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Prologue
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Not so long ago, in a universe not too far away

Sabrina, who’d been in South America arranging a big Warmplay concert at Nova Lisboa, came into Sacharissa’s office and smiled affectionately at her twin sister. “I came back as soon as I got your message,” she said. 

“It really was the most amazing thing,” Sacharissa told her. “I have it recorded on security cameras.”

Sabrina took off her coat and threw it over a sofa, waking a large and sleek black cat with turquoise eyes. “This I must see. Let’s watch it now.”

“Of course,” Sacharissa grinned. “I’ve stored it on this databall. Would you like any refreshment while we watch?”

“No, thank you. I’ve not long eaten.”

The two sisters put their arms round one another’s shoulders and kissed lightly in greeting, then sat side by side on a sofa facing a glass-topped table. Sacharissa placed the databall down on the table top, setting the replay running; her cat jumped onto her lap, and they settled back to watch the events of three days ago in that very office.

A 3D holographic projection appeared. Sacharissa was sitting at her desk, doing some paperwork. Out of nowhere, Delphinium Okapi and Fleabane Tamandua materialized.

Sabrina gasped, sat up, and perched on the edge of her seat. “How did they do that?” she asked.

“I wondered the same thing. They were cunningly evasive when I questioned them, so I decided I’d have to resort to data-retrievers.”

Sabrina gasped again and turned to her sister. “I hope no one finds out.”

Sacharissa smirked. “How can they? They both vanished after fifteen minutes. Gone back to who knows where; but nowhere on Terraqua, I’m certain of that.”

Sabrina looked back at the recording, frowning. “What do you mean by vanished?”

“I’ll fast forward. Hang on ... Ah, there you are.”

Two more aliens materialized – Gumtree Wombat and Lily Moose – and took Delphinium and Fleabane by their hands. The four of them became pixelated for a bit, then solid again, then they all disappeared with a tiny pop, their outlines fading within seconds.

“Wow!” Sabrina said. “I can see why you called me back. Anything useful from the data-retrievers?” 

“Oh, yes.” Sacharissa smiled. “Prepare to be amazed even more.”

Sacharissa told her sister how she’d spent hours deciphering the information that her data-retrievers had harvested from the aliens’ minds. She still only understood a fraction of it, but that was enough to realize that, given time and help from Terraqua’s top computer science brains, she should be able to make a machine for jumping between parallel universes.

“What a news story that would be! And there are bound to be lots of business opportunities out there,” Sabrina said when Sacharissa was finished. “How long before you could do it?” 

Sacharissa grinned. “I’ve already developed a working model.”

“Brilliant! When can we test it?”

Sacharissa paused before answering, pulling a face that was a cross between excited and worried. “I already have.”

“Really?” Sabrina gasped in admiration and disbelief.

“Yes, but it didn’t work properly. The volunteers all had their memories scrambled when they returned and they’ve shown no signs of recovery.”

“Ah.”

“I need to spend more time researching the information I’ve recovered, but the infuriating Get Rid Of Sable Squad has become very active and more effective recently; I’m having to spend a lot of time countering their moves against us. Anyway, I’ve stored the information from the data-retrievers on databalls and placed them at our securest establishments, so I can work on them when I’m visiting.”

“Good. I think it’s time to move against the top members of GROSS and curtail their activities.”

Sacharissa smiled wickedly. “My thoughts precisely.”

***
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At the Multiversal Research Centre, just after Delphinium and Fleabane’s rescue 

“I feared this might happen,” Merlin Ambrosia, the head of the Multiversal Research Centre, said to the others standing around Delphinium and Fleabane’s beds. “We’ll have to reintegrate them with their originals, but it’ll slow their recovery.”

“How shall we deal with the problems on Terraqua created by the unfortunate incident?” Daisy Turtledove asked.

Merlin pondered that. “You say several humans are now living there and leading the faction that’s trying to bring down the Sables’ business empire, Lily?”

“That is correct,” Lily Moose confirmed, “but we don’t know who they are yet.”

“Mmm. And there are definitely five young humans involved as well?”

Lily nodded.

Merlin tapped his fingers on his cheek while he weighed up the situation. After some moments, he sighed and scratched his head. “It stands to reason that those Sable twins will eventually work out how to make a jumping machine that functions correctly; and we can’t have people living in the wrong universe, not unless they choose to. I don’t see any alternative.”

“Nor do I,” Daisy agreed.

“Do you think they’ll cope?” put in Periwinkle Bandicoot, sounding concerned. “It could take a long while – it’s a very big mess.”

Merlin smiled. “They’re a most resourceful and intelligent bunch. And the Multiversal Interactive Interfaces should help. I know they’re only prototypes and we’ve not field-tested them, but they should give them an edge.”

“I’ll go and tell them,” Daisy offered.

“Thanks, Daisy,” Merlin said. 

“Shall we use the full team?” Lily asked.

Merlin smiled again. “Why not?” He then pulled a worried face. “Um, there is an added complication though. That energy shield the Sables use is even stronger than the one Raven used. The young humans will be on their own until I devise a way of breaking through it safely.”

Daisy frowned. “Well, it should be easy enough for them to get their friends to take the zeptobots. All they need to do then is enjoy themselves until we can jump them back.”

“Yes, that’d be true, if it weren’t for the other complication,” Merlin said, scrunching his face. 

Daisy, Lily, and Periwinkle looked at him. “What other complication?” Lily asked.

“We don’t have biochemical data on the Bottom and Top children. I checked that with Eyebright Chuckwalla, who told me he’d not started a full appraisal of them yet, so he didn’t have all the necessary information.” 

“Which means we can’t make zeptobots that would work on them?” Lily checked.

“No, not until we can penetrate the energy shield well enough to scan them,” Merlin explained. 

“In that case, wouldn’t it be better to wait till you’ve solved the energy-shield problem before jumping the other young humans in?” Periwinkle wondered.

Merlin scratched his head again while he thought about that. “It’s too big a risk,” he decided in the end. “If the Sables take it into their heads to use their crude jumping machine once more and start asking for student volunteers, as Sacharissa did a day ago ...”

Periwinkle sighed. “Point taken.” 

Merlin was still thinking hard. “The young humans will need time to adjust to Terraqua and work out what’s happening; they may even find out things that we don’t know about and come up with a solution to the zeptobot problem.” He glanced at Daisy, Periwinkle, and Lily and then smiled. “Don’t look so glum you three. Judging by their adventure on Aquaterra, they’ll be fine.”

Daisy, Periwinkle, and Lily frowned at one another. 

“Okay,” Daisy said after a few moments, “but hadn’t we better warn them this could be a long haul?”

Merlin pondered that for a short while. “Better if they work that out for themselves,” he decided. “In any case, it may take less time than we think.”

Periwinkle laughed. “Perhaps they’ll bring down the energy shield before you do, Merlin.”

“Let’s hope so,” Daisy grinned, then vanished and rematerialized a nanosecond later. “Done!” she said. 
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1 Back and There Again
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Day 0. Home sweet home 

Their lives had been normal again for six days. Wonderful. Before that they’d spent a week on a parallel Earth called Aquaterra, though in Earth time it was no time at all as they’d got back home a bit after they left. It was all totally unbelievable. At times since they’d been back home they’d almost convinced themselves they’d imagined it all. Almost.

Okay, who were they? Well, twins Kitty and Toby; Sam, their younger sister; and their best friends and also twins, Lizzie and Luke Charm. They all lived and went to school in Oakham. Oh, and Jemima and Jessica Updown who lived in Cambridge; they were Luke and Lizzie’s identical twin cousins and thirteen, same as Kitty, Toby, Lizzie, and Luke. They’d been taken to Aquaterra with Sam and Luke. 

Why had they been on Aquaterra? Long story. It’d started when Sam and Luke vanished (as did the Updown twins, but Kitty, Toby, and Lizzie didn’t know that at the time). They were standing there in Kitty’s lounge one second and not there the next. Gone. Kitty and the other two felt sick every time they thought about it. Sam, Luke, and the Updown twins didn’t have fond memories of the event, either.

Soon after Sam and Luke disappeared, Kitty, Toby, and Lizzie found themselves on Aquaterra. Awesome – and big-time scary. Anyway, they worked out they’d somehow been taken there to rescue Sam and Luke and, after a lot of scary adventures, that was what they did. So it all worked out okay in the end and they understood everything (sort of) after Merlin’s explanation.

***
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There they were, six days after getting back home, still trying to get to grips with what had turned out to be a terrifying experience; good in parts, but basically terrifying. Lizzie and Luke were staying for tea – they often did – and their mum was already there. They’d come in from school, thrown their stuff down in the hall, washed their hands, and wandered into the lounge. Mrs Strange and Mrs Charm were in the kitchen, sorting drinks and cakes for everyone and chatting as usual – they were good at that.

As they waited in the lounge, the boys on the games console, the girls chatting, they became aware that it’d gone very quiet, like someone had switched off the sound. 

Not again, Kitty thought with a sinking feeling. That was what’d happened last time.

Lizzie rushed over and grabbed Luke. Toby got up and moved quickly towards the window. Woof, Kitty’s young brown-and-white beagle, woofed. 

A really sickening thought hit Kitty. “Mum!” she cried out, rushing out into the hall with Sam close behind her. They ran towards the kitchen. Their mum and Mrs Charm were standing there freeze-framed, Mrs Strange in the middle of slicing a Victoria sponge she’d made. Thank goodness, Kitty thought, letting out a huge sigh of relief; at least they were still there. Kitty was worried that they might have vanished this time. She and Sam charged back into the lounge. 

“It’s okay, they’ve not vanished!” Sam said, to answer the question before the others could ask it. 

“But they’re just standing there like statues,” Kitty added. 

Luke had his arm round Lizzie, who’d gone very pale. She was waiting for some of them – all of them – to find themselves somewhere else at any moment. Toby was standing by the window, taking deep breaths, trying to look calm. The thought of any of them disappearing again was just awful. 

Kitty looked across to Toby. “I’m guessing time’s stopped.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Toby agreed. “Come and have a look.” 

They all moved quickly over to the window. Outside, they noticed some weird things happening, or rather not happening; it was like a replay of a week ago. The birds stuck in the sky were an incredible sight.

“I don’t – believe it,” Lizzie panted, still struggling for breath and trembling. “Not again. Any second now – we’ll jump to your parallel lounge, Kitty.”

Kitty was about to say that last time this happened they’d jumped much sooner, when they heard a tiny popping noise behind them and they all spun round fast. There was a pinkish shaft of light by the sofa and someone materialized in the middle of it. She was dressed in pale purple jeans, a lemon-yellow T-shirt, a really cool bright blue jacket, and a pair of pink and blue trainers. Her hair was also an amazing bright pink. So were her eyebrows and eyelashes. In her hand, she was holding what looked like a pink phone.

“Good morning,” the woman said, then smiled. 

They stared in shock.

Kitty said, rather stupidly she realized, “Um ... it’s nearly teatime.” 

“Oh, is it really? In that case, good nearly teatime,” the woman replied, then went back to smiling for a moment. “I’m Daisy Turtledove from the Multiversal Research Centre. Merlin sent me. I need to talk to you.” 

Thought so, they all thought. Merlin led a group of aliens who were like a police force for the Multiverse. The Multiversal Research Centre was where they hung out. (What’s the Multiverse, you ask? It’s sort of absolutely everything put together – so, like a mind-bogglingly huge collection of parallel universes.) It was the aliens’ fault that Sam, Luke, and the Updown twins had disappeared. Well, it was an accident, but even so ...

Kitty had never come face-to-face with an alien in her lounge before and she couldn’t think what to say next. As no one else said anything, she decided she’d better say something. All she could come up with was, “Er, is there a problem? We’re all home safely now.”

“Yes, you are, that’s true,” Daisy agreed, then smiled from ear to ear. “Um, regrettably,” she continued, “something unexpected and potentially disastrous has happened.” 

None of them liked the sound of that. These aliens could do all sorts of amazing things, so if they were worried then something must be wrong big time. 

“You see, the unfortunate incident involving Delphinium Okapi and Fleabane Tamandua has had farther-reaching consequences than we first realized,” she added, then smiled again. 

Delphinium and Fleabane were two young alien friends of Merlin and Daisy’s. Several months ago, they were on a training mission and supposed to jump (that’s the word for switching from one parallel universe to another) to a parallel universe near the Aquaterran one. But they accidentally ended up in the top-secret Control Centre belonging to Dr Ravenel Raven, a computing genius, at his main Research Facility on the parallel Isle of Wight. He held them for long enough to put virtual data-retrievers in their heads and found out how to jump to parallel universes using a jumping machine. That was when the young humans’ troubles had begun.

Kitty was puzzled. Sam, Luke, and the Updown twins were back home now with their memories back to normal. So what could possibly have gone wrong in the time since they’d got back? “What do you mean by farther-reaching consequences?” she asked, hoping Daisy would hurry up and get to the point.

“Well, that unfortunate incident on Aquaterra was so powerful that it’s affected Terraqua as well.” 

That annoyed Kitty a bit. The Delphinium–Fleabane unfortunate incident was more like a disaster. Kitty had once put too much salt in some bread she was making; now that was an unfortunate incident (ask Toby). What had happened to Sam, Luke, and the Updown twins was far worse than that.

“Terraqua?” Luke frowned.

“It’s another parallel Earth,” Lizzie butted in. “It was on that parallel universe jumping map we saw in Raven’s Control Centre.”

“Quite right, Lizzie,” Daisy said. “Yes, it’s another parallel Earth, but not so close a parallel as Aquaterra; you could think of it as one step further along the line. The thing is this: there’s been a sort of knock-on effect. It’s difficult to explain in terms you’d understand. Um ... yes, the unfortunate incident with Delphinium and Fleabane spread through the Multiverse and it occurred on Terraqua a little after it occurred on Aquaterra, so there are major problems there as well.”

She’d said it again! Kitty couldn’t let her get away with it. “The complete mess-up,” she corrected her as calmly as she could. Daisy looked at her oddly, a sort of smiley frown with her head cocked to the left, obviously wondering what she was on about. Oh, well, Kitty thought, I’ll just have to spell it out for her: “It wasn’t an unfortunate incident, Daisy, it was a TOTAL DISASTER!”

Daisy arched her pink eyebrows and thought about that, still with the stupid smile she seemed unable to lose. “Well, yes, I take your point, Kitty.” 

“Hang on,” Toby said, lifting his right arm. “If the Delphinium and Fleabane disaster’s spread to other parallel universes, has it hit Earth yet?”

Daisy smiled at him. “A very good question. It will only occur on parallel planets with the same or better technology as Aquaterra. And even then, only if Raven’s parallel chooses to misuse the information.”

“Right,” Toby nodded slowly. “So when it hits Earth ...” He raised his eyebrows.

“It won’t ‘hit Earth’, as you put it,” Daisy told him. “Your civilization is far too low-tech.” 

Toby nodded again with a frown. Fair enough, he was thinking. Then his eyes opened wide. “But it might hit parallel Earths beyond Terraqua,” he suggested.

“It might,” Daisy agreed, “but we’ve detected nothing as yet. However, we do have a big problem on Terraqua and we need your help sorting it out.” 

Daisy stood looking at them. They stood looking at her, not knowing what to say. Be fair, they’d only been back a week.

After a short awkward silence, Kitty said, “So you need our help?” 

“Well, yes, we do. Thanks for offering.” 

They were all flabbergasted. Kitty was about to point out that she hadn’t actually offered to help – it was a question, not a statement – when Daisy carried on: 

“You were so successful last time and with the experience you’ve gained, you’re the obvious humans to use. I realize you’ve not had time to recover fully from your trip to Aquaterra, but—”

“But none of us are involved, are we?” Kitty asked, interrupting her. 

Lizzie gasped. “It’s not Jemima and Jessica, is it?”

“No,” Daisy assured her. 

Kitty was just about to ask who was involved when Daisy dropped a bombshell: “It’s some of your best friends from school.”

They all breathed in sharply. 

After a few moments, Kitty realized she was standing gazing at Daisy with wide eyes and her jaw almost on her chest. “No way! Who?”

“The three Bottoms and the Top twins.”

“But that’s awful,” Kitty said, turning to the others, who were all standing there looking as horrified as she was.

Bess Bottom, her twin brother Seb, and their younger brother Ben – all fair-haired and blue-eyed – lived quite near them and were very good friends. The red-headed Top twins, Tilly and Rufus, lived the other side of town; they were also close friends. Actually, Tilly liked Toby a lot and thought of herself as his girlfriend, although they’d never been on a date or anything. The last time Kitty had seen all five of them together (well, virtual versions of them anyway) was in their last adventure: they were in Costa in the virtual Oakham that Dr Raven was running in his main Research Facility on Aquaterra.

“Yes, awful, indeed,” Daisy agreed, sounding a bit offhand about it. “Look, I’ll have to go in a second – we’re desperately trying to sort things out at the moment and my help is needed urgently. You need to zeptobot all five of your friends before you can jump them back or they’ll risk severe memory problems.” 

Merlin had provided Kitty, Toby, and Lizzie with zeptobots on Aquaterra. They were tiny pieces of programming code that meant people could be jumped around the Multiverse without their memories becoming scrambled. Lizzie had got Sam, Luke, and the Updown twins to drink from the water bottles containing them.

Kitty glanced at the others again. They were all still standing like statues with stunned faces, trying to take this in. No help there, then. She turned back to Daisy, still not knowing what to say.

“These should help,” Daisy said, taking phones out of her bag and giving them one each. “Well, I think that’s everything then.” She smiled, her finger about to touch an icon within a small projection coming from her own phone.

“Hang o—” But before Kitty could point out that they’d not long been home after a really scary time on Aquaterra, Daisy vanished with a tiny pop, leaving a faint pink outline that soon faded. “Bats!”

“Humph! She didn’t ask if we wanted to help,” Lizzie scowled.

“No, but it looks like we’re the only ones who can,” Toby said. He’d found his voice now Daisy had gone. Huh. “It’d be awful if Seb and the others ended up with big memory problems; it’d be our fault.”

“It would so not be our fault, Toby,” Kitty pointed out, angrily. “We didn’t show Raven how to jump to parallel planets.”

“You’re right, Kitty,” Luke agreed with her. “But if we’re the only ones who can save them, do we have any choice?”

Kitty stared at Luke for a moment and then let out a big sigh and sat down, too upset to speak. Okay, this wasn’t quite like Sam, Luke, Jemima, and Jessica getting their brains fried, but it was bad enough. They were their close friends. And they needed help. If Kitty and the others were in their shoes and it was them who’d become Terraquans, Kitty would like to think they’d do their best to help them. Oh, dear, this is so difficult, Kitty thought. 

Lizzie sat next to Kitty, biting her lip and looking very worried; she wasn’t sure, either.

“Well, what are we waiting for?” said a determined Sam. “Let’s go.” She didn’t have any doubts.

“Yeah, come on,” added Toby. No doubts there either.

Kitty glanced at Luke and caught his eye. He gave a noncommittal shrug. That was two ‘go for it’, two ‘not sure’, and one ‘undecided’. 

But deep down Kitty knew Sam and Toby were right. It seemed once again they’d have to help sort out the problem and the sooner they sorted it the better.

Kitty got to her feet, her mind made up. “Giving them zeptobots should be easy enough. Let’s do it.”

Luke nodded and joined her.

Lizzie frowned, but then with a little shrug said, “Okay, but we haven’t got any zeptobots to give them.” 

“Good point.” Kitty was puzzled. “Perhaps Merlin or Daisy will get them to us when we’re on Terraqua.”

“Maybe,” Lizzie said, standing up. 

They all stood there waiting for something to happen.

After several moments, Kitty said, “Um, how do we jump?”

“Hmm. Last time, Merlin and his friends did it,” Lizzie said. “And Dr Raven used his jumping machine linked to his mainframe.”

“Yes,” Sam said, holding up the phone Daisy had given her, “but Daisy used one of these to jump just now.” 

They all began checking the phones they’d been given. 

Kitty scrolled through the menus and found what she was looking for. A 3D projection appeared above the phone. “A mini jumping machine,” she grinned, then zoomed in. “Here we are: Earth icon there; Terraqua icon there.”

Toby was peering into Kitty’s projection. “Looks like the jump coordinates are already set,” he said.  

Kitty turned to Lizzie: “You’d better do it, Lizzie, as you’ve done it before.”

Lizzie didn’t look happy at the prospect, but she nodded and moved over to Kitty. She took a big breath, carefully touched the Earth icon and gently – very gently – slid it into the Terraqua icon, her heart thumping like mad as she gulped and then said, “Terraqua, here we come!”
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2 Weird Trees, Young Friends, and SSPs
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Day 0. The same but not the same

Materializing on Terraqua, they all felt really ill. Lizzie was sick at once, getting Toby all over his legs and feet. Sam dived into nearby bushes and heaved up. Kitty and Luke simply gagged and blew their cheeks out, managing to contain themselves. 

“That went well,” Kitty said to no one in particular. “But where are we?”

When they’d been jumped to Aquaterra, Kitty, Toby, and Lizzie had materialized in a hi-tech version of the Strange’s house, complete with parallel versions of all of them, although Kitty insisted her parallel was nothing like her and that was all she’d say about it. 

“Well, according to the sign up there, Sable Academy: Devabridge Campus,” Lizzie said feebly, pointing above a door in a wall and then running to the nearest bush.

“Woof.” 

The bark came from behind them. They looked round to see Woof. He’d had a little accident on the path.

“How come Woof’s here?” Sam asked, bending down to stroke him.

“Haven’t got a clue,” Kitty said. “Unless Lizzie did something wrong when she jumped us.”

Before Lizzie could point out she’d done nothing wrong, two more people appeared. One had a very white-face and immediately puked, adding to the mess on Toby’s trainers. The other looked okay. Kitty recognized them at once as Jemima and Jessica Updown, Lizzie and Luke’s identical twin cousins from Cambridge. But what were they doing there?

“Hi,” said the one who’d not been sick. “Didn’t think we’d be seeing you again so soon. It’s awful about the Bottoms and Tops, isn’t it?”

Kitty gave the one who spoke a tiny smile, trying not to let the retching of the other one make her feel even sicker. “Yes, it is. Um, which one are you?”

“That’s Jessica,” said Lizzie, wiping her mouth on a tissue. She still looked pale.

“How can you be sure?” Kitty asked her.

“I don’t know, but that’s Jessica.”

“She’s right,” Jessica said, then gave Kitty a big smile. “Not many people outside our family can tell us apart though.”

Kitty looked across to Jemima. She was holding on to Toby’s shoulder and leaning down. “Hi, Jemima,” she called across to her.

“Euugh,” Jemima replied in a tiny voice, about to throw up again by the look of it.

Turning back to Jessica, Kitty said, “How come you’re here?”

“A friend of Merlin’s called Lily Moose—”

“Sam told us about her!” Kitty cut in. “She briefed you on the way back from Aquaterra.”

“Yes. Well, she visited us again and told us what was going on. All of it. She said you’d need us with you this time. And here we are.”

Kitty thought about that. Then she realized what it must mean: “You two are also going to get invitations to the Multiversal Multiversity!”

Jessica smiled and nodded.

“Wow!” That was all Kitty could say.

“Did Lily give you any choice about joining us?” Lizzie asked her cousin.

Jessica shook her head. “Not exactly.”

“Humph,” Lizzie said, pulling a face.

A thought then occurred to Kitty: “Um, are any of your friends from school here, Jessica?”

“Nope. We’re here to help you sort out your friends.” 

“Oh, good. Thanks then.” It was great Jemima and Jessica had joined them. Apart from being Lizzie and Luke’s cousins, they’d be seriously useful to have around: they were ace at solving puzzles and brilliant at martial arts. In fact, from what Kitty had heard about them, it wasn’t really surprising they were going to get places at the Multiversal Multiversity one day.

***
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Once everyone was feeling a bit better and had said ‘Hi’, they had a look round. Kitty noticed they were in the same everyday clothes they’d worn on Aquaterra: T-shirts, jeans, and trainers in various colour combinations. Toby’s pale blue jacket, white jeans, lilac T-shirt, and pale blue and pink trainers weren’t a combination she’d have picked for him, but there you go; and to be fair, she didn’t think they’d be his first choice, either. Jemima and Jessica were dressed in a mixture of pale to dark blues and violets. Cool.

They were outside a small door that stood in a high brick wall that ran in both directions for as far as they could see.  

Kitty swallowed hard. “Here we go again,” she said, knocking on the door. 

A small screen appeared in the door at eye level. On the screen was a woman’s face that reminded Kitty of Dr Leek’s grey-haired secretary at Blecheley Campus on Aquaterra. “Good evening. How may I help you?” the woman asked.

“Oh, hi, I’m Kitty Strange. We’re the new students.” She guessed that as this was a parallel world to Aquaterra, many things would be similar; like them joining an Academy so they could find out about the place and work out what was going on and what they needed to do.

“Well, you’re cutting your arrival very fine – I was about to close the office. Please show your SIC.” She was very snippy.

Kitty frowned at Lizzie because she thought the woman had said ‘sick’. “Are we supposed to be ill or something?” she asked under her breath.

Lizzie was leaning against Luke, looking at her phone screen. She was still a bit unsteady on her legs and very pale. “I think she means your Student Identity Card – S I C,” she explained, having just searched the parallel Internet to find out what the woman was talking about.

“Oh, right.” Kitty rummaged through her bag trying to find something that might hold cards. 

“I don’t have all night, Miss Strange,” muttered the grumpy woman.

Kitty then found a purse wallet, opened it, and there was her SIC. She held it up to show the woman’s face.

“Please pass through the door to the right, Kitty Strange,” she instructed her, a bit friendlier this time.

A door opened in the wall and Kitty walked through. The other side of the door was a covered area with wooden garden tables and chairs and a great view of the campus grounds. They were a lot like the grounds of Blecheley Campus on Aquaterra, but with more trees. 

As she looked more closely, Kitty noticed some of the trees were really odd and like no trees she’d seen before. One had a thick trunk, about four metres across, that went up around five metres and then became a load of thick branches spreading out like a fan. It had large and almost perfectly round yellow leaves. Neat.

Lizzie arrived and the rest came through one after the other. Except Sam. Kitty’s heart began racing. Surely she’d be coming in with them. What was happening?

After a few anxious minutes more, Sam came through with Woof.

“Well, that was fun,” Sam said huffily. “I nearly wasn’t allowed to bring Woof onto the campus. I was told the woman who owns the Academy – she’s called Sacharissa Sable – hates dogs and very few people risk bringing them onto the campuses. Luckily, the woman talking to me does like dogs and she asked me to let her see Woof. She took one look, decided he was gorgeous, and told me it’d be okay.”

Kitty was worried about that. “What if this Sable woman finds out?”

“It’s okay. She said she’d register him as a tortoiseshell cat. He’s got to go in the Doghouse.”

“That’s probably for pooing just outside the entrance,” Luke joked.

Sam laughed. “Apparently, it’s used as a garden shed these days and the owner never goes there when visiting.”

“But won’t somebody report him?” asked Toby.

“She told me it was extremely unlikely as most people love dogs and hate Sacharissa Sable. And there’s a couple of other dogs here signed in as cats.”

“Fair enough,” Toby shrugged.

A young woman in a light grey blouse, dark grey skirt, and blue belt came in through another door. “May I fetch you some refreshments while you’re waiting?” she asked, then gave them a nice smile. It wasn’t easy to tell with these people, but Kitty was ninety-nine per cent certain she was a virtual person and not a real one.

“Oh, thanks,” Kitty said. “Cold drinks all round okay?” she added, looking at the others, who all nodded.

Toby said, “Have you got any ca—”

“Just drinks please,” Kitty stepped in before Toby could ask for cakes. Honestly.

As the young woman went off for the drinks, Luke said, “There seems to be a hold-up with meeting us.”

“Perhaps Merlin signed us up at the very last minute,” suggested Lizzie. “At least we’re all in.” 

The drinks came. They looked like cloudy apple juice. A quick sip told them it wasn’t apple juice; whatever it was, it was good, but they’d never tasted anything quite like it. Jemima thought it was like a cross between coconut milk, banana, and mango juice. Everyone who’d been jump sick seemed to turn a better colour after a few mouthfuls. Kitty was getting worried though. Why had no one come to fetch them? Perhaps they were supposed to make their own way from there.

Halfway through their drinks, two students came bounding across the lawn and up to their table. The tall sporty-looking one had damp red hair; the shorter younger one was fair. 

WHAAAAT! Kitty, Lizzie, and Toby all thought as soon as they recognized them.

“Sorry I’m late. In the shower when I got the message. You must be the new lot. Oh, is that puke all over your legs and feet?” she asked Toby. 

Toby nodded, staring at her.

“Yuck. Anyway, I’m supposed to say welcome to Sable Academy: Devabridge Campus, blah, blah, blah. Oh, yeah, and I’m Rebecca Bright, the Head Student of Year Three, and this is my little sister ... Minnie Dull.” Minnie poked her tongue out at her sister and then they both laughed. 

That was exactly what’d happened when Rebecca had met them on arrival at Blecheley Campus on Aquaterra. How weird was that? And how absolutely impossible: Rebecca and Minnie lived on Aquaterra. How could they be here? Unless ... well, perhaps someone had jumped them here. Yes, that could be it.

Kitty was really pleased that Rebecca and Minnie didn’t recognize them from their time on Aquaterra; that would’ve taken a lot of explaining. Once she’d got over the creepy feeling of replaying events from a week ago, she said, “Hi, I’m Kitty Strange.”

“Yup, know who you all are,” Rebecca boomed. “Been briefed. Let’s see ... you’re Sam and you’re Toby. You two are the Updowns, um ... that’d be Jemima and Jessica, although which one’s which is anyone’s guess. That leaves the Charm twins. Doesn’t take a genius to tell Lizzie from ... oh, my, her handsome brother Luke.” Rebecca made a saucy face as she eyed Luke. She certainly seemed just like the Rebecca from Aquaterra.

Luke stepped forward offering his hand and said, “Pleased to meet you, Rebecca.”

Rebecca pretended to be embarrassed, flicked his hand away playfully, and said, “Oh, Luke, you’ve got me all a fluster.”

That relaxed Kitty a bit and set her laughing. The others joined in. 

“No time for flirting though,” Rebecca went on in a more serious tone. “Better get you to your Accommodation Domes. Minnie, take Sam and the pooch to the Doghouse and catch us up. You Updown twins better go with them so Minnie can drop you off at your Dome.”

“Come on, Sam,” said Minnie, “let’s run.”

Kitty was uneasy about letting Sam go off by herself, but the Updowns would be with her so she guessed it’d be okay. They’d looked after Sam while they were with her on Aquaterra and Sam liked them a lot.

Jemima smiled at the others. “See you later.”

Kitty was surprised that the Updown twins weren’t in the same Dome as them. Oh, well, there must be a reason, she thought. They’d have to wait and see.

***
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Rebecca led them up some stairs. At the top, they went into a sort of small covered station with some kind of long train carriage hanging from a rail.

“Just look at that,” Luke said, with a huge grin, “a suspended monorail.”

They stepped inside the carriage, the doors slid closed, and they glided smoothly away. Below them were grass and clumps of trees, some of them those weird ones with round yellow leaves. The monorail took them through the treetops so they couldn’t see what was coming next. 

When the trees finished, they passed over a neat lawn. From there they could see the Academy buildings sitting at the bottom of a wide valley. They’d been going gently downhill since they’d set off. 

The main and tallest Dome was at the very centre of the buildings. High-level walkways linked it to what they assumed were the four Accommodation Domes. Although Rebecca had called them domes, to Kitty they looked more like giant tubes of lipstick sticking out of the ground. They had the same kind of metal supports as The Gherkin building in London. The tinted-glass sides were different colour combinations, just like on Aquaterra – just a random guess on Kitty’s part, but one for each Accommodation Dome – with the central main Dome picking up all the other colours. The Dome they were heading for was a mixture of reds and oranges. 

The carriage then took them over a lake, another neat lawn, a walled garden, and finally into the side of their Accommodation Dome.

“Here we are,” roared Rebecca. “Your student suite’s on the floor above. I’ll take you there in case you get lost.” 

Rebecca led them up some stairs and into the Common Room for their suite. It was a big room. Its sides were made of large glass panels in tints of red and orange. The window frames, doors, and large girder-things running up the sides to support the building were made of a gold-coloured metal. The view through the windows was mainly of sky and the tree tops on the surrounding hills.

“You lot have exclusive use of this suite,” Rebecca told them. “Bedrooms are through that door there, with girls’ and boys’ bathrooms just beyond. You can rustle yourselves up some grub in the kitchen area over there when you’re ready; everyone else has already eaten. I’ll come along with Minnie tomorrow morning to take you over to breakfast. See you later. Oh, yes, and if any of you need me at all, I’ll be in the Head Student’s Suite on the next to top floor.” She gave Luke a huge wink.

Rebecca strode out of the room and they all laughed.

“You’re onto a winner there, Luke,” Lizzie smirked.

“Oh, ha ha,” said Luke. “Just a bit of harmless fun.” He was actually embarrassed and embarrassment wasn’t something Luke usually suffered from.

“So what’s this campus all about then?” asked Toby.

“It’s the feeder Academy for the Sable media empire,” Lizzie explained. She’d done the equivalent of Googling on her phone. “It specializes in journalism, media studies, and communication. Anyone who’s really good at those will end up with a leading role in one of the Sable newspaper, television, or radio companies.”

“Sounds like a bundle of laughs,” Toby moaned.

“It could be a lot worse,” Kitty pointed out. “At least it’s not Warcraft, like at Northport Campus on Aquaterra. I’m glad we never got to go there to study.”

“Anyone know what the Accommodation Domes are called?” asked Luke.

Lizzie explained: “They’re named after fonts: Arial, Calibri, Garamond, and Wingdings.”

“That’s different,” Kitty said. “Which one are we in?”

“We’re all in Arial,” replied Lizzie. “Jemima and Jessica are in Calibri.”

“Why aren’t they with us?” Luke asked.

“I wondered that,” Kitty said.

“Perhaps there wasn’t room for seven new students in one Dome,” Lizzie suggested.

“Could be,” Luke nodded.

“Um, I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m going to freshen up then get something to eat,” Kitty said.

“Great idea,” Toby agreed, “the second bit anyway.” He looked down at his jeans and trainers and sniffed a couple of times. “Mmm, and perhaps the first bit as well.”

***

[image: ]


After they’d eaten and tidied up, they sat on the huge red leather sofas in their Common Room. Sam was with them now. It’d taken her quite a while to dump Woof at the Doghouse, drop off the Updown twins, and walk back to Arial Dome. They’d all brought the V-pads provided by the Academy through with them; they’d been really useful in their previous adventure.

Kitty let out a big breath. “Here we are again.”

“Different this time though,” said Toby. “We’ve got friends to zeptobot instead of a sister, brother, and cousins. I guess they’re here at this Academy, so we won’t have to find them first. That’ll be much easier.”

“Mmm ... maybe,” Lizzie said, a wrinkle at the top of her nose. “But we don’t know that for sure, and we’ve got to get hold of the zeptobots somehow before we can use them. Anyway, there’s more to it than that.”

“What do you mean?” Kitty asked, wondering what else she thought they needed to do.

“Well, think about it. This Sable woman owns the Academy and she’s very unpopular. Ring any bells?”

Kitty frowned at Lizzie, thinking hard. Then it came to her and her eyes widened. “Dr Raven’s parallel!” she gasped.
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