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Prologue
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“Are they sure that Morwen is still exiled within the space–time shield she intended for us?” Merlin Ambrosia asked, standing in the Observation Room of his Multiversal Research Centre.

Daisy Turtledove nodded from the seat at her console. “No doubt about it.”

“Our scans confirm it,” Periwinkle Bandicoot added.

“And she’s not left it since we banished her there?” Merlin checked.

Periwinkle shook his head. “No. There’s no escape from that place.”

“Hmm ... this is Morwen Fay we’re talking about,” Merlin muttered. He began walking round the room while he pondered the problem ... 

Stopping by Lily Moose’s console seat, he began tapping the back of it with his finger. “So it’s the Human Realm that’s shielded by a force-field and nowhere else?” 

Lily turned to look at him. “That’s right.”

Merlin scratched his head, frowned, and let out a big breath, all at the same time. “Well, I don’t see how Morwen can be behind it.” After a moment’s more thought, he smiled then said, “This would be something the seven young humans should be able to sort for us.”

“Because they’re human, you mean?” Daisy wondered.

“That, yes. And because they’ve been to Avalonia and have elf contacts there.”

Lily, Daisy, and Periwinkle pulled worried faces. 

Daisy was the first to speak: “I see what you mean, Merlin, but we’ve no idea what’s going on behind that force-field.”

“They’d be going in blind,” Lily said to strengthen Daisy’s point.

“I know, I know,” Merlin sighed, trying to decide if it would be too big an ask. “We can upgrade their SSPs, as they call them. That should help.”

Merlin could tell from Lily, Daisy, and Periwinkle’s concerned expressions that they still had reservations about sending in the Terran Team, as the seven young humans had become known. “Look, why don’t we put it to them?” he suggested. “They can always say no.”
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1 Return to Avalonia
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Merlin’s Terran Team – Kitty, Toby, Sam, Lizzie, Luke, Jemima, and Jessica – were really pleased that Daisy and Lily had asked them to go back to Avalonia. True, there was the strange problem in the Human Realm to sort, but they liked a challenge and they’d be able to see the elf friends they’d made when there before. 

Avalonia was a parallel Earth. The Terran Team had visited it a year ago to save Merlin and his friends from being trapped in a space–time shield by Morwen Fay, a one-time friend of Merlin’s. But unlike on their visits to other parallel Earths, the Terran Team time-travelled to Avalonia about fifteen hundred years into its past, which is what they were going to do again now.

Daisy and Lily had upgraded their SSPs, “to make things easier for you” they’d said. SSP was short for supersmartphone, the name the Terran Team gave the amazing tablet computers given to each of them by Merlin and his friends, which could read their thoughts, talk to them, make multiversal jumps, and a lot else besides. In fact, in their previous time on Avalonia, the SSPs had reduced themselves to the size of a pill, which the young humans had swallowed, and they’d been inside them ever since, linked directly to their minds. If asked, the SSPs would come out again, but all seven members of the Terran Team had got used to having them there and they hadn’t felt that was necessary. Not yet.

***
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The plan agreed with Merlin was to jump to Dovehome, meet up with Aderyn and some of the other elves who’d helped them defeat Morwen, and take it from there. Daisy and Lily would contact the elves to give them advance warning of the Terran Team’s arrival.

All seven young humans jumped together. They materialized, immediately dematerialized, and then rematerialized in the Dovehome town square. No one was jump-sick, which was always a bonus. But it was chilly, so they were glad they’d materialized dressed in warm clothes, including thick hooded capes and heavy-duty elf boots.

Aderyn, Drysi, Celyn, and Bredig were waiting with big smiles on their faces. Standing there in capes, caps, and brown boots, they looked the same as when all seven members of the Terran Team had last seen them, but a year older. Aderyn and Drysi were female with long hair woven into two plaits; Aderyn’s was golden and Drysi’s dark. Celyn and Bredig were male and wore their hair in a single pigtail; Celyn’s was brown and Bredig’s a rich red. 

“Hallo again,” Kitty grinned, wondering why they’d experienced a double materialization during the jump.

“Hi,” Aderyn replied, craning her neck to see behind Kitty. “Just the four of you?”

Kitty, Lizzie, Jemima, and Jessica all frowned seriously puzzled frowns and turned round. 

None of the others were there.

The four young humans looked at one another, eyes wide and taking gaspy breaths – they’d first-hand experience of jumps going wrong.

WHERE ARE SAM, TOBY, AND LUKE? Kitty screamed at the SSPs.

A good question. They made the jump with you. We’re trying to work out why you didn’t come here in a single jump. 

YES, BUT WHERE ARE THEY? Lizzie yelled, shocked and scared by the turn of events.

No idea. Sorry.

Jemima took a big breath to compose herself. “Let’s not panic.” She took another breath. “Think it through logically. They made the jump but they’re not on our scans. My guess is they’re inside the force-field surrounding the Human Realm.”

That is a logical explanation, their SSPs agreed. 

“But why would they end up there?” Kitty said snappily, thinking it sounded unlikely.

Lizzie gasped as an awful thought struck her. “I hope they haven’t jumped through the force-field – it’s incredibly strong. They’ll be injured if they did.”

We may have an answer of sorts, their SSPs interrupted. We’ve pieced together the events since you left Earth. It seems that you all materialized at an entry to the Human Realm, just outside its force-field. You four then jumped here. 

So the others could have walked into the Human Realm? Jessica checked.

Indeed.

Lizzie sighed with relief. “That’s something, I suppose.” 

“But why didn’t we all end up here?” Kitty asked in an exasperated tone.

Another good question, their SSPs said. I’m afraid we don’t have an answer at the moment.

“I doubt that this was an accident. Someone must’ve pulled us off course,” Lizzie reasoned, starting to feel calmer. 

“Morwen?” Jemima suggested.

The SSPs answered that: We don’t see how that would be possible.

Aderyn and the other elves were following the conversation as the SSPs were allowing them to listen in. They could see how anxious the four humans were.

“Let’s go inside,” Aderyn said. “It’s cold out here and you’ll need to rethink your plans.”

Kitty smiled at Aderyn and nodded, although she wasn’t sure that they’d had a plan in the first place – more like get here and make it up as they go along.

Aderyn led them across the grass-covered square and up to a beautifully carved wooden door of a house. The door opened as they approached. 

“Welcome!” said a female elf dressed in a green tunic, brown belt, pale yellow leggings, and brown boots. “I’m Sara, Aderyn’s mother.” Kitty knew she had to be because she looked just like her daughter, with the same long golden hair and shining blue eyes. “Please come through.” 

Sara went into a small hall with pegs for hanging capes and caps. As the elves hung up their capes, Kitty realized that they were wearing the same outfits as when she’d seen them before. Aderyn was wearing a white tunic and pale blue leggings, Drysi a yellow tunic and pale-yellow leggings, Celyn a brown tunic and green leggings, and Bredig a pale orange tunic and dark-orange leggings. Perhaps the colours identify different families, Kitty thought to herself, but then dismissed that idea because Aderyn’s colours weren’t the same as Sara’s. 

Following the elves’ example, Kitty and the other three humans took off their capes and placed them on pegs. Underneath their capes, Kitty was wearing a red fleece jacket and orange shirt with yellow jeans, Lizzie an orange jacket over a green shirt with yellow jeans, and the Updown twins a mix of violet and blue shirts, jackets, and jeans. 

Sara indicated an open door to the right. Going through, they found themselves in a room with wooden benches in front of a roaring log fire. There was also a large computer screen on the wall. 

Kitty smiled to herself, remembering how the elves used a curious mixture of low-tech and hi-tech equipment. 

“Take a seat while I fetch some drinks,” Sara said, then went out.

Once they were all seated, Kitty said, “It seems to me we’d better split up. One group can check out the place where the other three disappeared, while the other group goes to The Haven and has a word with Ffanci and Cefin about Morwen – she may have something to do with what’s going on, even if she didn’t pull us off course.” 

The Haven was the main port on the island of Avalon, which lay south of the Elf-lands mainland. Cefin had been Morwen’s second-in-command, although he had been forced into doing it and Morwen had changed his name to Emrys; Ffanci had been a member of Morwen’s elf army. After Morwen had been exiled on Avalon, Merlin put Cefin and Ffanci in joint charge of keeping her secure from their base at Haven Hall, which was near the quay in The Haven. The Terran Team had gone there during their previous visit.

Lizzie thought about that. Nodding, she said, “Sounds a good plan to me.”

“And me,” Jemima agreed with her cousin. “Lizzie, why don’t you take Jessica, Drysi, and Bredig to The Haven, and Kitty take the rest of us to the place where we first materialized?”

Lizzie shrugged. “Fine. Is that okay with you, Aderyn?”

“Of course, it is,” Aderyn said. “You’re the experts at this kind of thing.” 

Sara came back through carrying a tray containing beakers of water. She was about to place it on a table when the air shimmered in front of her and someone materialized, making her gasp and drop the tray. 

It was a young boy. His eyes moved jerkily as he took in his surroundings, then he sank onto his hands and knees. Without warning, he threw up.

“Who is he?” Sara asked, turning to Kitty.

Kitty was pulling a puzzled face. “No idea.”
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2 Elfgate
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Sam, Toby, and Luke materialized at the centre of a town. None of them felt jump-sick, but before they could get their bearings, a boy rushed over to them, waving his arms and shouting, “This way. Quick!”

They decided they’d better follow him, even though he looked human and not at all like an elf. He had dark curly hair and was wearing a long-sleeved blue tunic, a yellow cape, and mid-brown trousers; his shoes of pale brown leather were tied with leather laces. He was younger than Sam and the others, probably about eleven.

Sam looked behind her as they ran. “Where are the others?”

Toby and Luke turned to look back. Then they glanced at each other pulling puzzled faces. 

They’re in Dovehome, their SSPs told them. 

The boy led them through some large, open wooden gates.

Oh, dear, the SSPs said. That’s not good.

What’s not good? Sam asked.

You are now inside the Human Realm force-field.

So? Toby said.

So we can no longer talk to the others.

Bummer, Luke muttered in his mind. Sam and Toby couldn’t have agreed more.

The boy stopped. “Sorry ’bout that,” he said. “Needed to get yer to safety as quick as possible. I’m Rat. I were told to fetch yer.”

Sam, Toby, and Luke were looking at the boy, all wondering the same thing. 

“You mean, Rat’s your name?” Sam asked him.

The boy frowned. “Yeah.” After a few moments, he scratched the back of his neck, saying, “Well, it’s me gang name. Me actual name’s Leofric.”

Sam gave him a big smile. “I’m Sam. This is Toby and this is Luke.”

“Hi,” Rat nodded.

“Where are we, Rat?” Luke asked him.

“Elfgate,” Rat said. 

Two more young humans came bounding up. One was another boy, by the look of him about the same age as Rat; the other was a young girl, maybe eight years old. 

“Oswin wants to see ’em, Rat,” said the boy, who had long light-brown hair, a red long-sleeved tunic, and brown trousers.

“This is Wolf and Rabbit. They’re two more of me gang,” Rat explained. “We’d better go wiv ’em.”

“Er, which is which?” Luke asked.

“I’m Wolf,” said the boy. “Rabbit’s me sister.” 

Rabbit had fair hair woven into a long plait that hung down her back, a yellow tunic, and brown trousers.

“What are your real names?” Luke asked them.

“Cola and Wassa,” Wolf answered.

“I’m Wassa,” Rabbit said, giving Luke a cheeky grin – he was trying to work which was which. “We’d better not keep Mr Fusspot waiting.”

“This way,” Wolf said, leading them along a narrow street.

As they walked, Sam caught up with Rat. “Who’s Mr Fusspot?” she asked him.

Rat rolled his eyes. “Yer’ll see.”

A minute later, they came to a wide space with an imposing wooden building at the far side. The doors opened as they mounted the steps leading up to it. 

“Hurry up, please,” a middle-aged woman called down. She was wearing a pale blue linen underdress with a peach pinafore over the top. Her long flaxen hair was woven into two plaits, tied at the back of her head. “Oswin’s growing impatient and trying my patience in the process.”

“Who’s that?” Sam whispered.

“Elfreda,” Rat whispered back. “She’s okay, she is. This is her ’ouse.”

Elfreda gave them a nice smile as she ushered them through a short corridor and into a large hall. “Sit over by the fire,” she said. “It’s warmer there.”

They did as they were told and waited. As it was warm in the hall, they took off their hooded capes. Sam looked down at her fleeced green jacket, pale brown shirt, and greenish yellow jeans. Glancing at Luke, she thought he looked okay in his pale brown jacket, pale green jeans, and green shirt. But Toby ... well, she wasn’t so sure about Toby. He was in a blue jacket and pale blue jeans, which were fine, but also a pink shirt! That’s not really Toby, she thought. 

After a few moments a tall thin man came in. He was wearing green trousers and a similar tunic to the youngsters, but in blue with edges embroidered in gold. His long black hair was neatly plaited. 

“Ah, the visitors, at last,” the man said, staring at them down his long nose. Noticing Rat, Wolf, and Rabbit, he added, rather primly, “What are you three still doing in here? Be off now.” He waved them away with a double-flick of his right hand. 

“Come with me into the kitchen,” Elfreda said to them. “I have some freshly-baked scones.”

The three Avalonian humans stood. “See yer later,” Rat said to Sam, Toby, and Luke. 

“Bye, Luke,” Rabbit said with a small wave.

The three of them followed Elfreda into another room.

“Tut-tut, scones indeed,” Oswin muttered. He flicked the seat of a chair near the fire with a piece of cloth that he took from his belt and then sat down. “Now then,” he began, having replaced the cloth carefully and adjusted his tunic, “I’m told you’re special.”

That floored them. What could they say to that?

“Special how?” Toby asked.

Oswin gave him an awkward smile. “Well, I believe you have come from ... from The Homeland to help us.”

“The Homeland?” Luke frowned.

Another awkward smiley frown from Oswin. He was starting to think he’d got the wrong people here. “Er, the Human Planet.”

“Earth?” Sam helped him.

Oswin smiled with relief, deciding that he had got the right people and they were testing him. “Earth, yes. A wonderful place, we’re told.”

“It is,” Sam agreed. “Morwen brought your ancestors to Avalonia from Britain. Is that right?”

Oswin inclined his head towards Sam. “Indeed.”

This was all very well, but there were big questions to be answered. 

“So why do you need our help?” Luke asked.

Choosing his words carefully, Oswin said, “Morwen had a backup plan in case her attempt to capture the, er ... the Bad People failed.”

“By the Bad People, you mean Merlin and his friends?” Sam checked.

Oswin pulled a horrified face and nodded vigorously.

Don’t give anything away, Toby said through their SSPs.

No chance, Luke said, then he asked Oswin, “What plan’s that then?”

After a few moments gathering his thoughts, Oswin said, “Got to get this right ... When the seven Homelanders return, five are to infiltrate the elves and two are to meet the, um ...” – he gulped – “the Good People.”

Sam, Luke, and Toby’s turn to give Oswin puzzled stares.

Eventually, Sam said, “Who are the Good People?”

A horrified expression returned to Oswin’s face. “You’ll see.”

“Okay. But which two of us get to meet them?” Toby asked.

“Morwen was quite specific about that: Toby Strange and Luke Charm,” Oswin explained.

“What about me?” Sam sounded miffed.

“Samantha Strange is to join the other four Homelanders, explain to them what’s happening, and help them trick the elves. That’s what I was told.”

“What do you mean, trick the elves?” Sam asked, thinking that was the last thing she wanted to do.

Oswin frowned. “Get them to help you.”

Sam thought she could see where he was going with this. “Help us work out a way of releasing Morwen, you mean?”

Oswin seemed flummoxed. He shrugged, saying, “I assume so.”

Sam looked at Toby and Luke, weighing up what all this meant. She knew her big brother and his best friend were brilliant at some things, but she also knew that they were more likely to make a mess of other things than Kitty, Lizzie, or the Updown twins were. Still, it seemed that she didn’t have any choice in the matter. “Fair enough,” she said, smirking at Toby because she’d used his favourite expression.

Luke piped up with a question of his own: “Why are we meeting the Good People?”

Oswin shuffled uneasily on his chair. “I’ve no idea.” 

Sam could tell he did have an idea, but he wasn’t going to let on. She’d also been hatching a plan in her mind. She reasoned that, as the Homelanders who were here to help Morwen, or so Oswin thought, they’d have a fair bit of influence over the Avalonian humans. “Toby and Luke will need to take Wolf and Rabbit with them. Rat can come with me,” she said.

That made Oswin gasp. “Well, I—”

“No arguments,” Sam said, putting on one of her determined faces.

Oswin swallowed. “Yes ... I suppose that’s acceptable.”

“Good,” Sam said. “And now I’d like to have a few private words with Toby and Luke before we set off.”

“Of course,” Oswin said, greatly relieved that this conversation had gone more or less to plan. He knew he’d be in big trouble with Morwen and the Good People if he messed up.

When Oswin had left the room, Toby said, “I wish I knew what was going on.”

“So do I, mate,” said Luke. “Why do we need Wolf and Rabbit with us?” he asked Sam.

“They’ll be what at home we’d call streetwise. That could be useful.”

“Fair enough,” Toby grinned, pulling a face at Sam.

Rat, Wolf, and Rabbit came back through at that point, carrying half-eaten scones.

“Oswin says we’re going wiv yer, but where are we goin’,” Wolf said, then popped the rest of his scone into his mouth.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Sam grinned. “Rat’s with me and you two are with Luke and Toby.”

“Great!” Rabbit said, eyeing Luke.

“Do you need to tell your parents what you’re doing?” Toby checked.

“Nah. We’re orphans,” Rat explained. “Elfreda looks after us.”

“I’m sorry,” Sam said, sympathetically.

Rat shrugged. “A lot of kids lost their parents in the last Troll War.”

Sam shuddered. She’d had a nasty experience with trolls the last time she was on Avalonia. After taking a big breath, she called, “Oswin!”

Oswin came in at once, giving Sam and the others the feeling that he’d been skulking outside the door and listening in. 

“We’re ready to go now,” Sam said.

“Excellent,” Oswin grinned. “I was told to give you these.” He handed the three homeland humans what looked like mobile phones. 

Rabbit gasped. “Elf-phones!” 

“Indeed. They’ve been programmed to help you to jump from one place to another, should you need to, but they won’t let you jump through the force-field because that could kill you.” 

“Great,” Luke said, studying his elf-phone, which the elves usually called e-phones. “Do you know how to operate them, Oswin?”

Oswin looked stunned. “Goodness me, no. I was told you’d know what to do.”

Luke smiled and nodded. “I’m sure we’ll figure it out.”

“Come on then, Rat, let’s go to Dovehome,” Sam said. “See you two later,” she added to Toby and Luke.

“Good luck,” Toby said to his young sister.

When outside, Sam said to Rat, “We need to go back through the wooden gates before we jump or we’ll end up with our brains scrambled.”

Rat gave her a startled look. “This way,” he said, hurrying off.

They were soon at the spot where Sam and the two boys had first materialized. Sam was about to tell her SSP to jump them to Dovehome when a doubt crossed her mind. Hi, she said to her SSP. Would it matter if I didn’t use the e-phone to jump us?

Her SSP took a moment to decide about that. It may be better if you use the e-phone, for now at least.

It took Sam little time to find the jumping icon on the e-phone and the coordinates for Dovehome. “Ready, Rat?”

Rat gave her a smiley nod.

“Hold my arm,” she told him. He did so, and Sam pressed the jump icon.

***
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Meanwhile, back in Elfreda’s house, immediately after Sam and Rat had left, Luke said to Oswin, “Right. Where do these Good People hang out?”

“I don’t know. I was told you’ll find the jump coordinates on your elf-phones.”

We’ve found them, Toby and Luke’s SSPs told them. Ready when you are.

Are they in the Human Realm? Luke asked.

Yes.

Toby was pretending to search his e-phone. “Ah, here we are. You’d better stand next to me, Wolf; and Rabbit, you stand next to Luke.”

Wolf and Rabbit looked at each other nervously. They’d heard bad rumours about the Good People. After a moment, Wolf moved across to Toby. Rabbit was soon by Luke’s side, holding his hand. 

Toby and Luke exchanged looks with one another, both trying not to let their own nerves show – this was a jump into the unknown. Toby took a big breath and said, Jump!
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3 An Uninvited Guest
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“Who are you?” Aderyn asked the boy, who’d turned a ghastly white colour. 

The boy was on his hands and knees, retching. “Nnnnnn,” was all he could manage to say between retches.

“There you are!” The voice came from the doorway and everyone turned to see who it was.

“Sam!” Kitty cried in relief, dashing over to give her sister a big hug.

Sam returned the hug, then looking round, saw a boy sprawled on the floor.

Kitty gasped in alarm. “Where are Toby and Luke?” she asked, having expected them to come in behind Sam.

“Elfhome. They’re fine. I’ll tell you later,” said Sam, pulling a worried face as she moved across to the boy. Kneeling by his side, she said, “He needs water.”

Kitty noticed Sara giving Sam a baffled and tight-lipped look, probably because she’d barged in unannounced. “She’s my sister, Sam.”

“Ah,” Sara said. “I think perhaps I’d better take this young man and clean him up.”

“Rat,” said Sam. “His name’s Rat.”

“Good,” Sara said. “Come on, Rat, we’ll soon have you sorted.”

“I’ll help you,” Drysi offered.

“And I’ll clean up this mess,” Jemima said, “if you tell me where I can find a mop and bucket.”

Sara smiled at Jemima. “Thank you. That’s most kind. Come with me into the kitchen.”

With Jessica’s help, Jemima soon sorted the broken beakers and the puddle of sick. 

Once everyone apart from Rat, who was still in the kitchen with Sara, had settled again, Kitty got back to business. “We’d better start with Sam telling us where she’s been.”

Sam explained how they’d all jumped to Elfgate, but Kitty and the other three girls then jumped directly to Dovehome, leaving her, Toby, and Luke by themselves. Rat had rushed them inside the Human Realm force-field, which was why, as Jemima had suspected, they couldn’t contact each other. The four human girls were thinking that things had worked out well enough until Sam got to the bit about Toby and Luke going to meet the Good People. 

After several moments of worried silence while the humans thought about that, Lizzie said, “Why didn’t you go with them, Sam?”

Sam shook her head. “Because I was told I had to come here to tell you what had happened.”

Worried silence again. 

“What’s the problem?” Drysi asked.

Kitty pulled a face while she thought about how to explain it. “Perhaps nothing, but um ... let’s say the boys sometimes tend to go charging in without thinking things through.”

Jemima smirked. “So do we,” she pointed out.

“True, but even so ...” Jessica said to her twin.

“It’s Luke, mainly,” Lizzie admitted, knowing the others wouldn’t say it. “He always seems to end up injured.”

“Poor Luke,” Aderyn said. She’d a soft spot for him.

“Yeah, but that’s not all,” Sam carried on. “I was also told to help trick the elves into helping us free Morwen.”

That stunned everyone into another silence.

The top of Lizzie’s nose was wrinkling overtime. “That must mean Oswin thinks we’re on his side.”

“Yeah, I’m sure he does,” Sam agreed. 

Lizzie was nodding her head slowly as a few things began falling into place ... “That’s interesting because the last time we came here, Morwen believed we were supposed to help her.”

“Ah, but she wasn’t sure about that,” Jessica pointed out.

Looking at her cousin, Lizzie did some more thinking ... “If I remember correctly, Morwen decided that we hadn’t plotted against her.”

“That’s right,” Kitty chipped in. “And later on, when Merlin had captured her, Cefin told her that we’d shown him how to use the e-phone she gave him, which sort of confirmed that we had helped her.”

“Ahhh, got it!” Sam exclaimed, the significance of something Oswin had said dawning on her. “Morwen had a backup plan! Oswin told me. She must’ve had friends in the Human Realm and passed on a message to them before she was captured.”

“How would that work?” Aderyn wondered.

Sam opened her arms. “I guess she’d get us to free her the next time we visited Avalonia.”

“Supposing you hadn’t come back?” Drysi asked.

Sam frowned, but Lizzie had a possible answer: “Perhaps she knew that we would come back one day. Merlin, Morwen, all of them – they don’t seem to think
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