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Prologue
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The Multiversal Research Centre

“They’ve decided the time’s right and they’ll be here soon,” Merlin Ambrosia said, coming into the Observation Room.

“That’s marvellous,” Daisy Turtledove grinned. “We’d better get ready to take them, Lily.”

Lily Moose smiled. “I’m ready now.”

“I’m sure they’ll be a credit to us,” Merlin said. “They’ve had far more experience on parallel planets than anyone else.”

“That’s true,” Periwinkle Bandicoot agreed. “And they’re famous throughout our sector of the Multiverse.”

“And beyond,” Daisy added.

“I think the educational programme will suit them,” Lily pointed out. “They’ve already come into contact with Pansaurians, so that should help them adjust to the more unusual species they’ll meet.”

“It’s a shame about the Bottoms and Tops, though,” Periwinkle sighed. “It’s not their fault those Sable twins ruined their chances of joining up.” 

Merlin was tapping a table top while he thought about that. “It’d come as a shock to them if we invited them now ... Still, they did help sort out the mess caused by Aqua-Terraquan Enterprises; and they did meet us towards the end of that escapade. What do you think?”

“I could go and ask them,” Periwinkle shrugged. “They may not want to come, but they certainly have the innate talents needed.”

Merlin scratched his cheek. “Mmm, well it can’t do any harm to ask. Go ahead, Periwinkle.”

***
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A Neighbouring Multiversal Research Centre

“How very interesting,” Merlina said, having watched and listened as Merlin told Daisy, Lily, and Periwinkle about the young humans joining the Multiversal Multiversity.

“Are you sure they don’t know about the surveillance bug I placed in Periwinkle Bandicoot?” Topaz asked.

Merlina shrugged. “I doubt it. There were a lot of us at that conference and you handled it brilliantly. But it makes no difference if they do – this is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for!”

“Shall we go now, then?” Zircon asked.

“Yes,” Merlina replied, “but I’ve a special job for you, Zircon. Fetch Quartz for me; we’ll take her with us. I want her to check out Merlin’s Research Centre.”

“But it’ll be crawling with Merlin’s friends,” Zircon pointed out.

Merlina smiled. “Not if I can make him transfer most of them to his multiversity.”

Zircon frowned. “How will you do that?”

“Oh, I have my ways,” Merlina said, a wicked glint in her eyes.

Topaz cackled then said in a high-pitched voice, “This is going to be such fun.” 

“Perhaps, but we must take care,” Merlina added in warning, “Merlin’s the smartest of the smart cookies.”

“He’s not as smart as you are, Merlina,” Topaz grinned.

Merlina gave Topaz a thoughtful look and then said, “That remains to be seen.”
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1 Home and Away
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Kitty Strange felt as if she had a swarm of butterflies in her stomach – she was so excited. Today was the day that all seven of them were off to the Multiversal Multiversity: Kitty, her twin, Toby, and her younger sister, Sam. Kitty and Sam bore a family resemblance, but Sam’s hair was shoulder-length, mousy brown, and a mess, while Kitty’s was dark, long, and carefully brushed; Toby had a mop of dark wavy hair and was taller than his sisters. Then there were the twins, Lizzie and Luke Charm. Lizzie was slightly built with auburn hair; Luke was tall and strongly built with wavy fair hair. And lastly, there were the Updown identical twins, Jemima and Jessica, who had dark shoulder-length hair, big brown eyes, and medium builds. The Stranges and Charms lived in Oakham; the Updowns, who were the Charms’ cousins, lived in Cambridge.

Their invitations had come six months ago and they’d agreed that they’d all go together when they felt they were ready. At first, they’d thought that they wouldn’t be ready for a year or two, but as the weeks passed, the urge to go became stronger and stronger until Lizzie had said, “Oh, let’s go and see what this Multiversal Multiversity is all about.”

None of the others took any persuading and so that was settled. They’d agreed that it’d be best to jump (that’s the word they used for moving instantaneously from one part of the Multiverse to another) to the Multiversal Research Centre at midnight; that would give them some leeway with jumping back when they’d done: if they came back ten minutes early or late, it wouldn’t matter. They were getting used to the fact that they always got back home at the same date and time as they’d left, give or take, even though they’d been away goodness knows how long – a few months, a year. And even more amazingly, they’d not got any older.

Of course, as far as their parents were concerned, they’d be tucked up in bed and fast asleep. But they didn’t want to jump in their night clothes, so they’d agreed to wear casual gear, which is what their SSPs advised them to do when asked about it. (Their SSPs, short for supersmartphones, were amazing tablet computers given to them by Merlin and his friends that could talk to them through their minds, make multiversal jumps, and much else besides. In their last adventure, their SSPs had made themselves extremely small and asked the youngsters to swallow them so that they’d become part of their bodies. After the adventure, the youngsters had been given the option of having them removed, but they decided to keep them.)

Kitty checked her mental clock. A minute to go. She blew out a big breath of air, running her hand through her hair. What was it going to be like? Would anyone be jump-sick? Who else would be there? What would they have to do? How long would they be away? They’d all asked their SSPs those questions but got the same answer to every one: No idea.

Ten seconds ... five, four, three, two, one ... 

Kitty felt jump-sick for a moment. She then saw red, yellow, blue, and green moons in the sky and knew at once they were at the Multiversal Research Centre. Sam, Toby, Lizzie, Luke, Jemima, and Jessica were standing with her. Daisy and Lily, who’d been awaiting their arrival, smiled.

“Good midnight,” pink-haired Daisy welcomed them.

Sam chuckled. Daisy was amazingly bright, but she didn’t seem to understand greetings used at different times of day on Earth.

“We’ll take you as one big group,” Lily said, her orange hair clashing with Daisy’s pink. “Are you ready?”

Kitty smiled nervously and nodded.

“I expect to hear great things of you.” 

The voice came from behind them. Turning, they saw a familiar figure: he had light violet hair and was wearing violet jeans, a scruffy tangerine T-shirt, and sandals but no socks.

“Merlin!” Sam gasped.

“Just came to wish you well,” Merlin said. “You’ll find out soon enough, Lizzie,” he added.

Lizzie laughed. “I was only going to ask you how long we’d be there.”

Merlin smiled. “I know,” he said and then gave her a wink. “Anyway, you’d better be off. Don’t want to be late on your first day.”

They wondered how they could possibly be late when Merlin and his friends could set their time of arrival, but better not to ask.

“See you later,” Sam said to Merlin.

Then, without realizing they’d jumped, they were standing with Daisy and Lily in a strange place.
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They felt like they were inside a huge transparent ball, but with floors inside it linked by moving stairs. The really amazing bit was that through the windows they could see other transparent balls connected by long transparent tubes.

Someone materialized by Daisy’s side. 

“Ah, there you are, Delphinium,” Daisy said. “And here they are, all eager to begin.”

Delphinium smiled at them. She had dark blue hair, a white shirt, pale blue jeans, and trainers matching her hair. “Welcome to the Multiversal Multiversity,” she greeted them. 

“Good,” Daisy said, talking to the humans. “I’ll be calling in from time to time to see how you’re doing. Bye for now.” With that, she dematerialized, but with no pop and no fading outline.

Sam had a question that they all wanted answered: “Um, Delphinium, are you the Delphinium that ... that ...?”

“Yes,” Delphinium nodded with a glum face. “I’m afraid I am.” (Delphinium was on the training mission that went catastrophically wrong, setting off a train of events that involved Kitty and the others going to parallel Earths.) 

“Well, it’s good to see you’ve recovered,” Kitty said. 

“Thank you. Um, I’d like to apologize to all of you for creating such a monumental mess that you had to sort out.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Sam said.

“Well ... no,” Delphinium agreed, “but even so.”

“Is Fleabane here?” Jemima wondered.

“Er, yes, he is,” Delphinium answered, pleased that they’d asked after him. “He was affected worse than I was but he’s doing some light work now. You’ll no doubt come across him.”

“So where are we?” Jemima asked.

“Ah, the Multiversal Multiversity, obviously. You’re in the Earth Orb. This is where you’ll be staying and taking some classes. You’ll go to other Orbs to meet species from other planets and take joint classes with them.”

“And are our rooms here, then?” Lizzie wondered.

Delphinium smiled. “Yes. Picture in your mind where you’d like to stay.”

Lizzie frowned. “You mean, a place or a kind of building?”

“Either. Both. Doesn’t matter.”

“Hmmm,” Lizzie said, giving the matter some serious thought. After a couple of moments, she thought of her own bedroom back home – she liked that a lot. A door appeared in front of her, making her jump. 

“Go on in,” Delphinium prompted her.

Lizzie took a step towards the door, which opened. Inside, Lizzie and the others could see a perfect replica of her bedroom. “Wow!” she said. “But will it stay here?”

Delphinium was grinning. “It’ll stay within the Earth Orb, but it’ll appear wherever and whenever you want it to.”

“Brilliant!” Luke said in amazement. He then thought of his ideal bedroom. A door appeared, he stepped towards it, and as the door opened, everyone could see the captain’s quarters on USS Voyager from the Star Trek television series.

“Great idea, mate,” Toby told him. “I think I’ll have one like that, as well.”

Kitty was less adventurous in her choice of bedroom, choosing a copy of the one she’d had in Lovelace Tower on Terraqua; she’d really liked that one. Jemima and Jessica followed Lizzie’s lead and replicated their bedroom back home in Cambridge. Sam settled for a large tent overlooking a wide area of tall grass with a herd of kangabies grazing on it.

Jessica was looking outside. “Delphinium,” she said, “what are those Orbs? I mean, which planets are they named after?”

“Those nearest here are some of the parallel Earths; those farther away are not Earth parallels, but they are planets with intelligent lifeforms living on them.”

That got Lizzie’s attention. “Is there an Orb for Aquaterra?”

“Yes,” Delphinium nodded.

“Oh,” Lizzie said, slightly surprised, and then swallowed before saying, “and um ... do you know the names of the Aquaterrans staying there at the moment?”

Delphinium was puzzled why Lizzie should ask. “No,” she replied, frowning. “I deal with the Earth Orb, but you’ll certainly be taking joint classes with Aquaterran students.”

Lizzie looked at Kitty, who was thinking the same thing. Well, Lizzie was actually thinking, I wonder if Japhet Mewsley’s there? while Kitty was thinking, That means I may get to meet Magnus Grey again. Kitty then looked across to Luke, who was thinking along the same lines about Rebecca Bright and had a silly grin on his face. All three of them realized there was no reason their alien friends would be there, but no harm in hoping.

Toby asked the next question: “What do we do about food and drink, Delphinium?”

“The same as you did for your bedrooms. Think where you’d like to eat and a room will appear. In it, you’ll find a food replicator that will create anything on the database.”

“Supposing we want to eat together?” Jemima asked.

“Simple. Agree where you’d like to eat. One of you bring it into existence. All go in,” Delphinium explained.

“Fantastic!” Toby approved of that arrangement. “And we can conjure a café or whatever where and when we want to?”

Delphinium nodded. “Yes, although preferably not during a class.”

This is Toby heaven, Kitty thought.

Delphinium explained further: “Each Orb also has a shared eating area for alien species; that’s if you’d like to join students from other Orbs for meals once in a while.”

“Oh, that sounds good,” Lizzie said. 

Kitty smirked at her. Lizzie pulled a face at Kitty. Then they both laughed.

“What sort of classes do we have to take?” Sam wondered.

“You’ll soon find out, Sam,” Delphinium told her. “All follow me and I’ll take you to the first one.”
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2 Not in a Class of Their Own
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A door appeared behind Delphinium. She turned and moved through as it opened. The others went after her, wondering where it led.

They came out into a ... well, they decided it was a lecture theatre. Tiered rows of seats faced a platform. But there was no projection screen, which struck them as odd.

“Please take a seat,” Delphinium said. 

They did as they were asked, squeezing into the front row as no one else was there. Then the noise of the door opening behind them made them turn to see who’d come in. 

Periwinkle was standing in the doorway. He had bright blue hair and was wearing a bright orange shirt, purple jeans, and orange trainers. “Shall I bring them in now?” he asked Delphinium.

“Ready when you are,” Delphinium replied.

Periwinkle half turned and beckoned the new arrivals through.

“Welcome,” Delphinium said, as five people filed through, looking nervous. “Please find a seat.”

Kitty and the others stared at them, their faces a mixture of shock and confusion.

“I believe you already know the other new Earth Orb students,” Delphinium said to the five students following Periwinkle as he ushered them to seats in the second row.

The five gave awkward smiles to their friends as they sat down.

“Hi, Bess,” Kitty said, still turned around. “How come you’re here?” 

Bess Bottom, her twin Seb, and her younger brother Ben were friends of the Stranges and Charms from Oakham. As were, Tilly and Rufus Top, who’d also sat down. The Bottoms all had fair hair and blue eyes, although, unlike his brother and sister’s hair, Ben’s was scruffy. The Tops had red hair, Tilly’s long and Rufus’s shoulder-length.

Bess half smiled. “It was a last-minute thing, I think. Periwinkle materialized in our lounge and invited us.”

Kitty frowned. “Right,” she said, slightly surprised by this turn of events. She knew that the Bottoms and Tops were supposed to have come here one day, but thought that their arrival had been postponed indefinitely. This was because the Bottoms and Tops, through no fault of their own, had caused Kitty and the others a lot of problems when on Terraqua. However, she shrugged and grinned, saying, “Well, it’s good to have you here with us.” 

Bess gave Kitty a relieved smile: she wasn’t sure Kitty and the others would be happy with their joining them.

“Good,” Delphinium said. “Time for your first lesson. Will you be staying, Periwinkle?”

“No, no. I have other things to do. I’ll collect the Bottoms and Tops when you’re finished.” With that, Periwinkle headed back up the stairs and out of the lecture theatre.

The lesson turned out to be an introduction to the Multiversal Multiversity given as an automated holographic display. Delphinium watched with the rest of them. It was interesting and informative. 

When it was over, Delphinium asked if there were any questions. Sam dived in with: “Couldn’t you have just uploaded that into our brains?”

Delphinium grinned. “We could, of course, but it wouldn’t be the same as experiencing it for yourselves. You’ll find most of the lessons are like that.”

“Okay, but do we do any sports while we’re here?” Sam asked.

“You are free to arrange your own recreational activities. Think what you’d like to do and a suitable arena for doing it will appear.”

“Wicked!” Sam said. She was desperate to race kangabies and fly pegasuses again.

The next question came from Toby: “Do we get a break?”

“Yes,” Delphinium replied. “If no one has any further questions, then you can have one now.” No one did have any more questions, so she said, “Call me when you’re ready for the next lesson,” and then dematerialized.

“Wow!” Seb gasped. “This is even more amazing than I thought it’d be.”

“I know what you mean,” Kitty said, “and we’ve seen some pretty amazing things in our adventures. Let’s go somewhere else for break. Any ideas?”

“Follow me,” Toby said, smirking.

***
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“Toby!” Kitty said to her twin once they’d passed through the door he’d created.

“What? It’s a great place. Amazing cakes.” 

Toby had chosen a café they’d visited in the Multiversal Shopping Mall, created by Aqua-Terraquan Enterprises as part of their plan for setting up a multiversal tourist industry on Earth.

“Hm, I suppose.”

“I remember this place,” Bess said. “It does fantastic chocolate éclairs!”

“Yeah, I know,” Toby agreed, “and I’m hoping the food replicators will be able to make them.”

Luke was already on the case, standing by the food replicator. A huge doughnut appeared. “It can,” he grinned, about to take a bite.

Once they’d all sorted a drink and cake, they sat at three tables. Kitty was with Toby, Jemima, Jessica, Bess, and Tilly; Lizzie with Luke, Seb, and Rufus; Sam with Ben.

“So have you got SSPs?” Kitty asked Bess.

“Yes,” she said, getting hers out. “Brilliant, aren’t they?”

Kitty smiled. “Yup.”

“Are yours the same?” Tilly wondered.

“Well ... yes,” Kitty hesitated, “but ours are inside us.”

Bess and Tilly frowned big time. 

“You mean, like an implant?” Bess suggested, pulling a disgusted face.

Kitty thought about that. “In a way, I suppose; but I think they’re tiny.”

“Actually, they’re spread throughout our bodies,” Jessica helped. “I asked mine ages ago.”

“Yuck,” Tilly said. “So you can’t feel them?”

Jessica shook her head.

“You’ve not had yours long,” Toby said to Bess and Tilly. “You’ll find out that they can be really helpful.”

“They can scan for different things,” Jemima chipped in. “It’ll take you a while to get used to them.”

A pale blue shaft of light appeared next to them and Periwinkle materialized within it. “Hi,” he said, “I just came to see if everything’s okay.”

“Fine, thank you,” Bess said.

Seeing Periwinkle materialize reminded Kitty of something she’d been puzzling over for some time. “Periwinkle, why do you and your friends materialize in a shaft of light with a small pop and dematerialize with a pop and fading outline? I mean, it doesn’t always happen like that, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t,” Periwinkle agreed. “It’s mainly to give you warning that we’re about to materialize and then to make our dematerialization less sudden.”

“Okay, but why did the pop and fading outline thing happen when Dr Raven jumped Sam and Luke to Aquaterra? And lots of other times, actually.”

“Ah, that’s because we’re the only beings that can make instant jumps without a warning light beam and without sound.”

“Oh, I see,” Kitty said. “And our SSPs can do the same?”

“Indeed. We made them,” Periwinkle explained. “Anyway, your next class is ready when you are. See you there.” And to prove his point about jumping, he disappeared instantaneously – no pop, no fading outline.

“That’s interesting,” Bess said when Periwinkle was gone. “I tested my scanner on Periwinkle.”

Kitty, Toby, and the Updown twins all gasped, making those at the other tables turn to see why. 

“I don’t think you’re supposed to do that, Bess,” Jemima pointed out.

Bess frowned. “Really? Well, I did and my SSP tells me there’s something wrong with Periwinkle’s scan.”

“What do you mean?” Toby asked.

“It didn’t say. Hang on, it’s telling me to ... ah, the scan’s been transferred to your SSP, Toby. Apparently, it’s more powerful than mine.”

Toby and his SSP studied the uploaded scan of Periwinkle. 

“That’s not good,” Toby said after a few moments. “Not good at all. Periwinkle has a surveillance bug hidden within one of his visual and hearing subroutines.”

“Who could’ve put that there?” Sam wondered.

“Hm, I don’t know, but we’d better go straight back and tell Delphinium,” Lizzie said.
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3 Who’s Bugging Them?

[image: ]


The news that Periwinkle was bugged caused near-panic. Apart from the fact that it was almost impossible that someone could’ve planted a bug on him without anyone knowing, nothing like that had ever happened before. Periwinkle himself was overcome with worry and felt guilty that he’d let someone do that to him. He couldn’t work out how or when it could’ve happened; or for that matter why it’d happened.

All twelve humans were waiting in the Earth Orb Control Centre with Delphinium while Merlin, Daisy, and Lily had a chat with Periwinkle in a secure room.

“Dear me, dear me,” Merlin said as he came through a couple of minutes later with Daisy and Lily by his side. “I’m so very glad you scanned Periwinkle, Bess. This is most worrying. Dear me.”

“Who could have done it?” Sam asked.

Merlin scratched his head. “Well, we’re pretty sure it’d have to be one of our own kind ... beyond that, no idea.”

“You don’t think it was Morwen, do you?” Jessica asked. 

Merlin shook his head. “No, we checked. She’s still secure inside her self-made Avalon prison.” (Morwen was a one-time friend of Merlin’s who’d caused big problems in the Multiverse and had to be confined to a parallel Earth where she could do no more harm.)

“But why would anyone want to bug Periwinkle?” Lizzie asked.

Merlin turned to Lizzie, a thoughtful frown on his face. “A good question, Lizzie.”

“Hey, no one else is bugged, are they?” Luke piped up.

“Luckily not,” Daisy said.

“We’ve done deep scans of everyone at the Multiversal Multiversity,” Lily explained. “Please excuse us for not asking your permission first. Under the circumstances, we had no choice.”

“No problem,” Toby said, “but wouldn’t our SSPs know if someone had tried to bug us?”

Lily nodded. “More than likely, but in theory it’s possible for someone to upload a subroutine into your SSPs – and it would seem into us too – without being detected.”

“So, as Lily said, we had to check everyone,” Merlin confirmed, holding his chin and frowning, “including ourselves.” He began tapping his chin with his forefinger.

“Have you removed the bug from Periwinkle, Merlin?” Ben asked.

“Eh?” Merlin was lost in thought. “Oh, no. No, we decided to leave it in so as not to let whoever planted it know that we’ve found it.”

“Periwinkle will stay in a secure area. Merlin’s put him on surveillance duty, which, we hope, will not seem odd to the eavesdropper,” Daisy explained.

“What can we do?” Kitty asked.

“Carry on as normal,” Daisy replied. 

“Yes, but stay alert,” Merlin added, “and keep an eye out for anything unusual, no matter how trivial it may seem. Oh, and don’t tell anyone else about Periwinkle’s bug.”

“Okay,” Kitty agreed.

“Mm,” Merlin said and left the room with Daisy and Lily.

“Why do things always seem to go wrong when we’re involved?” Lizzie moaned.

“This has nothing to do with you, Lizzie,” Delphinium explained. “You just happened to pick an unfortunate time to come here.”

Lizzie sighed. “But that’s what I mean. I was looking forward to having a great time without problems meeting us at every turn.”

Delphinium gave her an understanding smile. “I hear what you’re saying, but you can carry on as normal, like Daisy said. The surveillance bug is a mystery, but it won’t stop you enjoying yourselves.”

Lizzie thought for a moment before saying, “Well, let’s hope not. So what’s next, Delphinium?”

Delphinium smiled. “A joint class with Aquaterra, Terraqua, and Gaea Orbs. How does that sound?”

Lizzie glanced at Kitty, who was smirking at her. “Sounds great,” Lizzie said and then sniffed.

“Good,” Delphinium said. “I need to split you up though. Three groups: Group 1, the Stranges and Updowns; Group 2, the Charms; Group 3, the Bottoms and Tops.”

“Aw, can I go with Ben, please?” Sam asked.

“If that’s okay with Kitty,” Delphinium said.

Kitty gave Sam a concerned look; something odd had happened and not even Merlin knew why. Still, it should be safe enough – for now, anyway. Kitty nodded.

Lizzie put up her hand.

Delphinium grinned. “Yes, Lizzie, you may go to the Aquaterra Orb.”

Lizzie went pink.
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4 Many Meetings
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Going places

Delphinium took all twelve young humans to the Earth Orb transit room, which was where they had to go to cross to the other Orbs. Three aliens were waiting for them.

“Aquaterra Orb students,” one of the aliens called out; she had stunning yellow hair and clothes in bright shades of yellow.

“Here!” Lizzie called back excitedly.

“I’m Sunflower. Please follow me.”

“Terraqua Orb students. Let’s see, that’s the Stranges and Updowns,” called another alien; this one had lime green hair, a pale brown shirt, brown jeans, and lime green trainers.

Kitty and the other three stepped forwards.

“Ah, good. I’m Teasel. Please follow me.”

“So you must be the Bottoms and Tops plus the youngest Strange,” said a powder-blue-haired alien with a pale blue shirt, blue jeans, and white trainers. “I’m Speedwell. This way, please. Gaea Orb, here we come.”

***
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Aquaterra Orb

Lizzie wasn’t stupid. She realized that the chances of Japhet Mewsley being there were slim. Even so, there was always a chance.

Sunflower led them into a largish room with tables and chairs. “This is a seminar room,” she explained. “The Aquaterrans, Terraquans, and Gaeans will be here soon. Please take a seat.”

Once Lizzie and Luke were sitting, Luke asked Sunflower a question: “Do you have a second name, Sunflower?”

Sunflower smiled. “Skunk.”

Luke stared at her, his lips pressing firmly together as he did his best not to burst into laughter. 

Don’t you dare, Lizzie warned
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