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  There’s an alien staring at me.




  And trust me, that’s not as weird as it sounds.




  I’m sixteen, I have dyed pink hair and I have seen and done things I still can’t really explain. There were nine people in school detention. Eight pupils and a teacher. But typically

  the teacher got up and left a second before a bright light whisked the rest of us away to an empty world. Empty that is, but for extreme copies of ourselves. Creatures I am now calling aliens.

  Super-powered and from a world that is exactly the same as ours – only it isn’t.




  Of the original eight only three of us made it back alive.




  Me. Reva Marsalis.




  GG. A glorious gay who it turns out is braver and more determined than almost anyone I know.




  And the Ape. A lumbering, rude manboy who fought everyone and everything to keep me safe and alive.




  Lucas the boy wonder died first. Hanged himself. Thought he was all alone in the world and threw in the towel. God, that still turns me inside out. Lucas had everything to live for and if

  we’d just got to him a few minutes earlier . . . He was still warm when the Ape and I found him.




  Mean girl Carrie died in London. Cut down by the utterly evil alien version of GG. Sliced to ribbons by steel talons that will haunt my dreams for the rest of my life. All of the aliens possess

  them. That and metal teeth. Their dentists must double as metalworkers.




  For a while I thought Billie, my best ever friend, the Moth, a brainy paraplegic, and Johnson, the only boy I could ever call world class, had also died. Buried under a thousand tons of rubble

  when the alien version of our Ape punched a hotel down around them.




  That’s right.




  He punched it.




  BOOM! That was the sound his punches made. BOOM, BOOM, BOOM!




  To my eternal shame we were convinced they were dead and ran for home, back to our world. Only problem with that is we never actually made it home. Instead we were shifted back to the alien

  world.




  And, if that’s not bad enough, we then learn that Johnson, Billie and the Moth aren’t dead after all. They’re still trapped in the empty world. So that’s two major wrongs

  and they certainly don’t make a right.




  ‘Talk to me, Reva.’ The alien version of my mother is now standing right in front of me, gripping my wrist tight.




  I’m tingling all over. My personal alarm is going off like a thousand sirens.




  Wait.




  Did I mention Other-Johnson? The exact copy of the world-class Johnson who stole my heart?




  ‘Reva?’




  I’ll have get to Other-Johnson later.




  If there is a later.




  ‘What?’ I ask her. I mean it.




  The alien looks identical to my real mum. She is a carbon copy from head to toe. Just like I’m an exact copy of her real daughter.




  ‘Where did all those cuts and bruises come from? Have you been in a fight?’ she asks.




  Have I been in a fight? There’s an understatement to end all understatements.




  ‘A fight? Me?’ I say and try to look perplexed and condemning in the same breath. ‘When did I ever get into fights?’




  My non-mum is scanning me now, taking in all of the little cuts and bruises, her maternal worry animating her face. I can feel the low throb of the beginnings of a black eye from where GG

  punched me in the face – not because he wanted to, but because it was the only way he could get me to leave the others behind. I also have about a hundred other burns, scars and bruises, all

  of which I didn’t have when I left for school this morning.




  It seems that no time has passed in this world. I’ve come home from detention at the exact same time I would have done on any normal day. But I’ve spent at least two or three days

  fighting for my life.




  So time happens differently in different worlds. That’s something to tell the Moth when I see him again. He’ll like that. It’ll excite his big space brain.




  But I won’t get to tell him anything if I don’t get out of here. I seriously need to find the Ape and GG because I left them to go home, or at least to what I thought were their

  homes.




  ‘Anyway – uh, Mum – I was reading Dad’s papers, you know, that thesis thing he wrote,’ I tell her. The same thesis thingy that has turned my world upside down, not

  to mention, inside out. But it’s the only thing that can help.




  ‘You were? When?’ My non-mum frowns.




  ‘The other day.’ I shrug, trying to sound as calm as I possibly can. ‘Found it and started flicking through it.’ I’m trying to sound casual and I think it’s

  working.




  ‘But you can’t have been.’




  I stop dead.




  ‘No?’ My voice catches.




  ‘They’re not here any more. There was a charity collection so I looked out some old clothes,’ she continues, ‘and found the papers at the bottom of the wardrobe. I

  don’t know why, but as soon as I saw them I felt like I wanted them out of the house. So I rolled them up and shoved them into the sleeve of one of your dad’s old leather jackets.

  Seeing them almost made me cry, Reva.’ My non-mum has the same look in her eyes as my real mum when she talks about my dad – which is actually pretty much never these days. The same

  sadness and pain from twelve years of not knowing why her husband left without a word and never came back. ‘You helped me pack the clothes into a bin liner. Remember?’




  This is migraine-inducing. In the empty world Other-Johnson had found the papers in this very flat. Or a copy of them. In what he said was Rev Two’s – my hugely

  inferior double’s – bedroom. But that isn’t this world. Which means I can’t have been reading them.




  Which also means I’ve made Huge Mistake Number Three.




  ‘Duh, what am I like.’ I force a smile and then remember that’s not a good idea. Like I said, in this world people have talons and metal teeth, and God knows what

  would happen if my non-mum saw that I don’t have either. They are a violent and aggressive race and tend to slash first and ask questions later.




  My phone beeps with a message.




  It’s lying on the floor on charge but I can still make out the text. It’s from the Ape. My big hairy hero who is probably the only reason I’m still alive.




  where r u?




  I slip free of my non-mum’s grip, grab my phone and text as rapidly as I can.




  don’t talk to any1! don’t look at any1! wait 4 me!




  ‘Anyway.’ I turn back to her, pretending to be chatty and sweet. ‘What charity shop was it?’ But there’s an unmistakable quiver in my voice. I’m

  surprised she can’t hear my vocal chords twanging.




  ‘Just one of the shops in town. I forget which.’




  I do a quick Google Earth search in my head and come up with at least four charity shops in the town centre alone. My insides are churning now. If I don’t find my dad’s papers

  – no, not my dad’s papers, they’ll actually be my other-dad’s papers . . . God this is worse than sudoku – then it is officially game over.




  I glance at my phone. It’s only charged to three per cent but I yank it and the charger from the wall and pray the small amount of power will hold until I find the Ape and GG. I rush past

  my non-mum and step out into the hallway. As I dart past her, I catch a faint whiff of her understated perfume. It’s the same brand my real mum wears. So weird.




  I head down the hallway with my non-mum padding behind me. The talons on her bare feet click-clack on the fake parquet floor and it makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Why have

  her talons come out?




  ‘Reva,’ she says. ‘I know when something’s wrong.’




  But I can’t stop now. I’m out of here, I’m going, I’m running, I’m . . . I’m not moving. I can’t move a single muscle. I can’t even blink. What

  the hell is this?




  ‘Wait.’ My non-mum’s voice is gentle, caressing. She’s doing this. This must be her power. She’s frozen me to the spot, wrapped me in invisible bonds. The perfect

  power for any parent with an errant teenager.




  All of the aliens we have encountered so far seem to have a special power. To them it is normal, but to us meek humans it is horribly scary. And it doesn’t help when you don’t always

  know what that power might be.




  Her hand lands lightly on my shoulder and I feel her talons slide out and curl round me.




  Her grip tightens. ‘Talk to me, Reva.’




  But even if I wanted to, I can’t tell her anything because I can’t even move my jaw. I am completely immobile.




  My non-mum comes round to face me. Even though my eyeballs are as frozen as the rest of me, in the periphery of my vision I can see her talons. Is this it? Is she going to cut me down?




  She takes me in, scrutinising me. ‘Sorry,’ she whispers.




  I try my best to move but it’s like I’m encased in concrete.




  ‘I shouldn’t do this.’




  I feel the bonds she has trapped me in slip away and I’m mobile again.




  She looks a bit ashamed. ‘I know I’m stupidly overprotective, but you’re all I care about.’




  I was sure she’d realise I wasn’t her Reva, but maybe her eyes only take in what they want to see. I’m – well, the other me – is all she’s got in the world

  and that’s all that really matters to her. But that doesn’t stop me secretly looking around for a weapon. Thanks to the Ape and his remarkable instinct for fighting and violence, we

  discovered that these versions of ourselves have a major weak spot. Go for the throat hard and fast and you’ve got a chance of beating them.




  I can’t believe I’m looking for something sharp to drive into any version of my lovely-loving mum. But I’ve seen what these creatures can do.




  My non-mum blocks the way to the front door. But I have to get out of here. Now.




  So I do the only thing I can.




  I hug her.




  I couldn’t hurt this alien, this woman, in a million years. So I slip my arms round her and give her the most loving, caring hug I can.




  ‘I love you,’ I whisper.




  Which distracts, maybe even surprises, her because when I look into her eyes, there are tears in them.




  She smiles awkwardly. ‘Silly.’




  I hold her gaze. ‘I do,’ I tell her. ‘I really do.’




  There’s something clawing at the back of my mind. If I do get away from this world, then this woman might never see me or her real daughter again. She’ll spend the rest of her life

  wondering where her Reva Marsalis disappeared to. She’s already spent twelve years wondering where her husband went and she’s about to lose a daughter too.




  I look into her warm eyes and I feel my eyes tearing up now.




  ‘Mum?’




  ‘Yes?’




  But no words come. I just stare at her and wish this was so different.
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  I head swiftly down the concrete steps that rise alongside the rows of nineteen-fifties flats, taking them two at a time. As I do I phone the Ape. He takes an age to pick up

  and I’m worried I’ll never get to say what I want before my charge gives out.




  ‘Yowza to the yowza.’ His deep man’s voice booms across the airwaves.




  ‘Did you phone GG?’




  ‘Nah, couldn’t be bothered.’




  ‘Ape?’




  ‘Gotcha!’ He laughs.




  This is no time to make stupid jokes, but the Ape has a mindset that only he will ever understand. Though even that is doubtful.




  ‘I’m right here, Rev.’ The sound of GG’s voice lifts me as he takes the phone from the Ape.




  ‘OK, listen, meet me at—’




  ‘Use your own phone!’ The Ape snatches the phone from GG. ‘I’m on Pay As You Go.’




  ‘And Rev called you, so it doesn’t matter,’ replies GG, snatching the phone back. His voice is panicked, an octave higher than usual. ‘Rev, I went home and no one was in.

  But then I saw my next-door neighbour . . . She came out of her house, yacking on her mobile, and she had teeth that could chew through an aeroplane!’




  ‘We came to the wrong world, GG.’ My voice is flat and lifeless.




  I hear him suck in his breath. ‘I am never doing a bad thing ever again. No more detentions for GG.’




  ‘Meet me at the charity shop next to the perfume shop on the high street. You know it?’




  ‘Why there?’




  ‘I might have a plan, but listen—’ I lower my voice. ‘You have to be so careful. They don’t know we’re not the same as them. But the second they do . .

  .’




  ‘It’s Talon Time,’ GG finishes for me.




  I hang up. There are aliens everywhere and after spending a few days in a completely empty world it feels weird being back amongst people again. Only trouble is there seems to be lots of them.

  This might be a small town, but from what I can tell it must be a summer market this evening and that seems to have brought a flood of visitors.




  I half jog, half walk past a huge second-hand car dealership and cross a busy main road to reach a packed car park that sits directly opposite.




  A car horn sounds, making me jump. I glance up at the driver to gesture an apology for walking into his path, but he winds his window down and yells at me furiously.




  ‘IDIOT!’




  See. I told you they have the shortest fuses in the universe.




  I scoot between two more cars before finding the steps that lead down to the market. A small shallow river curls past the busy stalls and flows around a huge fourteenth-century church that

  dominates the town. Three teenage boys head my way and, recognising one of them from school, I bow my head and pretend to browse a music stall until they pass.




  After they’re gone, I head as quickly as I dare through the market and walk up a small arcade of shops before emerging into the cobbled town square where a tall blue clock stands proudly.

  I scan the area, looking for GG and the Ape.




  Where the hell are they?




  A young mother and her chocolate-devouring four-year-old brush past me and I yelp. Even with the merest of contact, she’s electrocuted me in some way. She turns, looking surprised, as if I

  shouldn’t have reacted like that, or she doesn’t know why that happened. Her coal-black eyes scrutinise me and I quickly turn away.




  I keep walking, feeling her eyes on me as I do. All of the aliens have black eyes, dark pools that are definitely not windows to the soul. Which shows how much my non-mum only saw what she

  wanted to see. Mine are bright blue.




  ‘Hey!’ the electric woman calls out.




  ‘Stop looking at me,’ I mumble to myself. ‘Please, I’m nobody.’




  ‘Hey, Pink Hair!’




  I decide that now is the time to run but I’m saved by the woman’s little boy screaming his head off. The noise is so ear-piercing that it makes nearby windows rattle. The mother

  forgets about me and possibly electrocutes her kid, because he stops screaming quite suddenly. She’s probably got some taser power and set herself to ‘stun’.




  I start dialling the Ape’s number, but before I can finish I see him and GG emerge into the square. GG is tense beyond words.




  ‘I swear everyone’s staring at us!’ I hear him hiss at the Ape.




  ‘Stop wetting yourself,’ the Ape responds.




  ‘Who in their right mind wouldn’t be?’ GG replies.




  GG is wearing the same outfit as he was back in the classroom. Bright yellow jeans, a fur-lined combat jacket with the word WAR(M) on it and a cheap tiara. Together with the oversized

  Ape in his vast black overcoat, they make the least inconspicuous pair I have ever laid eyes on.




  Before the detention that went so spectacularly wrong I barely knew them. GG was always the life and soul of the school, a relentlessly upbeat and excruciatingly funny boy who everyone adores

  but who no one really knows that well. The Ape is probably the most hated person at school. Both by the kids and the staff. And probably every parent. I was among them until I got to know him a

  little better. To my surprise I discovered the Ape – or Dazza as he always tries to get us to call him – has the biggest, bravest heart, and there is something inside him that never

  gives up. No matter the odds he always expects to win.




  I can tell GG is ready to scream at the Ape, so I quickly herd them into the charity shop. ‘Move.’




  The shop is empty apart from an elderly lady dozing behind the counter with her mouth open. Her false teeth have slipped and it sends a quiet chill through me when I see that even they are

  metallic and sharp.




  I keep my voice low as I whisper to GG and the Ape. ‘OK, we’re looking for a brown battered leather jacket. It was my dad’s and in one of the sleeves, rolled up tight, is our

  ticket out of here.’




  ‘We need a ticket?’ the Ape asks.




  GG ignores him. ‘So, find the jacket, find the thesis . . . And you’ll understand what your dad wrote?’




  ‘I’m his daughter,’ I say hopefully. ‘Maybe some of his cleverness will have rubbed off. But let’s be quick and not draw any attention. OK?’




  ‘Del!’ the Ape suddenly shouts. ‘Hey!’




  GG’s eyes almost leap out of his head in horror. ‘What are you doing?’




  ‘That’s Del,’ the Ape says simply and bangs on the glass door to get the attention of a skinny boy who is passing the charity shop. ‘Hey, Del!’




  ‘Stop that! It’s not Del!’ I hiss at him.




  The Ape looks at me and the lonely cog in his brain shifts another millimetre as he realises what he has just done.




  ‘Oh, yeah.’
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  ‘Dazza!’ Not-Del grins broadly as he heads into the charity shop. He has lank greasy hair and wears a battered biker jacket.




  The Ape falls completely silent.




  Not-Del’s grin reveals what look like rusty teeth. He clearly doesn’t floss. ‘What you doing in here? Robbing the place?’




  The Ape stays silent.




  ‘Say something,’ GG hisses through his lips to the Ape.




  ‘Dazza?’ Not-Del’s brow creases. He doesn’t understand the Ape’s silence.




  I nudge the great oaf. Hard.




  The Ape finally responds. ‘Shopping.’




  What a genius.




  ‘Yeah? For what?’ asks Not-Del.




  ‘For . . . shopping.’




  ‘Shopping for shopping?’




  ‘Yeah.’




  The Ape’s alarmingly blunt and unfriendly conversation skills are not helping so I link my arm through his.




  ‘Sorry, Del, we’re sort of busy right now.’




  ‘You with her?’ Not-Del looks surprised and I realise that by linking arms with the Ape I’ve made it look like we’re a couple.




  ‘Yeah,’ the Ape responds. ‘Till I find something better,’ he crows.




  GG is all but dancing on the spot he is so nervous. ‘Rev, we need to, uh . . . you know . . .’




  Not-Del hasn’t really noticed GG until now. ‘GG?’ he says and swallows hard.




  ‘Hi.’ GG nervously waggles his fingers.




  But Not-Del is experiencing fear on a massive scale as he looks at GG.




  And then it dawns on me. When we met Evil-GG, the super-powered, super-bitchy version of our GG, he bragged that he was the worst of the worst. Judging by Not-Del’s reaction he was right

  on that score.




  All I know about Del is that he was held back a year because he barely showed up for class. But this version of him obviously has history with Evil-GG. His talons are shooting in and out of his

  fingertips, a nervous reaction.




  ‘You’re friends with GG?’ Not-Del asks the Ape.




  ‘We’re bezzies.’




  Not-Del looks between the two of them. ‘Why are you so small?’ he asks the Ape.




  The Ape from this world is huge, over seven feet tall and probably just as wide. I see GG’s eyes widen with worry.




  ‘I ain’t small,’ the Ape says.




  ‘Yeah you are.’




  ‘No you are,’ the Ape says defiantly.




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘You’re small.’




  Not-Del seems to have become totally confused. Thank God he missed at least half his schooling.




  GG takes a big breath and steps closer to Not-Del, channelling all the Evil-GG he can muster. ‘You got a problem, Del?’




  ‘No, GG! No, no, no, I swear.’ I have no idea what Evil-GG has done to this poor boy, but it’s obviously not pleasant.




  ‘Then why don’t you let us finish our shopping?’




  ‘Yeah, absolutely, totally.’ Not-Del’s face is draped in panic as he takes one last confused look at the Ape. ‘Always thought you were bigger than that.’




  ‘You were always smaller,’ the Ape tells him.




  ‘On your way, Del.’ GG flutters his fingers at Not-Del, who turns and hurries out of the shop. ‘Bye-bye now.’




  GG takes a moment for the moment to settle then giggles. ‘Did you see that? Did you? I am officially the scariest boy in town. Oh, we have to stay here now. Let me dream the

  dream.’




  I allow GG three seconds of omnipotence and then yank hard on the Ape’s arm and together with GG we move deeper into the shop.




  ‘We’ve got to be quick, all right? Quick and . . .’ I study the old lady who is still dozing ‘. . . quiet.’




  ‘She’s farted.’ The Ape fires a disgusted look at the snoozing woman as he waves at the bad air. ‘Gas butt!’




  ‘It’s the smell of the clothes,’ GG tells him.




  ‘I know fart, and that is fart.’




  ‘For God’s sakes, can we just look for the jacket?’ I hiss.




  The Ape breathes in deeply, like he’s the equivalent of an expert wine-smeller. ‘Definitely fart.’




  The old woman stirs, opens her eyes and sees us.




  ‘Hello.’ She smiles, then realising her false teeth have slipped she pushes them back into her mouth. In a world of such gifted people, some of whom can heal, it comes as a strange

  comfort to think they can still lose their teeth and grow old and decrepit.




  ‘Can I help?’ She glows red from embarrassment.




  ‘You can open a window,’ the Ape replies.




  The old lady stiffens a little so I try to steer her attention my way. ‘I’m looking for a jacket. My mum and I accidentally donated it with a lot of old clothes.’




  ‘We have a lot of jackets.’ She smiles and waves towards the rear of the shop. ‘But, if you find it, it’s yours.’




  ‘Thank you,’ I say and head for the row of old jackets and musty unfashionable trousers lined along one of the rear walls.




  GG comes with me, keeping his voice low. ‘What if it’s not here?’




  ‘We’ll try the next charity shop and the one after that.’




  ‘But, Rev, what do we do if we can’t find a way home? It won’t take long before someone notices we’re different,’ he says.




  ‘Let’s not give them the chance. We’re getting out of here and that’s that.’




  Something shifts in the room. I don’t know what it is but my secret inbuilt spider sense is not happy. Ever since I was in the empty world I’ve had this warning signal. If I’m

  near danger my shoulders start tingling. So far it hasn’t been wrong. Which is both good – and bad.




  ‘That’s odd,’ the old woman says.




  I stop in my tracks.




  ‘Very odd.’




  I turn back to her. ‘Odd?’




  GG’s breath catches in the back of his throat and his eyes open wide. The Ape is busy sniffing a cheap naked figurine. ‘Why’s everything stink in here?’




  ‘Well.’ The old woman takes a moment before her eyes find mine and look directly into me. ‘You three are odd.’




  The old woman’s lips don’t move when she speaks.




  ‘We are?’ GG and I speak at the exact same time. She has entered both of our heads simultaneously. That’s a feat Other-Johnson hasn’t mastered. He’s a telepath too.

  He can grab people’s minds and put them in other people’s heads. He can also steal girls’ hearts, but I can’t afford to get sidetracked thinking about him. As far as I know

  he’s dead and that’s just too heartbreaking to contemplate.




  ‘What’s odd?’ asks the Ape five seconds later.




  The old woman is reading our minds and to her credit she doesn’t panic or scream. ‘Well, well,’ she says.




  ‘Please,’ I urge her. ‘We know we shouldn’t be here.’




  ‘Just want to be on our way,’ says GG.




  The old woman takes a moment to think about whatever she’s seen in our minds.




  In that moment a talon slides from her finger.




  ‘Hold on a sec, we can explain,’ GG urges her.




  The old woman drags thoughts and images from our heads. I feel them torn from me and even though I try my best to think of something else she tears out snapshots of the last few days. The awful

  moment when we ran a train over the Moth’s double. Yes. A train. Then there was Carrie’s double who I crushed and flattened with a wheelchair. It fell from the top of a hotel roof and

  hit her smack in the face. It was an accident but the old woman is already scrolling to images of Other-Johnson lying dead in the middle of a town square identical to the one outside her shop. That

  was really down to my evil double, but we’re so similar it looks like it was me who did it. So all in all I’m not coming across that well.




  The old woman pales at the images.




  ‘Please,’ I say again, and this time I have tears in my eyes because the image of the dead Other-Johnson has ripped through me. ‘We’re lost,’ I tell her.

  ‘We’re totally lost.’ Which is true in so many ways.




  But the old woman isn’t listening. She is too scared. ‘Wha-what do you want?’ she stammers.




  GG puts up his hand to get her attention. ‘To go home, that’s all. We want to be back in time for supper.’




  There’s something in her black eyes, a rising fear of us, and she seems to be particularly frightened of the Ape. Whatever she has found in his head has disgusted her. ‘You,’

  she spits, ‘you are a horrible creature.’




  ‘You’re the one farting,’ says the Ape.




  The old woman gets to her unsteady feet. ‘Stay away from me.’




  ‘We’re not here to hurt you,’ I tell her.




  ‘I need help,’ she mutters.




  ‘We’re the ones who need help,’ GG pleads with her.




  ‘Hello, are you there? Anyone? Can you hear me?’ I realise that she’s trying to mentally transmit an SOS to as many people as she can. And she’s going to bring

  them all to the charity shop.




  ‘Hello, hello?’




  ‘Rev.’ GG can sense it too as the old woman gathers her strength.




  ‘Please!’ I say for a third time. ‘Look closer. We’re good people.’




  The old woman continues to gather her power. ‘Please come!’ She starts to shake and tremble; the transmission is taking all of her strength.




  ‘Don’t,’ I plead. ‘Please, please don’t do this.’




  She is ready, though, ready to summon a town of vicious creatures.




  ‘Ape!’ I yell, truly wishing it didn’t have to be this way.




  The Ape is huge, overweight and slow. But put a weapon in his thick stubby-fingered hands and he turns into one of the Three Musketeers. He grabs a metre-high porcelain statue and is ready to

  smash the old woman with it when she lets out a low whimper. Her nose bleeds with drops of black oily blood as she collapses back into her chair.




  ‘I’m not what I was . . .’ she mumbles as her eyes roll back in her head and she slips into unconsciousness. The exertion was too much for her and to my absolute relief we are

  safe. For now.




  That doesn’t stop the Ape from raising the porcelain statue above his head to bring down on the old woman. ‘Eat this.’




  ‘No!’ I yell.




  GG moves quicker than I have ever seen him and he gets in front of the old woman. ‘We’re OK, Dazza,’ he urges. ‘She can’t do anything to us.’




  The Ape takes an eternity to come to a decision but eventually even he can see that battering a defenceless old woman with a statue isn’t exactly polite behaviour.




  ‘She got lucky,’ is all he mutters.




  I turn to the clothes section in the very vain hope of finding my dad’s jacket.




  ‘Quick. Help me,’ I tell GG.




  GG starts grabbing at jackets. ‘This one?’ he asks.




  I shake my head.




  ‘This?’ Another shake of the head.




  ‘This one?’ The Ape has picked up a woman’s raincoat.




  ‘That is not leather,’ GG quietly admonishes him.




  We find five more jackets but none of them are my dad’s.




  ‘We need to try another charity shop,’ GG declares, up to his knees in fallen leather.




  ‘The next one is over there.’ I point diagonally across the square. ‘But remember some of those aliens can read minds so keep your heads clear of anything that might give us

  away.’




  ‘Maybe we should just send the Ape,’ offers GG weakly. ‘They wouldn’t find a thing in there.’




  I ease the door open. ‘Ready?’ I ask.




  ‘Wait.’ The Ape grabs three sets of sunglasses from a box of second- and third-hand eyewear.




  ‘We’re looking for a leather jacket!’ GG tells him.




  ‘They’ve got weird eyes.’ The Ape hands me a pair of cheap Ray-Ban rip-offs. ‘We haven’t.’




  I am stunned into silence. The Ape has moments of genius that still astonish me. Of course we should try and hide our eyes. Why didn’t I think of that?




  GG slips on a pair of aviators and immediately checks his look in the nearest mirror. ‘Well hello Top Gun.’




  The Ape has a pair of thick-framed glasses on now and looks in the mirror too. ‘Yowza,’ he says.
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  The town square isn’t large, but moving through so many people who could potentially kill us might be one of the hardest things we’ll ever do. We start walking as

  casually as we can. The Ape even tries whistling but it’s tuneless and brings sharp looks so I nudge him and he stops.




  I start scanning the square. I have no idea how many different types of powers people have in this world. Knowing our luck there’s bound to be someone who has the nose of a shark who can

  sniff us out from a thousand different odours.




  ‘I think I need a tinkle,’ whispers GG.




  ‘Cross your legs. You’ll have to wait,’ I whisper.




  The next charity shop is little more than forty metres away down a side street that leads off from the square.




  We can do this, I think. We can make it. We have to.




  ‘Yo, Pink!’




  A voice calls through the air and I’d recognise it anywhere. It’s Ella. One of the banes of my life at school. She’s a big lumbering girl who basically hates any girl who is

  smaller and skinnier than her. Although, of course we’re in the other world, so this is Not-Ella.




  ‘Keep walking,’ urges GG.




  ‘Hey!’ Not-Ella shouts louder this time and because I don’t want people looking at us I reluctantly turn round and see a group of girls sitting on a bench by the tall blue

  clock in the centre of the square. They’re all in my school year and Carrie’s hatred of me only just trumps what these four feel about me.




  Not-Ella likes to squeeze herself into ill-fitting clothes rather than admit she’s actually two sizes bigger. She has hated me since primary school. I was chosen to play Archangel Gabriel

  in the school nativity while she was cast as the cattle shed. In truth it’s the teacher she should have a problem with but the Ella in my world doesn’t see it that way and it seems that

  neither does this version of her.




  Not-Ella gets to her feet and her aggressive acolytes follow suit.




  The Ape stares down Not-Ella. ‘What d’you want?’ he says in his dull aggressive tone.




  Not-Ella walks over and comes face to face with us. Her spiteful little friends hang back a pace or two and I’m scanning them wondering what sort of powers they may possess.




  ‘I was talking to her,’ Not-Ella hisses.




  ‘And now you’re talking to me,’ the Ape responds.




  There are many, many things wrong about the Ape but when it comes to confrontation then he’s the fiercest, most capable person in the world. And that’s any world you care to

  mention.




  Not-Ella hesitates. The Ape from this realm is unbelievably strong – he practically tore a train in half when we first encountered him – and she’s obviously well aware of this.

  Even if he is a lot smaller now.




  ‘I’m just saying.’ Not-Ella is less confident.




  ‘And I’m just saying it too.’




  As the Ape stands his ground, I feel hugely protected. With him by my side I don’t think anything could hurt me. Ella weighs up her options, then gives me the bird and turns away.




  ‘Laters,’ she spits.




  I allow myself a second of relief and then set off again, quicker now, eager to reach the next charity shop.




  GG speaks with his hand cupped over his mouth but even through it I can hear the fear in his voice. ‘Rev? I think they’re looking at us funny.’




  I look up and everywhere I turn I meet someone’s eye. It definitely feels like they are all watching us. There are pairs of staring black eyes everywhere I turn. Thank God we’re

  wearing sunglasses.




  ‘C’mon,’ I urge and we set off, moving as fast as we dare. But faces are stopping to stare and it really does seem that every time I look up I catch someone else’s eye.

  They don’t look at all friendly and my danger-alarm starts to quietly scream inside me. It builds steadily as more people take a moment to double take as we push through them.




  The square seems packed now. Every centimetre of it is full like Oxford Street at Christmas.




  ‘Almost there . . .’ I whisper, more to myself than the others.




  But the faces are everywhere we look and the people are crowding around us. There’s so many more of them than before and it’s getting harder to push through.




  ‘Excuse me, sorry, excuse me please . . .’ They step out of the way but for every one we squeeze past another two seem to be blocking our route.




  I see the taser woman with the chocolate-obsessed four-year-old stare directly at me but I look away. Her son starts to wail again and the shrill sonic scream fills my ears. GG is grimacing from

  the noise, but the Ape seems indifferent, probably thanks to all the heavy metal he listens to.




  I can’t actually see the side road where the next charity shop is located. There are just too many people in front of us and I’m becoming disorientated. I can smell the musk and

  sweat and perfume of the hostile creatures whose numbers are thickening around us by the second. It feels like we’ve been walking for at least ten minutes and yet we don’t seem to be

  able to find a way off the small cobbled square.




  ‘How come the square is so big all of a sudden?’ whispers GG.




  ‘It can’t be much further.’ Panic is wrapping itself round me and I’m starting to think that someone has got a power that plays with perception and they’re holding

  us in its sway.




  I don’t know which way to turn because it seems as if there is no end to the square. It just goes on and on and the more we push through the less we seem to get anywhere.




  Someone is definitely doing this to us, I am sure of it. I can almost feel them inside me, showing me a gap that we can head for but then it suddenly closes and we have to turn and find another

  opening somewhere else. But that closes too and I know we are being turned round and round in circles.




  The square is packed now, heaving with their version of their humanity. We’re getting jostled and pushed around and the faces are uniformly unforgiving and accusing. I don’t want to

  look at them because I’m scared they’ll see how horribly anxious I’ve become.




  I look at the Ape and his slow-moving brain is having trouble computing what is going on. ‘How far is this stupid shop?’




  ‘Ape,’ I say.




  The Ape turns. ‘It’s Dazza.’




  ‘We need to get off this square. And you need to clear a path.’




  The Ape couldn’t look more delighted. He twists his neck, making it crack, and then gets ready. ‘Which way?’




  I turn round and try to pick a path. But as I do I give in to the totally worst certainty ever.




  ‘Oh God, they know,’ I breathe quietly. ‘They absolutely know.’




  GG dares to look around and when he does every face is staring straight at us and we are trapped in the middle of them all.




  ‘They know what?’ says the Ape, frowning.




  ‘Who we are.’




  ‘What you are, you mean.’ The voice is high-pitched and shrill. Not-Del pushes through the crowd.
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  I spin around looking for an exit or an escape route but all I can see is an army of angry aliens, all of them focused on us.




  The Ape bunches his fists. ‘I got this.’




  The Ape’s famous catchphrase is back. Have to admit I’ve kind of missed it, even if it does usually herald a fight.




  ‘Excuse me?’ GG is stunned.




  The Ape shrugs. ‘I got this.’




  ‘There must be a hundred of them!’ I hiss.




  ‘More than that.’ GG swallows.




  ‘Maybe we can talk to them,’ I say without a single trace of belief or hope.




  ‘Get ready to run,’ the Ape says. ‘I can hold them.’ The Ape is completely serious and I have to admire his utter conviction and fearlessness.




  ‘No, Ape, no way.’




  ‘Get ready.’ He flexes his muscles under his coat.




  ‘Let me talk to them,’ I suggest.




  ‘And say what?’




  Which is as good a question as he has ever asked because there is no talking to these creatures. We’ve seen it over and over first-hand. They do not stop for a cup of tea and a chat.




  ‘Go.’ The Ape is circling GG and me watching the creatures.




  The thing that scares me the most, the one thing I have grown to hate more than anything about these ‘people’ are their talons. Their sharp metal talons. I have seen the mess they

  made of Billie’s face and Carrie’s entire body.




  ‘Where exactly are we supposed to go?’ asks GG as the creatures continue to stare unforgivingly at us.




  ‘Get out of here, Rev,’ urges the Ape.




  Deep down in his Neanderthal brain is some never-say-die spirit, and it is a part of him that dwarfs anything I have ever seen in anyone else. Johnson and GG come very close but the Ape’s

  deep well of spirit and fight is God-like.




  All I wanted was to get us back to the other world. To save our stranded friends and find my beloved Johnson – both of them. Somehow I’ve been clinging to a crazed notion that, like

  in every book I read and every film I ever watched, the boy and the girl will end up together. It’s a universal given.




  Until now.




  Turns out that apocalyptic reality isn’t like the movies.




  ‘You can’t take on an entire town,’ I tell the Ape.




  ‘Yeah I can.’




  ‘No, Ape, you can’t. We’re in this together.’




  GG puts a gentle hand on the Ape’s thick wrist. ‘We’ve got nowhere to run.’




  The Ape stares at the gathering of aliens. They bare their teeth and a thousand steel-tipped talons slide from their fingers.




  They’ve been unusually patient. They should have attacked us long before now but maybe they’re drawing mental straws to see who gets first slash.




  ‘Then you’d better get behind me,’ the Ape tells us.




  GG’s hand remains on the Ape’s wrist as their eyes meet. ‘God I love you.’




  ‘Stop that!’




  I feel a sense of calm spread over the square, as if the creatures have come to a decision.




  Some of them part and out of the masses steps Not-Ella who joins Not-Del. She can barely contain her joy. ‘Yo, Pink.’




  ‘The old woman in the charity shop,’ Not-Del says, his high-pitched voice making my skin crawl. ‘Her thoughts got out. They were swirling around until someone picked them up.

  And that someone can sends texts without a phone. So we all know what you did.’




  ‘Wait,’ I say. ‘Aren’t any of you curious about why we’re here? Don’t you want to know about the other worlds out there? There could be hundreds of

  them.’




  ‘Yeah, it looked like the world you just came from was great. Visit and die.’ Not-Del laughs but it’s not a nice laugh.




  ‘That was just a big misunderstanding,’ I say. ‘Well – maybe more than one.’




  ‘And we’re talking humungous confusion,’ adds GG, babbling again.




  ‘D-don’t any of you get it?’ I stammer. ‘It’s the eighth wonder of the world.’




  ‘And you’ve got friends stuck there,’ GG adds.




  ‘Friends?’ Not-Ella laughs. ‘That’s not the word I’d use.’




  ‘Your people, your, uh, your kind, they can be healed. You all know that.’ I try and make eye contact with Ella, hoping she’ll see the humanity in me. ‘And we can go and

  get them and send them back. I promise you. I absolutely swear that’s what we’ll do.’ I blink the well of tears from my eyes. ‘You could even come with us.’




  ‘Don’t you get it? No one likes any of you.’ Not-Ella is enjoying this way too much. ‘We don’t want any of you – and that goes for both versions.’




  ‘My mum’ll miss me,’ I tell her.




  ‘Your mum’s a nobody,’ says Not-Del.




  The words sting and I can’t believe the whole town think of my non-mum and my real mum in such a callous way. God I hate them. I hate them all.




  ‘My dad’ll be furious,’ offers GG.




  ‘Your “dad” is driving a train to the coast.’




  ‘And your mum and your sisters were seen driving out of town earlier.’




  GG immediately pales at this. ‘You can’t do this to them. They love their little GG.’




  ‘I don’t recall anyone loving you,’ says Not-Ella to GG without an ounce of compassion.




  ‘Sorry, Dazza.’ Not-Del shrugs an apology to the Ape.




  ‘You’re the one who’s going to be sorry.’ I watch the Ape stand tall, taller than he’s ever been. He towers over Not-Ella and Not-Del, fixing the entire square with

  the bravest, most defiant look I have ever seen. ‘You think you can take me?’




  I feel a huge swelling in my heart, and a surge of strength flows straight from the Ape into my tired, battered body. I take a moment, then pull myself as upright and as proud as I can and stand

  head to shoulder with him. GG sees and follows suit, puffing out his skinny chest, and together we turn and form a small triangular circle, if there is such a thing, our backs to each other,

  waiting for a whole town to come at us.




  The Ape continues to eye the creatures. ‘Rev?’




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘Fight or die.’




  The Ape cracks his neck again. He is ready for war. And GG and I are going to stand right by him.




  It’s the only way. The Way of the Ape.




  ‘Why don’t you let us make this quick?’ Del is completely bewildered by the Ape’s lack of fear.




  ‘Why don’t you stop talking and do something?’ The Ape has no step back in him. He is all forward thrust and bring it on. He will never be a model citizen but I think a tiny

  part of me has fallen for the model he is.




  ‘We’ve got this!!’ yells the Ape as he charges forward. Talons glint, teeth are bared and I surprise myself by staying tall. I’m not going to give them anything

  but all the fight I’ve got in me.




  The Ape ploughs onwards, plunging headlong into a maelstrom of creatures who quickly fall on him.




  Despite my best intentions I turn away, unable to watch.
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  ‘Nobody touches my daughter!’




  The voice erupts over the lethal gathering of teeth and talons.




  I open my eyes and find that the world has stopped.




  Everyone in the square is frozen. Their slashing talons, their snapping teeth, every part of them is frozen in suspended animation.




  GG’s eyes find mine and he’s just as confused as I am. The Ape crawls out from under at least a dozen clawing creatures, miraculously none of which managed to touch him before

  becoming frozen.




  He gets to his feet, triumphant. ‘Told you I had this.’ He grins at us.




  ‘Reva!’ My non-mum’s voice breaks through the mass of static bodies.




  I turn and see her pushing through the frozen masses. Her walk is a weak stumbling stagger as if she’s drunk.




  I go to her and catch her just as she falls into my arms.




  ‘Go! I can’t hold them for long.’ She can barely get her words out, she is breathing so hard.




  ‘You did this? You stopped them?’




  She can barely catch her breath. ‘Wherever you came from, you need to get back there.’




  GG and the Ape join us. GG is so excited, so relieved, he squeals. ‘I thought we were so dead, I did. I thought I was going to GG heaven.’




  My non-mum clutches my arm. ‘Please, you’ve got to go.’




  ‘I don’t understand. I’m not even – I’m not your Rev.’
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