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Prologue
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“I think it’s the sort of thing they should be able to handle,” Merlin Ambrosia said, standing in the Observation Room at his Multiversal Research Centre.

Daisy Turtledove shrugged. “I suppose it’d make a good trial run for more difficult missions.” 

“And it has been a while since they graduated from your multiversity, Merlin,” Lily Moose pointed out. “They need the practice.”

“So are we all agreed?” Merlin checked.

Daisy and Lily frowned at one another for a moment and then nodded. 

Turning back to Merlin, Daisy said, “It’s worth asking them. And as it should be an easy mission, they wouldn’t all need to go. Two should be enough.”

Merlin’s violet eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Since their first adventure, they’ve always stuck together as a team. They’re our famous Terran Team.”

“That’s true, Merlin,” Lily agreed, “but they may not always wish to form a team of seven, and nor will the missions necessarily call for that many.”

Merlin tapped the tip of his nose as he considered that ... “Very well, we’ll give them that option. Would you mind messaging them through their supersmarties, or whatever it is they call them, Daisy?”

Daisy smiled. “Done.”

***
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Forty minutes later, Daisy was with Delphinium Okapi in the Observation Room, keeping an eye on the many 3D monitors, when a bright pink light began flashing, accompanied by a high-pitched, prolonged beep and a message.

Merlin and Lily came rushing into the room.

Daisy turned to look at them with an extremely worried expression on her face. “It’s Lizzie Charm,” she said.

“What does she say?” Merlin frowned.

“Help!”
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1 Jemima and Jessica’s Bedroom
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“Come on, let’s do it,” Sam Strange said.

They’d contacted one another as soon as Daisy’s message came through and had agreed to meet immediately in Jemima and Jessica Updown’s bedroom in Cambridge, as their parents were out. The other five lived a little over an hour’s drive away in Oakham. Kitty Strange had jumped herself, her younger sister Sam, and her twin Toby to the bedroom, while Lizzie Charm had jumped herself and her twin, Luke, making sure they ended up at the opposite side of the room to Jemima and Jessica’s pet tarantulas. 

To make the jump, they’d used their SSPs, the amazing tablet computers given to them by Merlin and his friends. Technically speaking, the SSPs were Multiversal Interactive Interfaces, but the youngsters called them SSPs, which was short for supersmartphones. The SSPs could talk to them in their heads, make multiversal jumps, and much else besides. Even more amazing, before setting off on an adventure on Avalonia a year ago, the SSPs had reduced themselves to the size of a pill and asked the youngsters to swallow them. Where they’d ended up, none of the Terran Team knew at that point. Jessica had asked her SSP about it later and was told that they were spread throughout their bodies; and Lizzie’s SSP had told her they were similar to, but far more complex and powerful than, the zeptobots used in the adventure on Terraqua.

So there the youngsters were, deciding what to do.

They were all dressed in casual clothes – T-shirts, jackets, and jeans in various colours – and trainers. Kitty and Sam were perched on the edge of Jemima’s bed; they bore a family likeness apart from their hair: Sam’s was mousy brown, shoulder-length, and untidy; Kitty’s was long, dark brown, and neatly combed. Lizzie and Luke were on a small sofa facing them, while Toby and the dark-haired identical twins, Jemima and Jessica, were on beanbags set to one side. 

“But the message doesn’t say what the problem is,” Lizzie pointed out. “As usual, we don’t know what we’d be letting ourselves in for.”

Kitty sighed, looking at her best friend. “That’s true, Lizzie, but ... well, it is six months since we had an adventure. And the message says it’s the kind of problem we should be able to solve easily enough. We’re Merlin’s Terran Team. We’ve a reputation to live up to.” 

“Yeah, count me in,” Toby said.

“Me too,” Jemima nodded, eagerly. “Daisy did say it’d give us a taster of what Merlin had in mind when he asked us if we’d like to work for him, once we graduated from his multiversity.”

Kitty smiled at Jemima and then looked at Luke, whose cousin, Jessica, was on a beanbag to his left. 

Luke’s shoulders sagged. “I dunno,” he said, staring at the floor and scratching his neck through his long, wavy fair hair. 

“Aw, come on, mate,” Toby said to him.

Looking across at Toby, Luke added, “Don’t get me wrong. I mean, I’d like to help Merlin again one day, but Lizzie’s right: as usual, we’ve got no idea what we’d have to do. In any case, we spent a year at Merlin’s Multiversity, and it doesn’t seem that long ago to me.”

Toby’s face showed his disappointment. Jemima, who was on the beanbag to his left, put her hand on his arm.

Kitty was starting to think this wasn’t going well. Her eyes moved to Jessica, who thought for a few moments before saying, “Perhaps a small group could go. They were individual invitations, after all.”

Is that right? Kitty checked with her SSP in seven-way mode.

Indeed. We do know that, but not the nature of the mission.

“There you are, then,” said Sam, her eyes brightening. “The Stranges and Updowns can go, and the Charms can stay.”

Lizzie and Luke eyed one another, feeling uncomfortable. But neither of them wanted to go. Not just now. They were enjoying life back at home and didn’t want it interrupted by who knew what.

“Um,” Jessica began, sensing her cousins’ embarrassment, “I’m happy to stay, too.” 

Lizzie gave her a small smile.

But Kitty wasn’t happy, and she could see that neither were Toby and Jemima. This would be the first time they hadn’t all gone on a mission together ... And Lizzie was her best friend – they’d always done everything together ... Still, it wasn’t likely to be a difficult mission, and with Toby and Jemima in the team they should be able to sort it out in next to no time. “That seems to be a good compromise. I mean, we won’t be the full Terran Team, but four of us should be able to sort it. Is everyone happy with that?”

Happy wasn’t the word to describe the expressions on their faces, but everyone agreed to settle for that.

Kitty forced a grin. “Good. The message includes jumping coordinates, so we may as well go now.” She stood up, wanting to get on with it – she was feeling hurt that the Charm twins didn’t want to join them.

The rest got to their feet. Toby, Kitty, and Sam formed a group between the bed and sofa. Jemima joined them once she’d given her twin a big goodbye hug. 

“Good luck!” Lizzie managed to say, then bit her lip in an effort to stop her mouth quivering.

“Yeah. Good luck,” Luke said, his face bearing a guilty look.

“Thanks,” Kitty replied, then gave the three of them the warmest smile she could manage.

“We’ll be back before you know it,” Sam winked, and with that, Kitty used her mind to trigger the jump and the four of them vanished with the tiniest of pops.

Turning to Jessica, Lizzie said, “Thanks for offering to stay.” 

Smiling, Jessica took her cousin’s hand and said, “No problem. But you know how this jumping thing works: I expect they’ll be back any second now.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Luke agreed. That hadn’t occurred to him.

But a few seconds passed and they hadn’t come back.

Nor several minutes later.

After twenty minutes, Luke and the two girls were starting to get really worried.
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2 Kitty’s Team in the Dark
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None of them were jump sick. That was always a plus. But where were they?

They all looked round. It was dark but their SSPs gave them night vision. Nothing much showed up.

Where are we? Kitty asked her SSP in four-way mode.

Good question, he replied. (It had a male voice.) 

You mean you don’t know? Jemima was surprised.

No, but we’re pretty sure this is not where Merlin meant you to come, the SSPs said. We thought you were going to his Research Centre for a short briefing before starting the mission.

“Oh, great,” Toby moaned. “I wonder what’s gone wrong this time.”

Can you contact Merlin? Kitty asked the SSPs.

Strangely, no.

Sam gasped with shock. The other three lurched round to look at what she’d seen. 

They all stared open-mouthed as a picture of sorts began to form about ten metres in front of them:

Bare ground. Sky. Clouds.

Then trees, grass, flowers. 

Next a river. 

A road – a yellow one as it happened. 

More detail was added, little by little, until the world looked like a photograph. The image then kind of twisted and turned itself into 3D. And it seemed so real. As real as any of the virtual worlds they’d visited before.

Kitty gulped. “Perhaps we’re supposed to follow the road.”

Is it a virtual world? Jemima checked with the SSPs.

Yes, but it’s a very odd one.

Toby had been scanning like mad and was trying to make sense of his readings. “Er, I think it’s a small universe that’s just come into existence. If I’m interpreting this data right, it’s a bit like a computer game.”

That is a brilliant deduction, Toby, the SSPs said. We’re almost certain that it is indeed a small, self-contained world. You must have activated it when you arrived here.

“Wherever here is,” Sam muttered.

Indeed.

“How small, Toby?” Jemima wondered.

“Difficult to say. It seems to be growing.”

“Do you think it is a game, Toby?” Kitty asked her twin. “I mean, if it is, then are we the players?”

Toby shrugged. “I suppose we could be. There’s no sign of any other people around, so they may be in hiding, or perhaps they haven’t appeared yet.”

Sam took a big determined breath. “Only one way to find out. Let’s go,” she said, starting to take a step forward.

“Whoa, Sam!” Kitty said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “We’d better all move together.”

Sam frowned at her sister. “Okay.”

They held hands, took a breath, raised their right legs ... then placed them down just inside the weird world. 

Nothing odd happened.

They brought their left legs through.

Nothing.

One more step and they were in fully. 

Still no obvious problems. Phew!

Jemima turned around to see what was behind them. “Hm, I don’t think we’ll be going back that way.”

The others checked what she meant. The dark place had gone. All they could see was the virtual world.

“Welcome!” The voice came from behind them, making them jump out of their skins because it was so unexpected.

Turning round smartly, they saw a ... well, they weren’t exactly sure what it was.
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3 Lizzie’s Team in a Panic
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About thirty minutes after Kitty and her team had jumped, Lizzie, Luke, and Jessica were trying desperately to work out what could have gone wrong but they were getting nowhere. And when asked by Lizzie, her SSP said they were as much in the dark as she was.

“Right,” Lizzie said, with a resolute look. HELP! she called out through her mind.

At once, three shafts of light appeared: one pink, one orange, and one dark blue.

“What’s the problem?” Daisy asked, stepping out of the vanishing shaft of pink light as Lily and Delphinium stepped out of theirs.

Lizzie was struggling to get her breath. “Kitty, Sam, Toby, and Jemima accepted Merlin’s offer and jumped,” she said, blurting it out.

Daisy frowned. “Yes.”

Lizzie couldn’t get the words out so Jessica took over: “They’ve not come back yet and it’s been over half an hour.”

Daisy, Lily, and Delphinium looked at one another with puzzled faces. 

After a few moments, Lily said, “Well, that is peculiar.”

“And worrying,” Delphinium added.

“We need to check out a few things,” Lily said. “Won’t take long.”

While they were waiting, Luke had his arm round Lizzie’s shoulder and Jessica was holding her hand. All three were feeling even more guilty about staying behind. Perhaps they were all supposed to have gone on the mission.

Without warning, a purple light shaft appeared.

“Merlin!” Lizzie said, wilting with relief. She knew if anyone could sort this out then he could.

“Just heard the news. And it’s not your fault, Lizzie. No, no. Not at all,” Merlin told her. 

“Any ideas, Merlin?” Delphinium asked him.

“Hmmm ... well, they’ve not ended up on a parallel Earth; we’d know if they’d made a jump to one of those. There is one thing that might explain their disappearance. It’s extraordinarily unlikely to have happened, but ... Daisy, can you pop back to the Multiversal Research Centre and check the jump coordinates I gave them against any highly unusual activity along the jump path?”

Daisy did that in an instant, making the young humans wonder if she’d been and gone at all. She passed the information she’d gleaned to Merlin through their minds.

“Oh, dear,” Merlin said. “Oh, dear me. That confirms it.”

“What is it, Merlin?” Luke asked.

Merlin was scratching his cheek, pulling a worried face. “It would seem that they’ve materialized by accident in a rogue universe.”

After a baffled pause, Luke said, “And that’s not good?”

The three female aliens looked uncomfortable. 

Merlin shrugged. “It depends.”

Lizzie piped up at that point: “From what I learnt in my advanced multiverse structure class at your multiversity, Merlin, I’d say it’s not good because you can’t go there.”

“You’re quite right, Lizzie,” Merlin said. “They are no-go areas as far as we’re concerned. We’d be destroyed if we tried.”

“But it’s not a problem for your kind,” Delphinium put in smartly, in case the young humans were thinking that Kitty and the others were in great danger.

Lizzie wasn’t satisfied. “Yes, but as I understand it, a rogue universe is a breakaway section of computer code, usually from a virtual world game, that takes on a life of its own.”

“Yes,” Delphinium nodded.

“Well, I hope it’s not a dangerous game, then,” Jessica said. “But what can we do to get them out?”

“Good question, Jessica.” Merlin was by now pacing round the room.

“They may be able to get themselves out,” Lily chipped in.

Merlin stopped and started tapping his chin. “Possibly ... But I have an idea. How would you three like to go on a rescue mission?”

The three young humans stared at him with their faces frozen in shock. That was a huge ask. They’d be jumping blind into a universe where they’d be totally on their own: Merlin and his friends could do nothing if they got into trouble. But by the sound of it, Kitty and the others needed help. And they were the only ones who could give it.

Jessica was the first to speak: “What would we have to do?”

Merlin pondered that. “It depends what you find inside the universe. But you should be able to work out how to escape.”

“And if we can’t?” Lizzie asked. It was a fair question.

Merlin and his friends said nothing – their faces said it all.

“Hmm. Well, let’s hope we’re up to the task,” Lizzie said, knowing that they had to go.

“You could take a couple of others along. That should help,” Daisy said.

They thought about that.

“Regan Rook has a lot of experience with virtual world games. Could we take her?” Jessica asked. 

The Terran Team had met Regan on Pansauria and later at Merlin’s Multiversal Multiversity. She was a lizard-like humanoid with head feathers. Jessica got on very well with her.

Daisy smiled. “Yes. If she’s willing to join you, of course.”

Lizzie ran her hand through her auburn hair while she ran through people who’d be useful to have with them ... “Pandorylax!” she exclaimed. “He’d be great.” 

Pandorylax, or Pandy as he preferred to be called, was from a planet called Paradoxica in a neighbouring sector of the Multiverse. They’d met him while studying at Merlin’s Multiversal Multiversity. Like Regan, he had a quick mind. Lizzie had never mentioned this to anyone, but she thought he was a real sweetie.

“Yeah, you’re right sis’,” Luke said.

“Nice idea,” Merlin said, “but I’d have to check that one with Sapphire, as Pandy comes under her jurisdiction, not mine. Anyway, we’ll see what they say. Shouldn’t take long.”
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4 Gamemaster

[image: ]


Kitty stood with Sam, Toby, and Jemima, all keeping stock-still, trying to calm their nerves while deciding what they were looking at and what it was going to do next. 

Kitty decided it looked something like a large red and yellow squirrel with wings, long tufted ears, and wearing red shorts, a green jacket (made to allow the wings to poke through), and dark sunglasses. And by large, she meant really large for a squirrel – like, human size. 

After a silent gulp, Kitty said, “Er ... hi.”

The squirrel bowed. “I am the Gamemaster. My name is Tufty. Thank you for activating me.”

Sam snorted, but covered it quickly with a cough.

Kitty elbowed her, worried that the squirrel might do something awful to them if they were rude to him. “No problem, Tufty. Um, what do we do now?”

“Play the game.”

“What game?” Sam asked.

Tufty twitched his nose at Sam, one of his ears dropping forwards, the other backwards. “The game you’ve created.”

That set them thinking. If they created the game, what game was it likely to be? 

“Okay, but how do we get out of this universe?” Sam asked.

More nose twitching and ear flattening from Tufty. “Win the game.”

“Yeah, and how do we do that?” Sam said, starting to get irritated.

“All contestants must complete all the levels, exiting each one as a group.”

Jemima stopped Sam from saying something rude by cutting in with a more practical question: “We will need food and water, Tufty. How will we get those?”

“You’ll need to find them, of course.” Eyeing Kitty, he said, “Are you ready, Team Leader?” 

Kitty looked at Toby, who’d decided they weren’t going to get any more information out of Tufty. Toby and Jemima were ace at computer games – they’d built a great one of their own with Jessica’s help – so he had a good idea what to expect. He nodded enthusiastically to Kitty, making his dark curly hair shake.

“Yes,” Kitty said, feeling a touch less anxious now as Tufty seemed harmless, but she’d reserve judgement on that.

“Excellent,” Tufty said. “I will adjudicate on any rule-breaking, although it’s unlikely that you’ll break the rules as pretty much anything goes.”

Toby raised his right hand. “Er, quick question. How many lives do we get?”

That made Kitty, Sam, and Jemima start with shock – they’d not thought of that.

Tufty cocked his head to one side for a moment before saying, “One of course.” And then, before vanishing, added with the smallest of grins, “Enjoy!”

“I don’t believe it!” Kitty said in astonished exasperation. “One life. That’s totally mad!”

Jemima gave her a frowny nod. “I suppose it depends what the game involves,” she said. “Maybe we have to solve a series of puzzles ...” She pondered that for a moment. “But it does seem odd.”

“Yeah, well, we’d better be extra careful until we have a better idea of what sort of game it is,” Toby put in. 

“Too right,” Kitty agreed with him. “Does anyone have any idea what we’re supposed to do next?” 

“No idea at all,” Sam said in a huff. “But how do we know if we’re breaking the rules when we don’t know what the rules are?”

“I get the feeling that this game is going to be a free-for-all,” Jemima said. “I wouldn’t worry about rules, Sam; we’d probably have to try nuking the control centre to break one.”

“Our scans don’t seem to work very well here,” Toby said. “I can only get detail a short way in all directions around us.”

I’m afraid we can’t do anything about that, the SSPs explained. This is a really weird place.

“Okay. Well, like I said before, we’d better follow the road,” Kitty said.

“Sounds good to me,” Sam nodded. “But I’ll tell you something peculiar: I was thinking about The Wizard of Oz film just before the road appeared. And ...”

“And what?” Toby asked.

Sam felt foolish. “And then I was thinking about a character called Tufty Fluffytail used in an old road safety campaign before Tufty materialized.”

“Why were you thinking about that, Sam?” Jemima asked, very puzzled.

Sam shrugged. “I came across it on YouTube the other day. It came into my head when I saw the road.”

“Yeah, it’s possible the game is using our thoughts to create situations and characters,” Toby said. “Try not to think of anything bad.”

Of course, once he’d put that idea into their heads, they couldn’t fail to conjure up images of bad things.

“What’s that roaring rumbling noise?” Kitty wondered, her eyes darting this way and that.

Sam pulled a guilty face. “Um, it could be a tornado. RUN!”
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5 Gamemistress
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Regan and Pandy were thrilled to help Lizzie, Luke, and Jessica. They’d come almost straight away. Sapphire was delighted to let Pandorylax, one of her best students, assist Merlin; she suggested that Merlin should send her one of his at a later time as Helium, the top alien, was encouraging inter-multiversity exchanges. 

Pandy was as they remembered him: tall and muscular, with a lion-like face and mane of golden-yellow hair. He was wearing a pale brown T-shirt, yellowy brown, mid-calf length, tight-fitting trousers, pale yellow socks, and yellow boot-like trainers. Regan was reptilian: the outside of her arms and legs were green, but the inside parts, and her face and throat, were greenish-yellow; her head feathers were mainly dark red, with a few green and yellow ones. She was wearing a pale-red T-shirt, a green sleeveless jacket, and red calf-length trousers.

After quick hugs of welcome with Regan and polite bows of greeting with Pandy, they said their farewells to Merlin and his friends and made the jump.

They reacted to finding themselves in a dark place in much the same way as Kitty’s team had, although in their case the dark place opened to reveal an existing world, the world brought into existence by the other four. Stepping through, they stopped and stood in wide-eyed shock as a peculiar figure materialized ahead of them.

It brought to mind a large blue and green squirrel with long tufted ears, wings, and wearing purple shorts, an orange jacket, and dark sunglasses. 

“Um ... hal–lo,” Lizzie said, warily.

The squirrel bowed. “I’m the Gamemistress. My name is Fluffytail. Thank you for activating me.”

Lizzie sighed with relief – Fluffytail seemed friendly. “You’re welcome,” she said.

Jessica smirked. “So what’s the game?” she asked.

Fluffytail seemed surprised by that question. Her nose twitched and her ears did the same flattening trick as Tufty’s. “The game you’ve just joined.”

“O–kay,” Luke said. “What do we need to do?”

Fluffytail’s frown and faster nose-twitching suggested she was even more surprised. “Win.”

“Yeah, but how?”

Fluffytail let out a short huffy sigh. “All contestants must complete all the levels.”

“Good. And who are we playing against, Fluffytail?” Regan asked.

Fluffytail shook her head in exasperation. “You’ll find out soon enough. Would you like to start now?”

Lizzie decided they were getting nowhere with the questioning, so she said, “Yes, please.”

“Fantastic. I was beginning to think you were trying to talk my wings off me. My counterpart will adjudicate on any rule-breaking, not that you’re likely to break any. Enjoy!” And before they had time to ask who Fluffytail’s counterpart was, she vanished.

Lizzie looked at Jessica and after a moment they burst out laughing. Luke, Pandy, and Regan joined in.

When he’d calmed down, Luke said, “Doesn’t appear to be a dangerous place.”

“No, but you can never tell,” Lizzie pointed out. “So what do we do now?”

Before anyone could answer, all of them vanished. All except Lizzie. 

Lizzie stood there annoyed, mystified, and shaken. “I don’t believe it,” she muttered. 

But Lizzie wasn’t one to get flustered when things got bad. She scanned the area around her. Nothing. She tried farther afield. Nothing. Indeed, she found the scan had a limited range, which was maddening. Perhaps she could contact people through her SSP. 

Luke? she called. Nothing.

Jessica? Pandy? Regan? Nothing, nothing, nothing. 

This was infuriating. And more than a little bit scary.

“Ah,” she said to herself after a few moments’ thought. “Let’s see if the others are here.” 

Kitty? she called. Nothing. 

Sam? Jemima? Toby? Still nothing. 

Lizzie reasoned that she was now part of the game. This must be Level 1 and presumably she’d have to find the other contestants – all her team and Kitty’s, at a guess – or they’d have to find her. She set off along the road, which she noticed was yellow.

To either side of the road was open countryside with a few trees. The sky was clear blue and a sun was shining high above. The air was hot. Even though Lizzie was lightly dressed in canary yellow jeans, a thin yellow jacket, and a peach T-shirt, she was starting to feel clammy. She opened her jacket, which helped, as did a slight breeze that had sprung up from behind her. 

After a few minutes, the road began to slope uphill. Nearing the summit, Lizzie noticed clouds forming impossibly fast ahead, causing the sky to darken; and the breeze changed to a strong and chilly wind, rushing towards the growing gloom. She zipped up her jacket.

At the summit, Lizzie looked down into a valley. Underneath the dark and menacing sky, a tornado reached down from the bottom of a heavy cloud. It was some way off, but she could make out four tiny figures belting along the road towards her. Her first thought was she’d found Kitty and the others ... or was it Luke, Jessica, Regan, and Pandy? She couldn’t be sure as they were so far away and her scan wouldn’t extend that far. 

What should she do? Run to meet them? Get out of harm’s way? Indecision kept her rooted to the spot.

The sky darkened even more; the tornado grew bigger, spinning faster as it did so. 

Lizzie watched terrified as the tornado gained ground on the fleeing group.

A sudden flash of lightning followed by a rumbly crack of thunder made her blink and shiver with shock. 

The four fleeing figures stopped running. The tornado flickered for a second. Then it caught up with them and whisked them into the air. 

Lizzie stood there, mouth agape, horrified at what she’d just witnessed. 
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