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For Mum and Dad,


who taught me to never give up
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PROLOGUE A LONG TIME IN THE FUTURE



It’s a long time in the future, the year 2525 to be exact. And things are bad.


You’re probably wondering what I’m doing here. My name is Eliza Lemon and I’m stuck in a giant birdcage being attacked by space monkeys who are trying to destroy all the life on Earth.


My baby brother, Johnnie, has it worse. He’s trying to save the planet using a fake pineapple that contains the galaxy’s smallest black hole. Trust me, it requires some very difficult maths to pull that off.


Johnnie faces a triple threat:
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You’re probably worried about us. You’re probably a bit tearful, thinking, What a waste of money! This book will be really short if they get sucked into a black hole right at the start.


But don’t cry, not yet. Save your tears for when you really need them. I learned this the hard way earlier today. Just before lunch.










HOW NOT TO CRY (THE HARD WAY)



I used to cry all the time.


Then I just stopped. I ran out of tears. I’m not completely sure why.


I lost my parents, but that wasn’t it. The thing that made me cry so much that I ran out of tears was finding them again.


Hold on, that sounds weird. I need to explain this properly, otherwise you’ll think I’m weird.


OK, I am weird, but I want you to think I’m weird for the right reasons, not the wrong ones, so let me back up a bit and explain exactly what happened.


I was born in the year 2042, just after the northern ice cap melted, and for ten years my life was pretty normal. All right, my teacher used to bully me – that’s not completely normal.
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Mrs Crosse writes ‘Loser’ on my forehead at Register.


She deliberately spells it wrong too. IT’S SO HUMILIATING.
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And then she washes it off at the end of the day so my parents won’t believe me. I HOPE YOU AGREE this is not normal behaviour for a teacher.


And my PE teacher, Mr Murray, spent five years trying to kill me. Yes, actually kill me actually dead. Which no one ever believes, so I guess that’s not normal either.
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Mr Murray glues Lego to the school trampoline. Who does that? Why would you do that???


You’d be put off exercise too.


But worse than them. Worse than anyone in the history of the world. Worse, even, than that guy who invented SATS, was Sadie.


SADIE SNICKPICK.


The meanest person ever to live on Planet Earth. I could handle a hundred Mrs Crosses and a thousand Mr Murrays if I could only get away from Sadie-the-Sadist-Snickpick. Even grown-ups were scared of her. And Sadie, for some reason I’ve never totally understood, declared me ENEMY NUMBER ONE on our first day of school. She’s spent the last five years making sure my life is a living hell.


Sadie Snickpick is the world’s biggest bully. She even has her own ‘how to’ YouTube channel. We’re not just talking about the odd wedgie. We’re talking:
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If you don’t know what any of these mean, then lucky you. You’ve never met Sadie Snickpick.


So when I say ‘The first ten years of my life were normal’, I don’t mean normal-normal. I mean normal compared to what happened next.


What happened next was freaky. (You really should read the books.1


There’s a lot of good stuff in there about how to survive all sorts of things, and they’re so laugh-out-loud funny some teachers actually fart out loud when they’re reading them to their class, which is kind of memorable). In case you can’t be bothered with all the laughing and farting, I can just draw a picture to sum up the story so far: Basically, about three months ago, right in the middle of summer term, a super-billionaire called Noah tried to set up life on Mars and he took two of every animal into his space ark, including my mum and dad. Me, Johnnie (my little brother) and Myrt (our dog) stopped him, obvs, but then Mum and Dad, being total idiot grown-ups, started fiddling around with Noah’s time machine and got sucked back 7,000 years to ancient Egypt.
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That was bad, but then it got worse. Johnnie fixed up another time machine (did I mention he’s only five years old but he’s a total genius?2) and we went back to ancient Egypt to rescue Mum and Dad – but ended up having to save the world from Noah a second time. To make it even worse, Sadie came with us by mistake (which was really awkward), but it turns out having a total savage bully on your side can be really useful. And, to be honest, I don’t think we could have done without her.


But, worst of all, in the process of saving the world, my dad got trapped in a freezer and my mum got stuck in a cave in the middle of the Sahara Desert.


So now I’ve got a dad who is literally cold and unfeeling. And a mum who’s literally stuck in the past.


[image: Image]


Well, she was the last time I saw her. Which was 5000 BCE. I’m not sure what she is now. I’d do anything to get my mum and dad back, and every time I thought about it I wanted to hug Myrt and have a cry.


But that was this morning, when I still had some tears left in me.


Since then everything just got a bucketload worse.3


Before I go on, I need to explain one more thing. We saved the world by using the time machine. We used it to teleport tons of gunpowder so Noah couldn’t blow up the planet. It also teleported us – me, Johnnie, Myrt and Sadie – to safety. Except something went wrong.


I can remember the time machine doing its thing – it kind of rubs everything out like a giant eraser – but before it got to me and Myrt… Well, I can remember the heat from the gunpowder as it blasted us backwards, and then everything went black. When I woke up, we were here:
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Imagine being trapped in a cube of white jelly that just squidges if you kick it. It’s also really bright, like a light box, but if you say, ‘Lights off’ the light goes off and it’s really dark.


When I first woke up I was just glad to be alive. After all, I had been in a huge man-made volcano that was a nanosecond away from turning me into a ball of plasma, so basically anything was an upgrade.4 But after a breakfast of lentils I was starting to feel less happy, so I did what I always do when I’m worried – I dug a new notebook out of my rucksack and started this journal.


Besides, just before lunch (more lentils!), the cube went see-through and I could suddenly see the world around me, and it looked amazing. My jelly cube was in a beautiful park with neatly mown grass. It was like the entire world had become one giant perfect lawn. And there were loads of other cubes – like little houses, each with one person inside playing computer games. There were trees too, all covered in bright pink blossom, and, beyond them, a giant white statue – so tall its head was lost in the clouds.


High above everything was a shiny steel doughnut – yes, a doughnut – hovering in the sky like a giant doughnut advert with a stream of red light beaming down to Earth like a long thread of jam.


Taking all this in, it didn’t take much brainpower to realize two important things:


IMPORTANT THING 1. Something must have gone truly badly wrong with our time machine because I’d been catapulted into the Far, Far Future.


IMPORTANT THING 2. The Far, Far Future was pretty strange.
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And then something super-freaky-weird happened.


Alongside my lunch, on the tray, was a letter, and the letter was from Johnnie. I’ll just stick it in so you can read it for yourself. It’s basically the saddest thing you’ll ever read.









Wibbly Cottage,


Lower Biscuit


4th Sept 2053


Hi Eliza,


I hope you’re OK. So, good news about saving the world. I’m back home and it’s just like we left it. Which is a bit of a mess, to be honest.


It’s weird being on my own. Dad’s here, obviously, but I haven’t managed to defrost him yet. It all looks a LOT more complicated than we thought. I’m sure he’ll be all right, but I just want to make absolutely sure I’m doing it right and there’s not much on the internet about how to defrost your frozen dad.


It’s my first day at school tomorrow and I don’t want to go. But if I don’t go then they’ll send someone round to the house and figure out that


Dad’s frozen and everything. I’m trying to get the sofa fixed so I can go and rescue Mum like you said, but it’s pretty bashed up. I don’t know if I can do it without you. I don’t know if I can do anything without you, ’Liza. Why can’t you just come back?


You said Sadie would look after me, but she just went off on her bike as soon as we got here. And now I don’t know what to do. I’m scared. Why can’t you just come home? I know you survived the volcano – I saw you and Myrt being scanned. How did you do that, BTW? You must have hit the volume button A LOT because it scanned a ton of gunpowder as well. Most of it’s still on the lawn, but I don’t know where you and Myrt went, or when you went, or why you didn’t just come back here.


Anyhow, I’ve figured out how to copy this letter using what’s left of the time machine and I’m going to copy it a zillion times and send it to every year all the way out to the Year 3000. If you get it, please write back; there’s loads of things I’m not sure about. Like where you get school uniform from and where you go after you get to the school gates and how do you order lunch?


Lots of love, Eliza, and see you soon,


Johnnie


x x x x x


x


x


x x x







So that’s how I know Johnnie got back home to the year 2053. I tasted sick in my throat at the thought of his first day of school – the thought of him having to face Mrs Crosse and all the rest of them alone. No Mum, Dad still frozen, me and Myrt stuck here – wherever (and whenever) here is. I wanted to cry, but for some reason I couldn’t. Not a single tear. And that’s when I realized – tears are no use if there’s no one to see them. No one to dry them or kiss them away. When nobody cares about you, tears are just silly.


But Johnnie’s letter wasn’t even the super-freaky-weird thing.


The super-freaky-weird-thing was the person who brought the letter. He looked exactly like Mr Murray, my PE teacher.


You know, the one who’s been trying to kill me for the last five years.




	
1 How to Survive Without Grown-Ups and How to Survive Time Travel.



	
2 Johnnie is a total genius, which is really annoying. My mum ate loads of sardine sandwiches when she was pregnant and so Johnnie got this massive brain. He makes Wikipedia look thick. So you can imagine how I feel.


	
3 We’re talking a bucketload of cat vomit here, people.


	
4 Yep, it’s all in How to Survive Time Travel. In case you’re still not convinced, it’s got some really good learning points, like, ‘How to Jump out of a Tree’, ‘How to Become a God’ and ‘How to Wipe the Smile off your Brother’s Face’. There is even a bit about fighting someone with a Brussels sprout. This is stuff you can’t learn in school.










HOW TO GET OUT OF PE


Now, you probably think all PE teachers are a bit deadly. They make you run and they get annoyed when you don’t look like you’re enjoying tag rugby in January. You probably think the worst PE teachers are the ones who ‘join in’ so they can win.5


Yes, they’re pretty bad, but, no, they’re not the worst. The worst PE teachers are actually out to kill you. Like this:


MR MURRAY LOOKALIKE ATTACK
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Then he left. With a smile. And not a word.


And Myrt and me? Well, we spent the afternoon trapped in our jelly cube.


It felt like we’d been there for ever, and I should have hated it. I should have been pacing and nail-biting, worrying about Johnnie and the Mr Murray lookalike. Or was he the actual Mr Murray? If so, then what was he doing here in the future?? Or was he a twin?? And – most of all – I should have been planning how to rescue my mum and dad.


I sat back with Myrt on my lap and wrote in my journal. I thought it might help me make sense of everything, and I was determined to come up with a plan. But instead I got distracted by that strange view of the far future, and as the sun slowly sank towards the horizon, we mainly just sat there, gawping in wonder.


The huge statue was the really curious thing. The somebody was holding up a pineapple, which was just weird, and in their other hand was a nunchuck – or maybe a skipping rope – which was even weirder. And it was all so tall that the head was stuck in the clouds. I spent ages waiting for the clouds to part so I could check out the face. But they never did.
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The other thing was the doughnut. The giant silver doughnut hovering high in the sky, practically in space. Sunshine sparkled off it like an artificial moon, and a beam of red light fell to Earth like a massive gloop of jam. If it was a giant doughnut advert, then it was a good one, because all afternoon I couldn’t stop thinking about jammy doughnuts.


After looking at all that for what felt like hours, ‘Mr Murray’ was suddenly back, stepping into my cube with a plate of green spaghetti and a smile beneath his bristly moustache.


I was immediately on edge.


I watched him carefully as he bent down to collect my lunch plate. And then the man who has spent the last five years trying kill me… tried to kill me again.


The empty plate came flying at me like a killer Frisbee.
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It was metal and I ducked, but it bit into the wall above my head and got lodged in the hard jelly.


Then a fork came flying out of his other hand, and at that moment, as the prongs came at my left eyeball, I made two decisions.




DECISION 1: I HAD TO GET OUT OF HERE QUICK.


AND


DECISION 2: I’D HAD ENOUGH OF MR MURRAY. AND HIS LOOKALIKE.





I’d had enough of having stuff thrown at me. Balls, cones and beanbags. He even threw another kid at me once. Anything you can throw, he’d thrown at me. I tell you, it’s not normal, even for a PE teacher.


Big-moustachioed-muscleman he might be, but it was time to fight back.


The fork flew through the air, but for once I didn’t duck. I didn’t dodge.


I just caught it.
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‘You’re a grown man – stop it. STOP IT!’ I shouted.


A string of spaghetti came next; it hit me in the face and something just snapped. I pulled my arm back and did something I never thought I’d do in a million years.


I threw the fork straight back at him.


Right at his chest.


Well, I aimed at his chest, but I’ve never been much of thrower.6


I’d only meant to distract him and then run for it, but as the fork flew it began to veer higher and in total horror I saw it hit him – right in his face.


Right in the moustache.
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It stuck there, quivering. And he looked a bit cross-eyed and angry. He was twice my size, easy. He just tugged at the fork like he couldn’t even feel it.


‘I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean t—’ That’s all I managed to say before he yanked it free.


In that moment everything I thought I knew about the world was turned upside down and inside out.


I don’t wanna think about it, let alone write about it. And I don’t even know if I’ve got the words to describe what happened.


Probably best I just draw it. Cos Mr Murray’s magnificent moustache? Well, it just came clean off – along with the fork.


And so did the rest of his face.
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Suddenly it made sense – how Mr Murray could be both here in the far future and in the past. Mr Murray wasn’t a human. He was some kind of robot.


I screamed and Myrt barked.


And then the bot came at me, lunging mechanically with his moustachioed fork.


This Mr Murray, it seemed, had been programmed to kill.




	
5 Why do all PE teachers have to show off about how good they are at sport? Come on, PE teachers, you’re big strong adults; we’re small and weak because we look at screens all day so our muscles haven’t developed. You grew up when computer games were rubbish and so running about seemed fun. Give your sports trophies a polish and get over yourselves.


	
6 What do you expect? My PE lessons have been totally inadequate. I can throw a netball long distance – but that’s about it. And that’s only because Mr Murray always makes me play on a team of one.













HOW TO FIGHT A KILLER ROBOT


Myrt saved me. She ran at the MurrayBot’s leg and bit down. And she just wouldn’t let go – Myrt never lets go. He dragged her along, but she slowed him down. Crucially this gave me time to pull the plate from the wall behind me.


I chucked it at his circuit-board face and sparks flew. Then the bot stopped and slumped like a puppet with cut strings.


I looked at Myrt, still biting down on his leg. I couldn’t believe it. After all these years of being attacked, I’d finally defeated my PE teacher.


And then robot’s eyes whirred back open with a click, and its head lifted up.
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Mantis attack?


As in kung fu??


This just didn’t make sense.


Until suddenly it did.


Suddenly I knew exactly what I was facing.


Suddenly the last five years of PE misery made total sense. Mr Murray wasn’t a PE teacher. He wasn’t even a robot PE teacher. Mr Murray was a combat-training bot, like the ones they use in the army.


And this was gonna get ugly.


Kung fugly.


His hands stiffened, turning into weapons, and they moved in beautiful fluid arcs. Myrt looked up at him, then bit down harder. The MurrayBot tried to kick her off, but Myrt locked her jaws. And when Myrt’s jaws are locked, they’re immovable.


The MurrayBot’s kung fu hands were moving so fast they were just a blur.


Behind him the door was still open, an escape. But an escape to what? What kind of future was I escaping to?


For a moment I hesitated – frozen with fear. But then I did the only sensible thing a ten-year-old can do when facing an out-of-control combat-training bot.


I ran.


I ran past him in terror, right on to that giant lawn.


I ran as fast as I could, right into the future.










HOW TO RUN INTO THE FUTURE


I didn’t know it then, but I was in the year 2525, almost 500 years after I’d been born.


And in the year 2525 they have really nice springy lawns.


I leapt on to the grass and felt it bounce under my feet. The sky was darkest blue, the kind of blue you only see in other people’s holiday photos, but I was too busy to think about any of that. I didn’t even think about Myrt stuck in the cube with that mad robot.


I had no idea where I was going – I just ran. Anything to get away from the MurrayBot. And, for some reason, I ran towards the giant statue and the sea.


The statue seemed bigger now; its knees were above the trees, bright white above the pink blossoms. As I ran the wind blew and a rain of blossom filled the air, hiding me in its pink embrace.


Eventually the grass gave way to gravel – but I still didn’t look back, terrified of what I’d see. The gravel was raked into beautiful swirling patterns, like a zen garden, but I didn’t care – I just crunched right over it, messing up the lines. A voice shouted from somewhere, but I ignored it. Nothing was going to stop me. Not with that robot after me.
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