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Prologue
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The Multiversal Research Centre

“We did warn you that this might happen, Merlin,” Daisy Turtledove said, trembling nervously. 

She was standing with Lily Moose in the Observation Room. Several of Merlin Ambrosia’s other friends were there, all looking extremely worried.

Merlin sighed. “Yes, yes. You told me at the time that I was being far too kind to her.” He was seated at a console, head down, thinking.

After another minute or so, Lily said, “Merlin, we don’t have much time.”

Merlin sat in silence for a few moments more and then looked up at her, his eyes brightening. “On the contrary, we have all the time in the world.” He checked something on the 3D projection above the console. “So long as that space–time shield is not fully operational, I should be able to squeeze through it.”

“What?” Daisy frowned.

Standing, Merlin said, “I have a plan. I’ll go back in time to before all this started.”

As one, Merlin’s friends gasped.

“Merlin! That’s incredibly dangerous,” Periwinkle Bandicoot pointed out. “You could be stuck in the past for ... well, forever.”

“No matter,” Merlin said, shrugging off the comment. “It’s my fault that we’re in this mess, so it’s my job to put it right.” His face became serious. “However, my plan does call for help from our young human friends.”

That remark caused another collective intake of breath.

“That’s a huge ask,” Daisy said.

Merlin sighed. “I know. But I have every confidence that they can pull it off.” 

Daisy exchanged a seriously worried look with Lily. Turning back to Merlin, she said, “Is there anything we can do to help them?”

Merlin grinned. “Pass on the update I’ve created for their SSPs. It’ll mean they can—”

“Merlin! We’re running out of time,” Periwinkle interrupted him, peering anxiously at the state of the space–time shield.

“Quite right,” Merlin nodded, checking the projection himself. “Daisy and Lily, please go and ask the young humans for their help, but give them the chance to refuse. Oh, and don’t forget their SSP upgrade. You have about fifteen minutes before you’ll be unable to return here. I must go now. Good luck, everyone!”
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1 Decision Time
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Kitty Strange, her twin brother, Toby, her younger sister, Sam, and their best friends Lizzie and Luke Charm, lived in Oakham. Along with Jemima and Jessica Updown, who were Lizzie and Luke’s cousins from Cambridge, they’d been contacted several times previously by Merlin (a weird but likeable alien who led a sort of multiversal police force) to help sort problems that had occurred on parallel Earths. 

They’d just spent three hectic and, at times, terrifying days sorting out the disappearance of several lizard-like people from a parallel Earth called Pansauria. To blend in on the planet, Merlin and his friends had made them into Pansaurians, which wasn’t so very different from being human – apart from having green skin, brightly-coloured feathers instead of hair, and looking like a lizard. 

Before going back home, they’d stayed a short while at Merlin’s Research Centre, which gave them time to adjust. They’d all kept feeling their heads, just to make sure that they were feather-free. Kitty had been glad that she had long dark hair once more, and that Sam was back to her usual mousy brown mop. Toby’s dark wavy style definitely suited him better than feathers. Lizzie’s hair was long and auburn again, and Luke’s wavy and fair. As for the Updown twins ... well, Kitty had had to smile when she saw their identical heads covered in identical dark shoulder-length hair.

So what the seven young humans were really looking forward to was having a lazy evening followed by a good long sleep. They could then get on with their normal lives again back home on Earth. Merlin had given each of them a kind of supersmartphone, SSP for short, that could do all sorts of amazing things, including jumping them between parallel worlds. Once Merlin and his friends had finished talking to them, Jemima and Jessica jumped back to their house in Cambridge, while Kitty jumped Toby and Sam, as well as Lizzie and Luke, back to Oakham. 

***
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Day 0. Homecoming

On rematerializing, Kitty recognized Lizzie and Luke’s lounge straight away. “Well, at least we’re in the right place,” she said.

“And at about the right time,” Lizzie added, glancing at the clock on the mantelpiece.

“Or not,” Luke said with a seriously puzzled frown.

“Eh?” said Sam, turning to him.

“According to my PC, it’s a day later.”

“WHAT!” Kitty was incredulous.

Mrs Charm, Lizzie and Luke’s mum, came in with a tray of drinks. “Hi, everyone. Jemima and Jessica have just arrived,” she told them.

Kitty and the others were beyond incredulous. What was happening?

The Updown twins came through.

“I’ll sort some cakes,” Mrs Charm said after she’d put the tray down, and then left the room.

Jemima closed the door behind her aunt and whispered, “We were on Pansauria with you and Merlin. Next thing we know, we’re in Dad’s car outside your house, Lizzie.” 

“It’s also a day later,” Luke told his cousins.

“NO WAY!” Jemima said loudly.

“Ssssh,” Lizzie said. “Mum’ll hear you.”

“I don’t think so,” Kitty disagreed. “Listen.” It had happened again – there was no noise, like someone had turned the sound off. 

“Time’s stopped,” Toby frowned. “We’ve only been back—”

Toby gasped with the rest of them as two beams of light appeared in the lounge, one pink and one orange. Daisy Turtledove materialized in the pink beam and Lily Moose in the orange one. 

“Major problem,” Daisy said, without apologizing for materializing unexpectedly, which was something she’d never done before. 

“We’re under attack!” Lily said.

They all stared at them, eyes and mouths wide open. How could they be under attack?

“What ... I mean, who ... I don’t get it,” Kitty said.

“You’re our only hope,” Daisy said. “Will you help us?”

The young humans turned to one another, too stunned to speak. How could they possibly be their only hope?

“Please,” Lily said. She was almost in tears – they’d never known Merlin and his friends show emotions like that before.

The young humans were still in shock, standing there trying to take this in.

Someone’s got to say something, Kitty thought. She took a few breaths to calm herself. “Do we have to decide now?” she asked. “I mean, can we talk about it between ourselves?”

Daisy and Lily turned to each other for a second. Daisy turned back to Kitty and spoke: “You have ten minutes. If you choose not to help, you’ll return from Pansauria when you should have yesterday. If you agree to help, tell your SSP, Kitty.”

“Whoa!” Kitty said, getting it in before they disappeared – that’d happened too many times before. “So if we don’t help, what’ll happen to you?”

Daisy and Lily looked at her with the most serious expressions she’d ever seen. “We’ll be deleted,” they said together. And on that cheerful note, they vanished. 
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Day 0. Mission impossible

Ten minutes to make up their minds. No pressure then.

“I don’t know what this is all about, but it’s got to be mega big,” Kitty said.

“What do they mean they’ll be deleted?” Sam wondered.

“It means they’ll be killed, Sam,” Toby explained in a whisper, his face looking miserable.

“But why are they giving us the option to help?” Jessica asked.

“Well ...” Lizzie began, then sighed and bit her lip before adding, “the only reason I can think of is that whatever we need to do, it’s extremely dangerous.”

“Yeah, but we’ve done dangerous enough things in our previous adventures,” Luke pointed out.

“You’re right, Luke,” Kitty agreed, “but so is Lizzie. I’ve a feeling this is something else ... something totally new. I mean, who could possibly threaten Merlin and his friends?”

They all thought about that with worried frowns.

“It’d have to be someone with abilities equal to theirs, or even better,” Jemima said.

Lizzie was nodding slowly. “And that’d mean people like them; you know, not people like us but computer-generated people or whatever it is they are.”

Kitty wasn’t sure about that. “I get what you’re saying, but we’ve got no idea really, have we? And we’re not going to find out unless we ... well, unless we do what they ask.”

“Do you think we’d be jumped somewhere?” Sam asked.

Kitty shrugged. “I expect so.”

“We don’t have to do this,” Lizzie reminded them, then went back to biting her lip.

“No, but for whatever reason, they believe in us,” Kitty said. “And I’m guessing here, but I think we’d all have to go. I mean, we can’t have some of us arriving back from Pansauria yesterday and the rest going off on some sort of rescue mission.”

Is Kitty right? Lizzie asked their SSPs.

She is. And anticipating your next question: no, we can’t tell you anything else unless you agree to help.

Kitty ran her hand through her dark-brown hair and sighed, wondering how they could decide. After a few moments, she said, “Look, we’re running out of time. Let’s have a show of hands.”

The others had their heads down, studying the floor. This was an epic decision to make. One by one, they looked up at Kitty and nodded their agreement for a vote.

“Okay,” Kitty said, then took a big breath: “All those in favour of going?”

Sam’s hand went up first, then Toby’s and Luke’s. Lizzie and her cousins were sitting there, staring at their laps, not wanting to cast the deciding vote. Kitty was trying to keep calm, knowing it was going to be her who’d have to make the final decision if one of them didn’t put their hand up soon. But she was feeling sick now. She really didn’t want to take that kind of responsibility – she guessed no one did. Her heart felt as if it was about to explode and she was about to do it, when Lizzie, Jemima, and Jessica all lifted their heads and put up their hands. Kitty almost fainted with relief; well, relief at not having to make the casting vote anyway, not at the thought of helping Merlin and his friends when they’d got absolutely no idea what they were letting themselves in for.

Kitty was feeling even sicker now and she realized her hands were gripping her thighs. Oh, well, may as well get it over with, she told herself. Then shutting her eyes, she said to her SSP in seven-way mode, We’ll help. 

Thank you. We’ll do everything we possibly can to protect you. We’ve been briefed on the situation, but there’s a lot we don’t know. Merlin has every faith in you and he believes you’ll be able to sort things out.

So where do we start? Kitty asked.

Well, the first thing to do is to integrate us within your bodies.

“WHAT!” Kitty blurted that out aloud, pulling a horrified face along with everyone else.

We’ll reduce ourselves to the size of a pill. Take us with some water. We’ll become part of you.

They sat there – gobsmacked. That was certainly something new.

B-B-B-But why? Lizzie asked them.

Because then you’ll not be able to lose us, and you’ll find you can use some of our powers – you may need them.

Will you always be inside us? That was Sam’s question. Good one, too.

We can come out again when the time’s right.

That was something, Kitty supposed. Even so ... She gulped, picking up a tumbler of water. I’ll put you in my left hand, she told her SSP. 

Almost at once, she was holding a small silver tablet. She popped it in her mouth, then took a swig of water and swallowed. And waited ...

The others were staring at her, expecting her to turn into Wonder Woman or something. 

“Can you feel it?” Lizzie asked, cautiously.

Kitty shook her head. “Nope.” 

“You don’t feel any different?” Jessica frowned.

Kitty shook her head again. “Nope.”

The others decided it was safe for them to swallow theirs. 

Moments later, they were all standing there expecting something odd to happen ... but it didn’t.

“What do you think these powers are, then?” Luke asked.

“We’d better not find out in here,” Lizzie told him. “Don’t want you blasting a hole in the wall.”

That made Kitty and the others smile.

So what do we do? Sam asked their SSPs. 

When you’re ready, we’ll jump you. 

Jump us where? Kitty asked.

To where you need to be.

That’s not very helpful, Jemima pointed out.

We have the jump coordinates, but no other information.

Fair enough, Toby shrugged. 

Kitty didn’t think it was fair enough, but she guessed if their SSPs didn’t know, then they couldn’t expect them to say. “Right. Everyone as ready as they’re going to be?” she checked.

Nods all round.

Sam gasped. “Hang on! What about Woof?”

Their SSPs answered that one: As we don’t know where you’re going, it’d be safer to leave him at home.

Sam gave a big sigh and wished Woof was there now so she could give him a goodbye hug.

Kitty could see Sam was upset. “It’s the sensible thing to do, Sam.”

Sam gave her a sad nod.

Then, trying to calm her nerves, Kitty took a few deep breaths. Didn’t really work. Oh, well, she thought to herself. After a big gulp, she said, Jump!
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2 Where the ...?
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Day 0. Nice place

No one was jump-sick. That was always a bonus.

And wherever they were, it wasn’t too hot, wasn’t too cold, and the trees looked like silver birch trees back home in England. So far, so good.

Do you know where we are now? Kitty asked the SSPs.

Curiously, no.

Why curiously? Jessica wondered.

We thought we’d be able to pinpoint time and place easily enough, but we can’t.

So that’s not good then? Luke checked.

Mmm ... let’s say it’s unexpected.

Could a force-field be blocking your signals? Kitty suggested.

There was a wait before she got a reply. Not exactly, but it’s possible our scanning signal is being interfered with.

“Okay. Well, we’d better have a look round,” Kitty said. “Toby, can you scan for people?”

“Yup, let’s see ... Oh, wow! This is awesome!”

“What is?” Kitty asked.

“All try scanning,” Toby told them.

Kitty gave it a go, though she usually left the scanning to Toby and the Updown twins. They’d all found out a while ago they could use their minds to control their SSPs. Even so, they’d had to view their display screens or holographic projections (depending who else was around) to see what the scans had picked up. But now ... Kitty could see the results of the scan in her mind as if she were using her eyes. It was there, as clear as anything. And she could zoom in and out ... Oh, and change viewpoint, add filters for different things – people, animals, plants, you name it. Like Toby said, awesome.

“Hey,” Sam said excitedly, “there are people over there!” Sam was pointing with her hand, but Kitty could see where she meant on the scan in her mind as well. 

“Is anyone else feeling a bit dizzy?” Lizzie asked, looking unsteady on her legs.

“I am,” Jemima nodded, holding her head.

It’ll take you a while to get used to using the mental displays, their SSPs warned. Don’t overdo it at first.

Thanks, Kitty said, feeling a bit odd herself. “Let’s see who those people are. There’re only a few of them.”

As soon as she was about to set off, her mental scan display changed. A set of numbers and words appeared in the corners. A flashing number caught her mind’s eye and she knew it was telling her how far away the people were: 225 metres. Cool. Or it would be cool if she wasn’t already feeling giddy. Then that part of the display disappeared; it must know she didn’t want it for now. Now that really was cool.

Walking through the wood was like walking through a wood back home. They guessed it was summer as the trees were covered in green leaves, and on the ground were patches of grass and flowers that reminded them of bluebells, and the place had a sweet and fresh smell. They could hear birds singing. 

Kitty’s mental display came back on, telling her she was fifty metres from the people. She raised her arm to stop the others and told them to move carefully so as not to make a noise. With twenty metres to go, she could see a brighter area with no trees ahead of them. 

She crept up behind a large oak (at least, she thought it was an oak) and peered round. The others were doing the same thing behind nearby trees.

Everyone was struggling to work out what they were looking at. It was like a glade, with green grass stretching from one side to the other. In the middle, were ... well, they reminded them of toadstools, the kind you often see in books about fairies – white stems and red tops with white spots. But these were big. Big enough to sit on. And they seemed to form a circle.

Kitty checked her scan again, wondering where the people were. That was odd. Her scan told her they were there but she couldn’t see them.

Are they cloaked? Kitty asked her SSP in seven-way mode.

Yes.

Oh, so we can’t talk to them, then?

Well, you could, but probably not a good idea until you know who they are.

True, Kitty said, trying not to chuckle.

The cloaked people then uncloaked, making Kitty and the others gasp. There were six of them and they were standing inside the toadstool circle looking in Kitty’s group’s direction. They had bows and quivers full of arrows strapped across their backs and knives in their belts.

“May I help you?” 

The voice came from Kitty’s left, startling her. She turned to see who’s voice it was. She couldn’t believe it: it was an elf. It was about her height and had long golden hair, woven into two plaits, and shining blue eyes. It was wearing a white tunic, brown belt, pale blue leggings, yellow cap, yellow cape, and brown boots. Kitty guessed it must’ve uncloaked when the others did. She was sure it was a girl, but not sure how old; probably about her own age she thought. Like the other elves, she had a bow, a quiver, and a knife.

“Um, we came to see who you were,” Kitty said. 

The elf frowned in surprise. “Who did you think we were?”

This was tricky. “We’re strangers here, so we didn’t know.”

By now, Lizzie and the others had joined them.

The elf narrowed her eyes. “Strangers?” she said, as if that wasn’t something they had around there and she was trying to work out what Kitty meant. “Well, you’re certainly wearing unusual clothes. May I ask your name?”

“Kitty Strange.”

The elf frowned in thought for a few moments. Then she smiled. “Well, Kitty Strange, I’m Aderyn. Perhaps you’d like to meet the rest of us,” she said, indicating the elves in the glade. 

“Yes, thank you,” Kitty said, not sure if they had any choice, but Aderyn was still smiling and she did seem friendly.

Aderyn went first and they followed.

“Have we ended up in Middle Earth?” Luke whispered to Toby.

Toby laughed softly. “Don’t I wish.”

As they walked through the ring of toadstools, a small buzzing noise sounded. 

Everything inside the ring’s cloaked, Toby told them.

The other elves were all young, like Aderyn, and dressed in a similar way but with different combinations of colours and without capes. They kept their eyes fixed on Kitty’s group as they walked up to them.

“Now!” Aderyn snapped.

In seconds, six bows with arrows ready were pointing at the seven humans.

Aderyn turned to Kitty. “How did you know we were here?” she asked sharply.

Kitty swallowed hard, her heart racing, not daring to move. Ah, well, no point in lying, she thought: “Because we detected six cloaked elves inside the toadstool circle.”

Aderyn’s eyes opened wide. “You can do that?” 

Kitty nodded.

“Where are you from?” Aderyn asked.

Kitty glanced at the rest of her group. They all either shrugged or gave her noncommittal looks. “We’re from a planet in a parallel universe,” Kitty said, then asked her SSP, Is that right?

Yes. Probably.

It was the elves turn to look at one another. Kitty was sure they’d be thinking she was nuts, but ... They lowered their bows and put their arrows back in their quivers.

Aderyn smiled at Kitty. “That explains a lot. We’ve been expecting you for some time.”

Oh, no, here we go again, Kitty thought, arriving at a place we’ve never been before to find out we’re expected. “Right,” she said, trying not to look totally baffled. “Um ... perhaps you’d like to explain what you mean by that.”

“Of course,” Aderyn said. “Let’s go inside.”

A round door materialized at the centre of the toadstool ring and Aderyn led them through.

They moved into a corridor with a rounded top of shiny green metal. The corridor sloped down and at the bottom was another round door. 

“It is Middle Earth,” Toby whispered to Luke, making Luke laugh softly.

The door opened as Aderyn reached it and they went into a large round room. In the middle was a low round table surrounded by wooden seats. There were no windows – light came from panels in the walls and ceiling.

“Please take a chair,” Aderyn said, taking off her cap and cape. “Would you like some food?”

Kitty would usually say ‘yes’ to that without hesitation, but they’d had some bad experiences with alien food on Pansauria. Still, they’d need to eat something and these elves were quite like humans, so ... “Yes, please.”

“Can you and Derren sort that, Drysi?” Aderyn asked a dark-haired female elf dressed in a pale blue shirt and cap, pale yellow leggings, and yellow tunic. Drysi gave her a smiley nod and left with a fair-haired male elf.

Once they were sitting down, Kitty introduced all the members of her team. Aderyn nodded to them all in turn as she went round. And would you believe it, she got to Luke last and Aderyn’s eyes stayed on him longer than they did on anyone else, making him feel uncomfortable. She ended by giving him a big smile.

Aderyn then introduced the three elves who’d taken seats with them: Celyn and Bledig, both male, and Briallen, a female. They wore the same items of clothing as Aderyn and Drysi but in different colour combinations. Celyn had brown hair tied in a single pigtail, a pale green shirt and cap, a brown tunic, and green leggings; Bredig’s hair was a rich red and his clothes’ colours were orange, pale orange, and dark orange; Briallen’s were light gold, dark red, light red, and she had golden hair. All of them had brown boots.

“I apologize for not trusting you straight away, but humans don’t usually wander round the Elf Realm,” Aderyn explained.

Kitty frowned in surprise. “Humans live here?”

Aderyn frowned back. “Yes. Why do you ask?”

All seven young humans were mystified. What were humans doing on another planet?

“What do the humans here look like?” Kitty asked, thinking that they might simply have the same name as humans from Earth.

After she’d puzzled over that question for a moment, Aderyn said, “Exactly like you. They have your odd-shaped ears.” That made Kitty and the others smirk. “You are human, aren’t you?” Aderyn checked.

“Yes, we are,” Lizzie confirmed. “But where is here? I mean, which planet?”

“Avalonia,” Aderyn told them. “Does that mean anything to you?”

They all shook their heads. 

It means nothing to us, either, their SSPs butted in, which is most odd. 

“Have you got a map of the planet?” Jemima asked. 

Aderyn said, “Display Avalonia world projection.” A 3D holographic image of the planet appeared over the table.

“Wow, there’s a lot of land!” Luke said.

Aderyn smiled. “Come round this side, Luke.”

Luke went round and stood by Aderyn. “Ah, and a lot of sea.”

“As you can see, there’s one large continent running almost from pole to pole and the rest is ocean,” Aderyn explained.

“Mmm, and a few big islands,” Lizzie pointed out.

“Yes,” Aderyn nodded.

“So where are we now?” Jessica asked.

Aderyn said, “Indicate present position.” A green flag appeared well towards the North Pole.

This was all interesting enough, but it didn’t tell them what they really needed to know: “How come you were expecting us?” Kitty asked.

Aderyn stared at her for a few moments. “It’s written in our Elven Codex,” she explained.

Well, that didn’t actually explain anything at all. “Right. And what’s that?” Kitty wondered.

“An ancient book that talks of a time of strife when a group of seven aliens will arrive to help us.”

“And is this a time of strife?” Lizzie checked.

Aderyn nodded, pulling a sad face. “Morwen is assembling a huge army, recruiting elves from everywhere. Our parents have hidden us in this circle so we’re not taken.”

“And Morwen’s a bad guy, is he?” Toby asked.

Aderyn had a little chuckle. “Morwen’s a bad woman,” she corrected him. “She’s a shapeshifter.”

Kitty considered that. “You mean, she can change her appearance?”

“Yes.”

“Is she an elf?” Jemima asked.

“No one really knows for sure. She usually takes the form of an elf, so everyone guesses that’s what she actually is, but ...” Aderyn gave a big shrug.

“What’s she going to do with this army when she’s got it?” Luke asked.

“Again, no one knows for certain. Some say she’s going to invade the Dwarf Realm, but others think it’s more likely to be the Troll Kingdom, or perhaps even both. And a few of us think she has the Human Realm in her sights. Any of those will cause a vast number of casualties on both sides.” 

Kitty was sitting there thinking: What on earth has this got to do with us saving Merlin and his friends? None of it makes sense.

“Where are your parents?” Sam piped up.

Aderyn’s face turned sad again. “In the army.”

“Oh ... sorry,” Sam said, sympathetically.

“Does this Codex say how we’re supposed to help you?” Kitty asked.

Aderyn frowned in surprise. “No. We assumed you’d know what to do.”

“Right,” Kitty nodded and started biting her lip. “We can probably work it out by looking for clues,” she added quickly, not wanting Aderyn to think they’d got no idea at all, which of course they hadn’t.

“We’re good at that,” Jessica agreed, grinning.

Drysi and the two other elves came back with two trays of food and drink. They placed them near the edge of the table. There were piles of fruit (mainly berries and apples), bread, and butter. They all dived in, as they’d not eaten properly for ages. The drink came in large jugs and turned out to be sweet-tasting water. 

Once they’d loaded their plates and begun eating, Aderyn said, after she’d sipped a drink that she’d poured herself, “What will you do then?”

“Find out as much as we can about this place and then decide,” Kitty said.

Aderyn nodded slowly. “But you’ll need to stop Morwen; that’s the only way we can avoid a devastating war.”

Lizzie answered that: “Maybe, but we need to know exactly what we’re dealing with before we go charging in.”

“Sounds good to me,” Bledig said, making them jump – Aderyn was the only one who’d spoken so far. 

“Yup, we can help you there,” Celyn agreed. “Just tell us what you need.”

“Do you have a library?” Lizzie asked.

“Of course,” Celyn said. “All elven books are stored on our database. You can
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