face shield as he leaned in close. 
“Do you have your solar cloaks?”
Ivy and Pete nodded.
“Put them on! It's just a precaution; you’ll be inside the transport vessel but it's better to be safe than sorry.”
Ivy removed her shiny solar cloak from the backpack beneath her blue cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders. It floated down around her
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