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​Prologue
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Several months ago, in a universe not so far away

They appeared out of nowhere, on the other side of his desk. Given the sudden nature of their materialization and the striking colours of their hair – one a bright dark blue, the other a glittery pale yellow – he was remarkably unfazed.

“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” he said, speaking softly to the new arrivals with a clear smooth tone, his left eyebrow raised slightly.

“Good m-morning, sir,” spluttered the one with dark blue hair, who was far from calm.

“It’s afternoon, actually,” he corrected her.

“Oh, is it? Good afternoon, sir. I’m Delphinium Okapi and this is Fleabane Tamandua.” 

Fleabane gave a short nervous nod of greeting. 

“Are you now? Mmm, I don’t think I’d find those names in my telephone directory.” 

Oops, should’ve given false names, thought Delphinium.

“Please do sit down. Would you like some tea? Perkins has the kettle on already. And some sandwiches or some cakes perhaps?” he asked.

“Er, yes please, tea and cakes would be most welcome,” responded Delphinium, as she and Fleabane settled awkwardly onto a dark green leather sofa. 

He pressed a button on his desk. At once, a small and very old man waddled into the room. He was wearing a dress suit that was several sizes too big for him, so he resembled an upright turtle, his scrawny and wrinkled neck popping out from his well-starched shirt collar. 

“You rang, sir?”

“Ah, Perkins, two extra for tea and cakes, if you’d be so kind.” 

Perkins glanced at Delphinium and Fleabane, flicked his eyebrows, and waddled out. 

Fleabane and Delphinium just sat there, wondering what to do.

After a few moments, the man said, “I’m fascinated to learn how you managed to get in here. My security measures are the very best and include a quadruple energy shield.” He smiled with an inquiring look, awaiting an answer.

Delphinium and Fleabane turned to each other with blank faces. They were going to have to make a big decision. Either they could jump back out immediately, or they could sit there and try to talk their way out of their difficulty. They both knew that a third possibility was instant recall by the Multiversal Research Centre, but as that hadn’t already happened, they guessed that something was terribly wrong. Well, they realized that because they were there and not where they were meant to be. 

The problem with jumping out now was that there’d plainly been a problem jumping in, so it was inevitable that there’d be an even bigger problem jumping back out. That thinking explained their fateful choice, arrived at by unspoken agreement, to play for time by staying and talking. Had the man been anyone else but Dr Ravenel Raven, a computing genius and the leading Aquaterran expert on virtual worlds, they’d probably have managed well enough. But he was Dr Ravenel Raven, and as this was their first meeting with an alien species, they didn’t stand a chance. 

Fleabane was about to speak when Perkins came back in and staggered across the room with a laden tea tray, placing it clumsily on a purple glass table. 

“Thank you, Perkins. You may go,” Dr Raven said. “Perhaps you’d like to pour Fleabane. Now, where were we? Ah, yes, the matter of your entry into my office.” He smiled. “Well?” he added in a severe tone after a few moments of silence.

***
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Half-an-hour later, at the Multiversal Research Centre

“They’re lucky to be alive,” pink-haired Daisy Turtledove said, standing by the beds on which Fleabane and Delphinium were lying unconscious. “If Gumtree and Lily had got to them any later . . .”

“Yes,” Periwinkle Bandicoot agreed, “but it’ll take them a long time to make a full recovery. Their memories are in an awful jumble.”

“I think we’ve worked out what happened,” Merlin Ambrosia said, coming into the room and running his hand through his spiky violet hair. 

“Was it that ridiculously strong quadruple energy shield Raven uses?” Daisy asked him.

“Indeed. It acted as a powerful attractor during their jump, pulling them to the wrong universe and causing them to materialize in Raven’s office at his main research facility.”

“Ah, well, no harm done, apart from the injuries caused to our poor friends here,” Daisy said, looking sadly at Delphinium and Fleabane. 

Merlin pulled a troubled face. “Er, I’m afraid not,” he said quietly. 

Daisy and Periwinkle frowned, turning to Merlin.

Merlin explained: “Raven has a lot of relatively sophisticated technology at his disposal. I mean, it’s not in our league by a very long way, but useful enough. He planted virtual data-retriever probes into our friends’ brains.”

Daisy and Periwinkle gasped with shock.

“That’s what I thought,” Merlin said. “The data-retrievers collected information, including details on parallel worlds within the Multiverse and how to jump to them, and transmitted them to his mainframe computer.”

“You mean, he’s stolen our programme for making multiversal jumps?” Daisy sounded horrified.

Merlin nodded. “Of course, whether he’s able to use it or not . . . well, that’s another matter.”

“But this is dreadful,” Periwinkle said. “If he does start trying to jump people to parallel universes, who knows what the repercussions will be. And if he manages to send them somewhere and then tries to bring them back without a dose of zeptobots, I dread to think what’ll happen?”

Merlin nodded again, biting his bottom lip as he pondered all the ghastly things that definitely could happen. 
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​1 Now You See Them . . . 
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Day 0. Home 

Kitty was walking back from school chatting with her best friend Lizzie. They chatted a lot. They were in the same Year Nine class. They’d been back almost three weeks since the summer break. Lizzie and her twin brother Luke were going for tea with Kitty, her twin brother Toby, and her younger sister Sam. They lived just down the road from Kitty and their parents were best friends, so they often did go for tea. Or they’d go to theirs. It depended.

“Hi, Mum,” Kitty called out, opening the front door and dumping her school bag in the hall. 

“Hi, Kitty,” her mum called back from the kitchen. “Had a good day?” 

Lizzie went through to the lounge while Kitty went into the downstairs loo, thinking she’d better wash the red paint off from the art class before her mum spotted it. 

Once her hands were clean, Kitty crossed the hall and went into the lounge. Luke was there with Toby. They were sitting at the table by the front window, curtains drawn to keep out the sun, already totally absorbed in a game of Team Fortress 2 on Toby’s computer. They did that a lot, too. 

Sam was sprawled on the floor by the side window fiddling with an old Star Wars Lego set of Toby’s, the TV on without sound behind her. She looked up and gave Kitty a little smirk. She’d stayed home all day: felt poorly – or so she’d said – and her mum’d had to stay in with her. You might be able to fool Mum, Kitty thought, but she gave her a small smile anyway.

Woof, Kitty’s young brown-and-white beagle, was lying next to Sam. He got up to meet Kitty, wagging his tail. Kitty bent down to give him a quick scratch behind the ears and then plonked herself down on the sofa next to Lizzie and they carried on chatting.

Kitty’s mum, Ella Strange, came through from the kitchen with Lizzie and Luke’s mum, Sally Charm. 

“Hallo. You all okay?” Mrs Strange asked, then smiled her usual smile. “We’re just nipping round to the shops, now that you’re all back. Won’t be long. There’s cake and drinks in the kitchen, so help yourselves. I’ll leave you in charge, Kitty. Keep an eye on Sam please.”

Sam’s lips went tight. She looked really put out. Kitty could read her mind: I’m not that ill, and I’m old enough to look after myself, thank you, she was thinking. 

“Okay, Mum,” Kitty replied.

Once their mums had gone, Kitty brought the cake and drinks through and placed them on the coffee table. Sam was now standing behind Toby and Luke, watching them play. Realizing the cake had arrived, Toby got up to go and grab a piece. 

“Drinks are here, Luke,” Lizzie said, looking across to her twin.

“I suppose you’re too ill for cake,” Kitty said to Sam.

Sam turned to face her sister and was about to say something rude, when the oddest thing happened: Luke and Sam’s skin, hair, and clothes turned pale green and sparkled. Next there was a tiny pop and they vanished. Actually vanished. Gone! A see-through pale green outline of their bodies went fuzzy for a split second, and then fizzled out.

Kitty stared, glued to the spot, totally numb. It felt unreal, like she’d just watched it happen in a movie. The whole thing had probably taken less than a second. It began to replay itself again and again in her mind as she tried to make sense of it, going back over the details: the green light, the tiny pop, the fading outline. Gone! The green light, the tiny pop, the fading outline. Gone . . . 

Everything around Kitty switched to slow-motion. She was distantly aware of Lizzie screaming next to her. The screams made Toby turn to look at Lizzie. Busy deciding which was the biggest bit of cake, he hadn’t seen what’d just happened. 

“What’s the matter? What’s the matter?” Toby yelled over Lizzie’s screams. 

Coming out of her initial shock, Kitty stood up. “Sam and . . .” she said then paused, “and Luke – just – vanished,” she said, each word coming out on a new breath, her heart banging away in her chest.

“What?” Toby shouted, turning sharply to look towards the computer. He stared in disbelief at the empty chair where Luke had been sitting. 

Lizzie’s screaming turned to loud sobs.

Still staring intently at the computer table, Kitty said slowly, “I’m telling you, Toby, they were there one second and gone the next.”

“It’s t-true, Toby,” Lizzie wailed.

Kitty took a deep breath and edged forwards to the place where Sam and Luke had just been. She put her hands out, feeling the air in the hope they were still there somehow and she couldn’t see them. But there was nothing there. Her eyes went up to the ceiling. Nothing. She looked at the floor. Nothing. Looked round the room. Nothing, nothing, nothing. A frantic feeling started in her chest and spread through her body. She breathed faster and began to shudder.

Toby ran into the hall and up the stairs shouting, “Sam! Sam? You up there?” 

He doesn’t believe me then, Kitty thought.

Charging downstairs again, Toby rushed towards the kitchen yelling, “Sam! Where are you?” 

Then it hit Kitty. She began shaking wildly and feeling really sick. Her heart was pounding so hard it hurt her ears – her head felt like it’d explode any second. 

Toby came hurtling back into the lounge, wide-eyed with panic now. “WHERE ARE THEY?” he shouted in desperation. “They can’t have just disappeared. What happened? What’s going on?”

Lizzie was still on the sofa. “Luke, Luke,” she kept muttering. 

Kitty sat down beside her and put her arm round her shoulders. They both looked utterly distraught. 

Toby joined them, perching on the armrest by Kitty. He’d never been so upset before.

Woof dropped his head and whined. 

After a minute or two, Kitty started to get her thoughts together. “I need to phone Mum,” she said. 

She let go of Lizzie and fumbled to get her mobile phone out. She called her mum’s number. There was no signal. Another wave of panic spread through her. 

“I can’t get through to her,” she said, standing up. “I’ll try Dad on the landline.”

“I’ve just t-tried my mum.  I c-can’t get through to her, either,” stuttered Lizzie. She sank back into the sofa and held her head in her hands. 

Toby frantically jabbed at his phone. “Can’t get a signal,” he said in a hoarse voice.

Kitty rushed out into the hall. Picking up the phone, she tried her dad’s office number. His secretary answered. 

“Can I speak to my dad quickly, please? It’s Kitty,” she said, trying to sound calm.

“Yes, of course,” said Mrs Green. “Hang on a minute.” 

She put Kitty on hold and music played. A few moments later she came back on. 

“Hallo, Kitty, he’s not here. That’s odd. Maybe he went for a coffee or nipped to the loo. Don’t worry, he can’t have disappeared. I’ll get him to call you immediately he gets back. Are you alrigh—?”

The phone went dead. Not on hold this time: no music, no sound; nothing but silence. Kitty tried again but she couldn’t get a dialling tone. She put the phone down slowly, as yet another wave of panic rushed through her. 

She went back into the lounge and blurted out, “There’s something wrong with the phone. It’s gone dead.”

A noise came from the PC. The three of them turned to look at it. 

“It’s shut down,” Toby said. 

“So’s the TV,” Kitty added. 

“I’ve tried my phone over and over and now it’s completely dead,” sobbed Lizzie. “We need to call the p-po . . . the police.”

“We can’t do that, Lizzie,” Toby told her. “What’ll we tell them? Our sister and brother just vanished into thin air?” Toby shook his head. “They’ll laugh at us.”

“We must call the police, Toby. Something’s really wrong,” Lizzie insisted, almost shouting the words at him.

Kitty knew Lizzie was right. She got her mobile out to dial 999. Dead. 

“I can’t even make an emergency call,” Kitty said.

“Our mums will be back soon,” Lizzie pointed out. 

Then Kitty noticed something. “Be quiet!” she snapped, louder than she meant to. 

Lizzie and Toby stopped and stared at her. After a moment, they gasped as they noticed it, too. There was no sound: no clocks ticking, no cars outside, no kids playing. Nothing. Total silence. 

“What on earth’s going on?” Kitty whispered, then crept over to the window, Toby close behind her, and lifted the curtain carefully. “No way!” she gasped. 

Something totally weird was going on. Everything had stopped. There was a woman pushing a pram but going nowhere; a ball stopped in mid-air; birds stuck in the sky.

“What’s happening?” Lizzie asked from the sofa. 

Toby gulped. “Nothing,” he answered, staring outside with eyes wide.

“What’d you mean?” Lizzie asked.

Kitty was absolutely stunned. She turned to face Lizzie and managed to say, “They . . . everything . . . everything’s just stop—”
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​2 Their House but Not Their House

[image: ]




Day 0. Home from home 

They were all together, standing and sitting as before. 

Kitty glanced carefully from side to side without moving her head. No, they weren’t in their lounge anymore, that was for sure. The colours were so different from their own lounge: their walls were beige, not white; their carpet was coffee brown, not pale blue; and their curtains were cream, not dark blue. And they were wearing different clothes.

Kitty’s whole body went icy cold and every bit of her skin prickled. She gulped. “What . . . what just happened?”

Toby and Lizzie seemed unable to move or speak, frozen like statues with open mouths, only their eyes moving. Like Kitty, they were trying to work out what did just happen and where they were. It didn’t seem possible. They were in casual jackets, T-shirts, jeans, and trainers. Their school uniforms had gone. 

Kitty’s heart started thumping even harder against her ribs and she swallowed hard. This was becoming really scary: first Sam and Luke disappearing and now this. What on earth was going on? 

Lizzie stood up, shaking like mad. 

“I’m so frightened, Kitty,” she whispered. “And where’s Woof?” 

Kitty put her arms round her and held her tight. She was frightened too, but she tried not to let Lizzie see that. She quickly looked round for Woof. “I don’t know where he is, Lizzie. Still at home, probably.” I hope, she added silently.

Toby was feeling his pockets. “My phone’s gone,” he frowned. 

“So’s mine,” said Lizzie, then sat down again.

“And mine,” Kitty added. “Bummer!” 

Kitty’s shock started to wear off. She began to feel angry. Really angry. Why is this happening to us? Who’s done this to us? She promised herself she’d find out. And when she did . . .

Kitty looked at Lizzie, who was doing her best, but she wasn’t going to be any help until she got a grip.

But Kitty was starting to think straight now. “Sam and Luke could be here, wherever here is,” she said, looking at Toby. 

Toby frowned. “Yeah, maybe,” he agreed. “We’d better have a look round,” he added.

Kitty nodded and started moving round the room. Toby joined in. 

Glancing through the window, Kitty decided the outside looked much like it did outside her own house. Kids were playing, adults walking and talking, birds flying, and a car drove past. She guessed that meant time hadn’t stopped here anyway. 

The room had chairs and sofas in it, so it was still a lounge – just not her lounge. Books and things that looked like DVDs and CDs lined the shelves. A keyboard and some sort of console sat on a table beneath a huge screen on the wall opposite the window. She moved across to it. 

Toby picked up a paper from the arm of a chair. “Hey, has anyone ever heard of a paper called The Daily Telepost?” he asked.

Then Toby looked at some bookshelves behind the sofa Lizzie was sitting on. “I don’t believe it,” he gasped. “There’s a book here called Hermione Ranger and the Order of the Cockatoo by Josephine Kay Growling.” 

Kitty thought that’d be funny under normal circumstances, but it just seemed totally weird; like someone was playing a sick joke on them.

Lizzie did a big shuddery sniff then turned to face the bookshelves. “There’s The Bobbit,” she said. “And Annie of Yellow Gables. Oh, and The Tiger, The Wizard, and the Clothes Cupboard.” 

“And here’s an old DVD called Stellar Conflicts: Episode 18, The Empire strikes back yet again,” said Toby. “How weird is that?” 

Definitely a sick joke, Kitty thought.

Lizzie had calmed down a bit by now. She saw a box on the floor by the sofa, bent down, and picked it up. “The Lego’s in the same kind of tub, but it’s called Pego!” she exclaimed. 

That’s really weird, too, Kitty thought.

“Where on earth are we?” Toby said. “How did we get here? Are we in a parallel universe or something?”

Kitty took a breath and was about to say, ‘Don’t be so stupid, Toby’, but she stopped. He had a point. That could explain it, unless they were all in the same mad dream. Kitty scratched her head and frowned. “You know, you could be right, Toby. I think this is a parallel version of our lounge. Perhaps we are in some sort of parallel universe.”

“It doesn’t look anything like your lounge,” Lizzie pointed out. She was right. Well, it had four walls, a door, and a window, but most lounges do.

“No,” Toby agreed. “This one’s like a room from a science fiction film set years in the future.” He was right, too. All the furniture looked like something you could buy in really trendy stores. 

“And it doesn’t smell like your lounge,” Lizzie added. 

“That’s true,” Kitty commented. Her mum liked potpourri – a lot. Their lounge usually smelt of some plant or other: lemon balm was smell of the month. But this lounge didn’t really have any sort of smell to it. It was just sort of . . . well, clean.

“Okay,” said Lizzie, sounding more like the confident Lizzie that Kitty and Toby knew so well. She took a deep breath. “If this is a parallel lounge, then these must be parallel clothes. Maybe the stuff we’re wearing is what people wear here, wherever here is.”

Kitty got what Lizzie meant. But she thought their clothes would fit in at home as well. The only slightly odd thing about them was the colours. Kitty was in a dark red jacket, yellow top, orange jeans, and yellow and red trainers. Lizzie’s colours were blue jacket, pink top, pale blue jeans, and pink and blue trainers. Kitty looked at Toby and decided the only word to cover his colours was ‘yuck’: pale blue jacket, white jeans, lilac T-shirt, and pale blue and pink trainers. 

Kitty was now standing by the keyboard linked to a huge screen on the wall. “I think this is switched on,” she pointed out. “Let’s try it. It might give us some sort of clue about where we are.” 

Lizzie breathed in sharply, frowning. She was unsure. She’d always been far more cautious than Kitty. “Kitty, is that a good idea?” she asked.

“Well, I don’t know, but perhaps it’s got some sort of Internet connection. If I just touch this key—” 

Lizzie gave a little gasp and bit her lower lip.

“Good afternoon. Please present your Currency Card for scanning.” The friendly female voice seemed to come from all round them as the large screen flickered instantly into life and showed a picture of a mountain range in amazing 3D. 

“Whoa!” Kitty blinked, backing away and thinking how amazingly fast the computer had booted up and wondering how she could see it in 3D without 3D glasses. “At least it speaks English,” she muttered, but then remember the books they’d just seen were in English, so that must be the parallel language here. She turned to Lizzie, who’d joined her, and whispered, “What’s a Currency Card?”

Lizzie shrugged then tapped her jacket pockets. Kitty started to go through hers, too. “There’s something here,” Lizzie said, just as Kitty found a card wallet. 

Kitty opened it. “This must be it. It says Aquaterra International Currency Card and . . . What the—?” she gasped. “It’s got my name on it!” Another wave of chilly panic ran from Kitty’s head to her toes. She took several big breaths to calm down.

“So’s m-mine,” Lizzie stammered, shaky with fear again. 

“And mine,” Toby added quietly, as he stared at his card.

Lizzie looked at Kitty in alarm. “How come our names are on these? What is going on?”

“Does that mean we have bank accounts?” Toby wondered, his half-smile suggesting he quite liked the idea.

Lizzie had a good question: “What’s Aquaterra?”

“No idea,” Toby replied.

“No, but I guess this computer might know,” Kitty said, nervously presenting her Currency Card for scanning in front of a small box that said ‘Scanner’.

“Welcome, Kitty Strange. How may I be of service this afternoon?”

Fright swept through them all for a few seconds. The computer obviously read Kitty’s details from the card, but it was still a shock to hear it say her name. They stood still, eyes fixed on the screen, trying to pull themselves together.

“Ask it something,” Toby whispered to Kitty.

“Um, right,” Kitty said, trying to control her emotions. “Er, what’s Aquaterra?”

“The third planet in the Sun Star System.”

“Okay,” Kitty said, trying to make sense of what she’d just been told. She guessed that was the same thing as the Solar System, but . . . 

“Ask it where we are,” said Lizzie, dabbing her nose with a now soggy tissue.

Before Kitty could ask, the computer said, “Ocaham.”

“Unbelievable!” Toby cut in. “Ocaham must be a parallel Oakham.”

“Do you know where my brother Luke is?” Lizzie asked the computer in a very disapproving way, as if she blamed the computer for what’d happened.

“LIZZIE!” Kitty gasped, scared the computer might not like being talked to like that.

“No,” replied the computer in its usual voice – it didn’t seem to be offended.

“Worth a try,” Lizzie shrugged. She was less frightened now.

Kitty nodded. Lizzie was right, it was worth a try. And it occurred to her that if they asked the right questions they might get some answers. “Computer, who lives in this house?”

“The Starling family.”

“Well, that’s a surprise,” Kitty exclaimed. “The parallel thing doesn’t run to surnames then,” she frowned, biting her lip and wondering how they were ever going to find out what was going on. 

“No, but they might be our parallels,” Toby suggested. 

“I suppose so,” Kitty agreed. But then she had an awful thought and said very softly, “Hey, I hope they’re not here!”

“I think they’d have come in to see what all the noise was about if they were,” Lizzie pointed out. That was true enough. They hadn’t exactly been keeping quiet.

“I’ll have a quick look round,” Toby offered, opening the lounge door carefully. 

“Hang on, I’ll come with you,” Kitty said.

The layout of the house was pretty much the same as theirs, so it didn’t take long for them to check all the rooms. Kitty’s bedroom, or the parallel version of it anyway, was bigger than hers. She found it really creepy standing in a room that was hers but not hers. It gave her goose-bumps. But it definitely wasn’t hers: everything was pink, red, and white (yuck!), and the walls were covered in posters of what were obviously pop stars. There were lots of cookery books, so at least they had that in common.

When they got back to the lounge, Lizzie was peering cautiously through the window, making sure their parallel versions weren’t coming up the road.  

“Nope, no one else here, Lizzie,” Kitty told her.

“Perhaps they’ve gone the other way. You know, to our house,” Toby suggested.

Kitty thought about that. “Yeah, maybe. Who knows?”

“I don’t see how we can find out,” Lizzie said, coming back from the window. “Not without going back ourselves, and how do we do that?”

“Good point,” Toby agreed with a gloomy face. Kitty and Lizzie knew how he felt. This was rapidly becoming more frustrating than frightening.

“What do we do now then?” Kitty asked. “Do you think Sam and Luke are here somewhere?”

“Seems pretty likely to me,” said Lizzie. “Hang on, I’ve got an idea.” She moved back to the computer control. “Um, excuse me, Computer, have you heard of a planet called Earth?”

“The only mention of that name I can find is in a lecture recently delivered by a Dr Ravenel Raven on the subject of the Multiverse, and media follow-ups related to it.”

Kitty turned to Toby. “What’s the Multiverse?” she whispered to him. He’d know. He was a science geek.

“It’s just an idea that there might be loads of universes existing within one another; sort of parallel universes, or something like that,” Toby whispered back to her.

“Parallel universes?” Lizzie’s eyes lit up. She cottoned on to things quickly. “That can’t be a coincidence, surely.”

“Can you show us the lecture?” Kitty asked the computer, thinking they might have a sort of parallel YouTube. This seemed like a good lead . . . well, the only lead so far.

“No, I’m afraid I’m unable to do that. It’s restricted access.”

“Oh, right,” Kitty said, feeling even more frustrated. “Thanks anyway,” she added.

“May I assist with anything else?” the computer asked.

“Oh, er . . . perhaps in a minute. Thank you, that was very helpful,” Kitty replied.

“My pleasure,” the computer said.

“I think we need to talk to this Dr Raven guy,” said Toby. “I mean, if he knows about Earth . . .”

“Well, yes, but how do we find him?” wondered Lizzie.

“Simple,” Kitty said. “Computer, please display basic information on Dr Ravenel Raven.” Almost before she’d said it, the information appeared on the large screen.

“That’s got to be an amazing solid-state drive of some sort,” Toby said. “It’s superfast.” It was impressive, none of them could argue with that.

They started reading. A few moments later, Lizzie said, “That’s interesting, and I think it helps. He’s obviously a scientist specializing in virtual worlds. He’s built a colossal industrial empire with its headquarters on the parallel Isle of Wight, spelt W–H–I–T–E here, as in the colour.”

“Yeah, and he’s also big in the food industry by the look of it,” said Toby, reading another section. Kitty wasn’t surprised that Toby noticed the bit that mentioned food.

“This is worrying: it says he’s got a private army that acts as his security force,” added Lizzie.

“Hmm, I think it might be difficult to get to see him then,” Kitty frowned. He was obviously an important person in this parallel universe and she didn’t think meeting an important person would be easy.

“Perhaps,” said Toby, “but look, he owns and runs a private academy for gifted students. The academy’s got three campuses. Perhaps we should go to the nearest one and ask how we can get to see him. If we say we’re from Earth, he’s bound to see us.”

“Where’s the nearest campus?” Lizzie asked.

Toby studied the computer screen. “Let’s see,” he said. “There’s Raven Academy Blecheley Campus, Bowmere Campus, and Northport Campus. Just get those up on a map. Er, there we are. Blecheley’s the nearest, about 100 kilometres away. Let’s try there.”

“Mmmm,” Kitty said, not convinced that was such a great idea. “We don’t really know what’s going on yet. I mean, we’re not sure this is a parallel Earth. For all we know, we could be walking into some sort of trap.”

“You’re right, Kitty,” Lizzie nodded. “And we don’t know what this Dr Raven guy will do if we tell him we were from another world. We’d be aliens, after all.”

“Yes, we might be put into quarantine,” Kitty suggested.

“Hey, you don’t think Sam and Luke have gone to find him, do you?” Toby asked.

Kitty thought about that for a moment, running her hand through her hair. “It’s possible, I suppose, assuming they came here like we did.” Then she gasped as something else occurred to her. “Or maybe they went to the parallel shops! You know, in the parallel Oakham, to see if our mums are there. Maybe they’ll come back here any minute.” It didn’t sound very likely, but it was possible. The trouble was just about anything was possible at the moment. It was all a big mess.

“I’ll keep watching just in case,” Lizzie said, moving over to the window and peeping carefully round the curtains.

Toby had been thinking about what Kitty had just said. “Computer, has anyone else asked you about Earth in the last half hour?” he checked.

“No, Kitty Strange is the only person ever to have mentioned Earth to me.”

“So no one apart from the Starlings has been in this lounge today?” Kitty asked.

“That is correct, excepting of course the Starlings’ dog.”

“So you monitor what’s going on in here?” Toby said to the computer.

“Indeed. Part of my role is to act as a security system.”

“Cool,” Toby frowned. “So have we set off an alarm?”

Lizzie gasped and Kitty turned sharply to Toby. That was a worrying thought.

“No. You were expected.”

That totally floored all three of them. How could they possibly be expected? Unless . . . “Did Dr Raven tell you we were coming?” Kitty asked.

“No.”

“Then who did?” Lizzie wondered.

“I don’t know. It was an anonymous message with all the correct security checks in place.”

Things seemed to be getting weirder and weirder. 

“Hmmm,” Kitty sighed. “Dr Raven’s the only lead we’ve got, so I guess we’d better run with it.”

The other two nodded. 

“Right,” Kitty said, and took a big breath. “Computer, please display a contact number for Dr Ravenel Raven.”

“Dr Raven is not contactable directly by phone.”

“Okay.” That seemed slightly odd to Kitty, but perhaps it was because he was such an important person. She didn’t think she could phone the Prime Minister or the Queen back home. She tried something else: “Computer, please can you give me the contact number for Raven Academy: Blecheley Campus?”

“That information is not available to the general public.”

“Oh, bats!” Kitty said huffily. This was hopeless. Why all the secrecy?

“Like I said, we’ll just have to go there and ask to see him,” Toby shrugged.

“Well, we don’t seem to have a lot of choice,” Kitty agreed, but she wasn’t happy about it.

“Okay, but once we get to the campus, we’d better see what we can find out before we ask to see him,” Lizzie warned them.

“Sounds like a good plan to me,” Kitty agreed. “And we’d better hurry up. The Starling family might come back any minute.”

“How are we going to get there then?” asked Toby.

“Well, maybe there are parallel buses, trains, taxis?” Kitty suggested. 

“Yeah, probably,” said Toby. “Perhaps a taxi would be simplest. You know, so we can go straight from here to there with no changes, especially as we know nothing about this place.”

“Good idea,” Lizzie agreed. “But how do we call a taxi?”

“Easy,” Kitty said, turning back to the computer. “Computer, we’d like a taxi to take us to Blecheley Campus, please, as soon as possible.” 

Before she could go on to ask how they called one, the computer said, “Your taxi will be with you in a few minutes. The cost will be deducted from your account on arrival. Please specify the percentage you’d like to add as a tip for the driver.”

“Um, ten per cent?” Kitty said. It was a complete guess. She’d never paid for a taxi before.

“Most generous of you. I wish you a pleasant trip. Have a nice day!”

“Well, that was simples,” said an impressed Toby. “But where will we stay when we get there?”

“Oh, we’ll sort something out,” Kitty said, thinking to herself, That’s a very good question: Where can we stay?

Lizzie was reading the computer screen. “Have you noticed the date and time on here?” she asked, with a seriously puzzled frown. 

When the others read the date in the corner of the computer screen, they were seriously puzzled too. It said ‘Sunday 31 August’. 

“Um, we’ve gone back a few weeks in time,” Toby said. “But that’s . . .”

“Impossible!” Kitty finished. “Then again, so’s being here at all. And maybe the dates are different here.” There was obviously a lot they needed to find out before they stood any chance of finding Sam and Luke, if they were there, and that was still a very big if.

“I don’t believe it!” Lizzie gasped, turning from the window and starting to cry with relief, “Our mums are walking up the street.”

Toby rushed to the window first. Kitty was stuck behind him and Lizzie, so she couldn’t see much.

Then Lizzie gasped. “Get away from the window!” she snapped.

They all backed smartly into the room. Lizzie and Toby had turned a shade of pale and their eyes were wide. 

“What’s the matter?” Kitty asked.

“They’re not our real mums! They must be our parallel mums,” Lizzie said in panic.

“Our parallels are with them,” Toby said, “and they’ve just turned into the drive.”
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​3 Double Trouble and a Fast Drive
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Day 0. Meeting themselves

“Out the back way. Quick!” Kitty yelled. “We can climb over the fence.”

They heard the key going into the front door. Three hearts jumped a beat. It was too late. 

“What shall we do?” Lizzie said in a panicky voice, grabbing Kitty’s arm.

They looked around desperately for somewhere to hide, but there wasn’t anywhere.

“Stand still,” Kitty said quietly. “We’ll just have to try and talk our way out of it.” She’d got no idea how, but they were trapped in the room, so . . . 

“Do they look exactly like us, Toby?” Kitty whispered.

“Er, not exactly, but very close, mostly,” Toby said.

“Oh, dear, well this could be tricky then,” Kitty said under her breath, wondering what Toby meant by ‘mostly’.

They stood still by the window. Lizzie was wondering what the parallel police were like and if they had parallel prisons. 

Noises in the hall made their hearts miss another beat and they all held their breath. “Just popping upstairs, Libby. You go on through with Lucas,” said a voice. Kitty was pretty sure it was her parallel’s voice. 

The door opened. 

This is it, Kitty thought, feeling scared and stupid at the same time. 

In walked Lizzie’s parallel (called ‘Libby’ apparently), followed by parallel Sam, Luke, and Toby. Even though Kitty, Lizzie, and Toby were terrified of what was going to happen when their parallels saw them, they were gobsmacked at seeing people almost identical to themselves.

Sam’s parallel was very like Sam, but had fair hair instead of Sam’s mousy-brown hair; in both cases, shoulder-length and messy though. Kitty kept staring at her. Sam! Sam, where are you? Her face scrunched up and she struggled to hold back the tears. It was awful. The others were close to breaking-point as well.  
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