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  This is dedicated to my illustrious in-laws:

  Owen Stewart, Jayne Povey, Alastair Evitt and Helen Allen.

  It’s also for everyone who read the first two novels in the series.

  Thank you.




  THE TRUTH IS NOT OUT THERE

  There’s a liar staring at me. He’s sitting on a sofa in a small flat and a homemade ‘Welcome Home’ banner is hanging limply from the off-white
  ceiling above his head. Crumbs from a celebratory cake (caterpillar-shaped because apparently I had an unnatural desire to actually be a caterpillar when I was four) have been trodden into the
  ancient rug that slumps, exhausted, between the worn sofa and the small telly.

  I’m trying to ignore everything. From the sound of laughter in the room to the thoughts that are lighting a hundred small fires in my brain. How could it all have gone so spectacularly
  wrong?

  ‘What’s so funny?’ I ask the liar, but he doesn’t reply. He’s too busy laughing and smiling with the woman who sits next to him.

  It feels like they’ve been laughing ever since I arrived here thirteen days ago. They laugh and smile while I lurch from bedroom to lounge to kitchen and back again, restless and lost.
  They say that I should really start thinking about going back to school. I’ve had enough time off as it is. I think that’s supposed to be a joke, but then again they say everything as a
  joke because all they ever do is look at one another and start laughing all over again.

  How did this happen? I think. How did I let things turn out so badly?




  WORLDS OF HURT

  I am standing on a sinking pleasure boat in the middle of a perfect copy of the Thames and I have less than five seconds to reply to a question that I can’t possibly
  answer.

  ‘It’s your choice, Rev.’ My now-very-ex best friend Billie tells me. ‘You can try and save Johnson or the Ape. But you can’t save both. So make your
  wish.’

  I’m so stunned my mind goes completely blank before retreating instantly to somewhere safe and warm. For some reason it’s an image of me as a little kid making a Christmas Wish List.
  There I am writing on a piece of paper and slipping it under a tree decked with baubles, chocolates in foil and fairy lights.

  
    
      Dear Santa,

      I would like to not be here on this sinking boat. I would like instead to be back in my own world, on my own earth with all of my friends. I would like everyone to be
      alive again. Not scattered or lost or drowning or dead. I want Billie to be my best friend again and not be super-powered and superhumanly vindictive with it. I want my precious Ape not to be
      bleeding to death because a savage, snarling evil version of our friend, Moth, gutted him. I would like to go on a date with Johnson rather than having to make a decision that means I will
      never see him again. I would also like Other-Johnson and his band of merry doppelgangers to stop causing us so much trouble and go home, back to their own vicious copy of earth. I would like,
      in absolute truth, for everything to not have happened. And also I’d like some new foundation and more electric-pink hair dye. And maybe some vouchers for Top Shop.

      Yours sincerely,

      Reva Marsalis

      (Old before her time)

    

  

  I’ve lost track of days, but in the not-too-distant-past me and a group of misfit teenagers were transported from our world to this one. A world that looks, smells and
  feels exactly like our own but, to put it bluntly, just isn’t. It’s empty of all life, animal and human, but the buildings and the towns and everything else you can imagine are exactly
  the same as they are on our version of Earth. All thanks to a yet-to-be-explained flash of light during an after-school detention. After the shock of being transported here, I did momentarily
  wonder if this new world was a sort of paradise. Until seriously antisocial creatures turned up and tried to kill everyone they came across. Creatures that looked just like us, in truth were us,
  but with subtle differences, like having talons and steel teeth and powers that I would call super until you’re on the receiving end of them.

  Us being me, Rev, sixteen-year-old female of the electric-pink hair and questionable heroism; Billie, my former (given the turn of events) forever best friend; Carrie, the girl who has always
  hated me for no apparent reason (so definitely not someone I wanted to be stuck with in a world populated by just seven other people – excluding our doppels, of course); the Moth, a brainbox
  in a wheelchair who has surprised us all with his steely resolve; Darren aka, the Ape, the boy who has repeated school year after school year and in this empty world has become my fearless,
  hairy-backed protector; GG, gay, forever loyal and as ultra-heroic as he is fashion-conscious; Lucas, the very model of teenage perfection who didn’t survive very long in this world; and
  finally Johnson, the casual rebel who makes my heart thump.

  There are only three of us left now. Me, Johnson and the Ape. The Moth is nowhere to be found; Lucas is dead after hanging himself. Carrie was killed by one of our dopplegangers and GG fell off
  a speeding train so, even though we don’t know for sure, the likelihood is that he didn’t make it either. And Billie may be standing in front of me, but she’s not the Billie we
  all know, not now she’s mutated into something spectacularly cruel.

  The Ape is still trying to get to his feet, despite his laboured breathing and the death sweat pouring from him. He wants to keep fighting, because the big buffoon has no idea how to give
  up.

  ‘I got this.’ He pants the catchphrase I’ve come to love, as he slips and slides in his own blood.

  Billie wants to trade his life in return for Johnson eloping with her. She firmly believes that Johnson and she are star-crossed lovers after creating a reality where the two of them had been
  trapped for months together in this empty world. In her mind they had reached out to each other in their darkest, loneliest hours. She could even describe the romantic walks they went on, the
  raindrop that hit the back of her neck when they were sheltering from a rainstorm under a large oak tree. She didn’t know, at least I don’t think she did, that it was actually her
  newfound powers imagining what she wished to be true into reality. But she now blames me for tearing down her dream romance and smashing it to smithereens right in front of her. She has remembered
  that I also like Johnson and that has added to her anger at me. Basically she can no longer tell what’s real and what’s fantasy any more.

  ‘Who’s it going to be, Rev?’ Billie says. The sinking boat is going to drag us down into the murky brown depths of the river if I don’t make the biggest decision of my
  young and previously non-dramatic life soon.

  Johnson already told Billie that he’d stay with her in this empty world. He knew she would kill us all if he didn’t. But Billie wants to hear it from me. I have to let Johnson go and
  I have to say it to his face, breaking any and every connection I have with him.

  What makes it all the more insidious is that Billie knows which Johnson I want to be with. Thanks to the fact we’ve been faced with our dopplegangers from another universe, there are two
  Johnsons and both are standing on the deck of the sinking boat. They look the same, they sound the same, although Other-Johnson’s voice can sometimes be deeper and richer, especially when
  he’s got me fixed in his black-eyed gaze. They even dress the same, apart from the fact that Other-Johnson likes hats.

  It’s not Billie’s fault that this is happening. After being attacked by Lucas’s doppelganger, she was transformed into something half human, half talon and all mean. I know
  this is selling it a bit short, but to sum up, she isn’t quite herself any more.

  Billie points at the Ape who slips and slides on the ever-reddening deck. ‘The gorilla’s going to be extinct soon. Look at him,’ she says.

  ‘I’m coming, Rev,’ the Ape boasts, but his words are mumbled and faded.

  ‘Rev, pick the Ape,’ Johnson says. He’s standing beside Billie on the opposite side of the boat. Brown river water pours into the holed hull, pulling us down further and
  further by the second.

  ‘You hear that, Rev? He’s giving you up,’ Other-Johnson whispers into my mind. This once doppelganger turned out to be more of a lover than a fighter and can talk to
  me telepathically. He can also swap people’s minds into different bodies and take control of anyone he likes. But since kissing me in the town square he’s been on our side, helping to
  keep us – well, me more than anyone – alive.

  He claims I’m like no other girl he’s ever met, including the version of me he’s currently dating from his version of earth. Confused yet? This is just for starters: it gets
  more complicated, trust me.

  ‘You have to save the Ape.’ Other-Johnson knows me better than I do myself. I can’t let the Ape die.

  I look across the deck and can tell Billie is becoming impatient; she wants an answer. The seconds are bleeding away almost as fast as the Ape’s life is.




  THIS IS NO LAUGHING ANTI-MATTER

  How did this happen?

  Over and over those four words keep galloping round my head, like the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, but these horsemen are bringing Horror, Fear, Loathing and Panic instead of their
  infinitely more acceptable War, Pestilence and whatever the other two are.

  All I did was turn up for a school detention and somehow got flung into another universe alongside seven other kids.

  One minute I was in a classroom, enduring the mindless waste of time that is detention, then a white light came and swept us all to Neverland.

  That identical, empty world should have been Eden. Nirvana. El Dorado. Or is that a city of gold rather than a heavenly paradise? Whatever, it should have been beautiful rather than the
  vicious arena of death and mayhem that it turned out to be.

  Of course it wasn’t as empty as we first imagined; that would’ve been too much to ask. And I’m not just talking about the replicas of ourselves that we met. No. There was
  something far worse than them. Something that had the power to destroy everyone, friend and doppelganger alike.

  And still the liar and the woman can’t stop laughing. After twelve years apart, I can understand how their happiness has turned into a euphoric delirium. That every time they set eyes
  on one another – and on me, I suppose – they practically have to pinch themselves because surely it can’t possibly be real. We can’t be together again after all this
  time.

  ‘Hey, you,’ the liar says to the woman at breakfast.

  ‘Hey, you, right back,’ she says in return.

  The same words every morning.

  Every.

  Single.

  Morning.

  ‘Toast?’

  ‘You sit there, I’ll make it.’

  ‘How about we make it together?’

  Their voices blend into one another in a harmony of eyes meeting eyes and lips turning up at the corners.

  ‘I’ll get the butter, you get the bread.’

  Every.

  Single.

  Morning.

  ‘Reva, would you like some?’

  I always nod. I mean, I have to eat, right?

  ‘Toast for three coming right up.’ The woman opens the freezer compartment of the fridge because that’s where she keeps the bread. It’s rock hard and the cellophane
  wrapper has tiny icy crystals on it, but they melt with the warmth of her hand as she opens the bag and snaps out the frozen slices.

  ‘Toast and butter and jam,’ she says. ‘You can’t beat it.’

  Since I arrived here, I’ve been roaming from lounge to bedroom to bathroom, trying to shut out the sound of their undiluted happiness. I sometimes peer out of my small bedroom window
  that looks out on to a street of terraced houses. I have yet to see anyone who happens to wander past look remotely happy. But the handsome liar and his wife make up for that in spades. I
  don’t know if it’s just because I’m going stir-crazy stuck inside, but it feels like I could set my watch by the comings and goings of the people outside my window.

  I badly need to get out of this flat. I have to go and meet the life that’s waiting for me out there.

  You see this is it for me now. This is the end of my adventure. There’s no need to run any more.

  Because, according to the liar, he has brought me home.

  And that makes every tragic thing that happened to my friends all my fault.




  ANSWER THE *%!?^& QUESTION!

  Billie stares at the Ape. Her eyes, once a bright sparkling blue, have turned as black as Other-Johnson’s. In the doppelganger world everyone has coal-black eyes. Though
  I’d venture to say Billie’s are blacker than anyone’s. It’s like looking into the darkness of space, and they’re just as empty of humanity.

  ‘Time’s up, Rev.’

  She doesn’t bother looking at me when she says this. I don’t warrant a glance, just a barely heard whisper crossing the width of the boat as it keels to one side and slumps towards
  the river’s cold currents. I slip on the wet wooden deck and Other-Johnson snakes out a hand to help me keep my balance.

  ‘Make the call. End this.’ His hypnotic tones fill my head. ‘Let that Johnson go. You’ve still got me.’ I wish I knew why he likes me so much when
  he’s got the exact equivalent of me in the shape of Rev Two. He did try to explain it but I never know if anything he says is true, or just a manipulation.

  ‘Let him go and you’ll find out.’ Other-Johnson transmits, always reading my mind and always ready with an answer.

  There shouldn’t be a difference; both Johnsons are everything I could want: a rock star, a movie star, a star amongst all the stars. But in the same way that Rev Two isn’t the same
  as me for Other-Johnson, he’s not the Johnson I truly want either. As heroic and dark as he is, he’s just not the one.

  ‘I got this,’ the Ape pants as beads of sweat mingle with the gathering pool of his lost blood. Even he, the world-champion fighter of every world, can’t win this one. Billie
  is super strong and faster and more lethal than most in her souped-up, hybrid body.

  ‘You’ve got a Johnson, I’ve got a Johnson,’ Billie mocks. ‘We both win. We both get the boy. C’mon, Rev, they’re the same person.’ She absolutely
  knows they aren’t.

  I start to hope that Non-Ape, the bruising, monstrous version of the Ape, makes a miraculous appearance and saves us all. He’s somewhere at the bottom of the Thames, drowning or even
  drowned by now. Billie’s reality-bending power has conjured some unseen thing that has dragged Non-Ape to a watery grave.

  Or has it? Can anything be more powerful than the Non-Ape?

  ‘Can you read for Non-Ape?’ I transmit to Other-Johnson. ‘Can you hear his thoughts? Is he still alive?’

  ‘Nothing,’ he sighs after a moment.

  I refuse to believe it. Non-Ape and the Ape are the same. So he won’t give up, won’t ever be beaten; he knows only one way, and that’s to win. Any second now he will explode
  from the Thames and end this horror.

  Yes.

  Any second . . . now!

  Make that ten seconds.

  Twenty?

  Billie’s new metal teeth glint as a sliver of sun squeezes between the grey September clouds. ‘Johnson or the Ape?’ she says. ‘This is getting boring now.’

  I look at my dying Ape, the best friend I never knew I had. My greatest protector trying to hold what’s left of his life together just so he can launch one final attack.

  ‘I’m coming for you,’ he splutters at Billie.

  I look at Johnson and he knows what’s about to happen. I can see him tensing, ready to make the sacrifice and disappear with Billie. He hasn’t got any mind-reading telepathic powers,
  but even from where I’m standing, some five metres away, I know what he’s thinking.

  He’s telling me to forget him.




  SOMEWHERE THERE’S A PLACE FOR US (BUT THIS ISN’T IT)

  The man and the woman stop laughing for a moment and the apocalyptic migraine in my head eases a little. Until they look at one another and start laughing all over
  again.

  ‘Cup of tea?’

  ‘I’d love one.’

  ‘Reva?’

  ‘Sure,’ I nod.

  ‘I’ll be two minutes,’ she says.

  ‘Make it one,’ he says with a loving glint in his eye.

  My head is going to explode. And I wish it would. I don’t want to have any memories or thoughts or feelings. I can’t shut my eyes at night because that’s when I see all of
  the very worst things that happened on the empty earth. Replaying over and over.

  The woman returns with a scratched and dented tray carrying three mugs and an open packet of Rich Tea biscuits.

  ‘Drink up,’ she smiles.

  ‘And eat up,’ the liar smiles, crunching into a Rich Tea.

  ‘Please,’ I try again. ‘I’m going crazy. You can’t do this to me. Neither of you can.’

  They stop laughing. Finally. And my mum and dad look at me.

  That’s right. The liar and the woman are my parents. At least they look like them.

  My mum gestures to the half-fallen down homecoming banner – the one she put up for me and my dad.

  She smiles. ‘Let me say it one more time because it sounds so good. Welcome home, Reva.’

  My dad continues to clutch my mum’s hand and they laugh again. More fires explode in my head as I fall to my knees, and let out all the melodramatic diva I can muster. ‘PLEASE
  STOP LAUGHING!’

  Don’t they care that all of my friends are dead?




  THE END OF THE END

  I brace myself.

  ‘Billie!’ I call out.

  I suck in a deep breath, but find I can’t look at Johnson. I just can’t do it. My voice is going to crack and I might even cry.

  The Ape is rising as best he can. ‘Dazza’s all over this,’ he coughs.

  ‘Want me to swap?’ Other-Johnson’s voice booms in my head and it catches me completely off guard.

  ‘With Johnson? You’d do that?’ I splutter out loud without thinking, so shocked by the suggestion.

  ‘This was meant to be a private conversation,’ he quickly transmits.

  ‘Oh . . . ’ I again speak out loud and can see that Billie is already looking suspicious.

  ‘You’d do that?’ I repeat, this time over our private wavelength.

  ‘For you – anything.’

  Other-Johnson is not made of dark materials; he can’t be. Not when he’s ready to make a sacrifice like this.

  ‘I can’t let you do that—’ I transmit again only for him to interrupt me.

  ‘You want him and not me. I get that. So what’s a world without you in it, Rev? Either way I don’t win.’

  ‘You’ve got your Reva. You can’t let her go.’

  ‘I let her go when I kissed Billie.’

  He means Another-Billie, the would-be supermodel from his version of earth who has the power to heal. He kissed her and stole her heart too. That’s what I mean about his dark side. He
  can’t resist girls.

  ‘My Reva deserves better. And you probably do too.’ He adds his thoughts to mine. ‘But at least I gave it a whirl, right? I mean, I almost got you,
  yeah?’

  Our eyes meet and we both know that there’s no time for a discussion.

  ‘You whirled like no other,’ I transmit and cringe at the hideous words I just conjured. He deserves so much better than that.

  ‘This decision isn’t about your Johnson or the Ape. It’s about me and you. I can give you what you really want. And I promise you, Billie will never know that I’m not
  the right Johnson. Not ever.’

  ‘She’ll keep you here forever,’ I say, thinking of them stranded in a completely empty world.

  But he’s made up his mind.

  ‘This is my exit, Rev.’

  ‘Wait!’ I yell telepathically. ‘Hold your big hero horses. I still need to find the Moth. He’s the only one who read and understood my dad’s papers. We
  need your mind-scanning thing to work out where he is.’

  The papers explain how my dad crossed into alternate worlds. The Moth is the only one of us who has the brains to understand them. And, if he can do that, he can get us all back home. The only
  problem is that we have no idea where he is after several Black Moths kidnapped him from a speeding train.

  Billie summoned a hundred Moths to try and kill us. Not the butterfly type of moth, sadly, rather a doppelganger of our own Moth. The Black Moths appeared from thin air; monstrous panther-like
  versions of the original.

  ‘I’ll scan for him and try and contact you if I locate him.’

  ‘And GG?’ I still can’t face the fact that GG might be dead.

  ‘Rev . . . Let me end this.’

  I have no choice. We started worlds apart and it looks like we’ll finish the same way.

  ‘Then do it.’

  Other-Johnson stands a little taller and summons all the willpower he has. ‘See you in another universe.’ But even his telepathic voice is cracking.

  And, with that amazing power of his, Other-Johnson swaps minds and bodies with Johnson. No one can see it, or even sense it, but it has happened and I know I’ll never see Other-Johnson
  again.

  As soon as the switch is made, the Johnson next to me staggers a little, lurching as my Johnson finds himself suddenly in the wrong body. I snap out a hand and drag him upright on the
  dangerously tipping boat. He turns to me, but I silence any stunned reaction with a determined look that says: Don’t breathe a word, don’t say one thing.

  To his credit Johnson sucks up the shock and barely lets a breath escape.

  ‘Save the Ape,’ I finally tell Billie. ‘There. I said it. Take Johnson, save the Ape!’

  ‘It’s Dazza,’ the Ape pants, slipping and sliding on the sinking, tipping boat.

  But Billie has sensed something’s changed. She looks from one Johnson to the other. Her eyes narrow.

  A long sleek talon slips soundlessly from the tip of her index finger. An involuntary instinctive reaction to the sense of threat.

  My breath stalls in the back of my throat.

  Billie looks again from Johnson to Other-Johnson.

  She knows there’s something wrong. And I realise the longer I don’t say anything then the longer she will have to work out what’s just happened.

  ‘Save the Ape,’ I call to her, my voice a croak as I try to distract her. ‘Save him – please! I’ve made my call. I choose the Ape.’

  Billie continues to hesitate, but the Ape pulls himself on to all fours, one hand going to his bleeding stomach as he lifts his great square block of a head. He fixes Billie with all the deadly
  intent he can muster. If nothing else I’m praying he can distract her.

  ‘I’m so coming for you . . . ’ he pants.

  Billie doesn’t even hear him. It’s as if the wind has changed or there’s a subtle new scent in the air; things have shifted for her, imperceptibly, but enough for more
  dangerous talons to slide silently from her fingers.

  The Ape grunts as he pads like a sick and disoriented lion towards Billie, every movement using up more of his life. He probably believes he’s making progress but the tragedy is he’s
  barely moved at all. He trembles on uncertain limbs, drained of blood and muscle memory.

  ‘Billie,’ I try again. But she’s no longer listening, focusing instead on the Johnson standing next to her, trying to decide what’s changed. And all the while the boat
  continues to take on water and pitch slowly into the river.

  Billie leans in towards Other-Johnson who is now in Johnson’s body. She doesn’t sniff him as such, but she does try and get a sense of who he is by pushing her face as close as she
  can to his.

  ‘Who are you?’ she asks quietly. And with those words I know the ruse is up. What I thought was an outstanding moment of true heroism is going to be our total undoing. She will
  – literally – slice through the lie.

  But Other-Johnson stays calm. Meets her black soulless eyes with his sparkling blue orbs. He doesn’t miss a beat. ‘Me? I’m the one you’re meant to be with.’

  Billie’s arm rises, the talons are hit by that lone sliver of sunlight that seems to have hung around just so it can glint and highlight the death-dealing nature of her claws.

  ‘So got you . . . ’ I turn back to the Ape and see he’s starting to make headway. I can’t believe my eyes. ‘Used to like you,
  Billie . . . ’ he pants, as he throws one hand out after the other, one knee following with the second one close behind. ‘Not any more . . . ’

  Billie can’t help herself; the Ape has drawn her attention for a moment, and even she, as much as she loathes him, is quietly stunned by his resilience.

  ‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ she asks him, momentarily forgetting her Johnson dilemma, as she turns full on to the Ape. ’You’re dying, you imbecile!’

  ‘Not before you do.’ He stops and pulls himself to his knees, completely short of breath, and possibly minus two litres of blood.

  Billie is incredulous. ‘You saw what I can do.’

  ‘And you’ve seen what I can do,’ the Ape says as he tries to force himself upright.

  As ever he’s got it bang on; maybe fighting is the only way forward, that Billie’s impossible question was one I shouldn’t have even attempted answering because the solution
  was always option three . . . I need to take Billie on and I need to beat her. I scan the ship for something sharp to use as a weapon. If she really is half human and half alien then
  shoving something into her throat will kill her. The Ape found that out when their version of Lucas attacked him. It’s their soft spot, the only place of vulnerability. The Ape had a weapon
  earlier, some sort of snapped-off boat hook with a jagged edge, if I can just find that.

  The boat sinks lower and pitches towards its port side. Or starboard side. One of the sides, I don’t know which, and I don’t really care. The roll sends the Ape slumping back
  down.

  Billie laughs. ‘Look at him, back on all fours. Evolution in reverse.’

  But incredibly enough the sudden movement of the boat has sent the weapon the Ape made rolling into clear view. It makes a rattling sound and my eyes find it – the moment Billie’s
  eyes lock on mine. She reads in a heartbeat what my intention is and it’s now a matter of speed and luck.

  I’m closer but she’s faster. She can leap through the air because her hybrid legs are sinewy and strong. She might get to the weapon first – and then again she might not. I
  could grab the sharp, snapped-off pole, twist as she lands on me and thrust it deep into her throat, saving the day at the last minute like in every movie when the good guy desperately needs to get
  ridiculously lucky.

  And I am the good guy here. Billie is not the friend she was. I’m fighting on the right side and the universe knows that, it must do to so coincidentally roll the weapon my way. I go for
  the pole – and can’t move a muscle.

  ‘No!’ Other-Johnson’s voice shouts into my mind and I realise he’s taken control of my body.

  ‘Let me go!’ I yell across our secret airwave.

  ‘No,’ he repeats as I try to break free of his hold. He did this before, when I went to find my dad in a private hospital and he forced me to walk up the stairs. My Non-Mum
  from the doppelganger world could use mind control to freeze people. She even took the whole town hostage to help us escape, but, unlike her, I think Other-Johnson is using the power of suggestion
  to trick my body into thinking I can’t move. If I can just break through that lie . . .

  The weapon keeps rolling across the deck and Billie looks like she’s waiting for the starter’s gun at the beginning of a race. She wants me to think I have a chance and then she
  wants to crush that chance, obliterate it. Johnson’s eyes are watching the rolling boat hook, now he’s in Other-Johnson’s alien body he knows he can reach it five times quicker
  than I can.

  ‘Rev.’ Other-Johnson stays as calm as he can. He knows Billie will kill me. ‘Don’t take her on. Don’t give her that excuse.’

  The weapon keeps rolling and the Ape has seen it as well. His near-dead eyes brighten considerably. It’s not his legendary three-pointer but enough to have something to fight with. The
  boat pitches further and the weapon trundles faster towards me. I need to break free of Other-Johnson’s mental control. I strain with all I’ve got as my shoulders bunch, and my foot
  finally slips forward. Billie is grinning; she is prepared to let the weapon roll ever closer to me, she’s that confident. My arm pushes through the fog of Other-Johnson’s
  auto-suggestion. The other arm follows and I’m suddenly moving.

  ‘You’ll never beat her,’ Other-Johnson all but begs me.

  But nothing is going to stop me grabbing it. I’ve been fighting for days on end and so far I’ve come out on top. Why should that change now? I lurch forward.

  But Johnson is quicker, and seeing me move he jumps forward, like the super-alien he is now, snatching up the weapon and turning on Billie. He only has a fleeting second to do this. And the
  fleeting second is so fleeting that even thinking about how fleeting it is means the moment is already lost. If he’d acted first and thought later, he could have, perhaps, maybe, got to
  Billie, driven her back, somehow defeated her. But the chance is gone.

  Then he hurls the weapon into the river. And I realise that attacking Billie was never his intention.

  The Ape howls, furious and bewildered. ‘Are you stupid?’ he wails with a raspy pained breath as lifelessness gets ready to claim him.

  Johnson looms large in Billie’s eyeline. ‘You’ve got what you wanted. You won. Now save the Ape.’

  A flicker races from Johnson to Other-Johnson, an invisible ripple. Ever since they met, Johnson has wanted nothing more than for Other-Johnson to disappear forever. And right now he basically
  has to do very little to ensure that happens.

  Other-Johnson mentally lets go of me and I almost fall flat on my face because I’m straining so hard to escape his bonds.

  Billie is about to respond when Other-Johnson pulls her towards him. ‘Come here.’ Other-Johnson kisses her with all the passion he has. Time freezes as his kiss marches upon her
  defences and lays waste to them. The kiss enters her veins and rides the blood canals to her heart. I know it because I’ve felt it twice now. The kiss that can fuse lives. Other-Johnson pulls
  back and Billie looks breathless and lost. She is transfixed as he gazes into her eyes.

  ‘Save the Ape!’ I bellow.

  Billie blinks a few times and emerges from her kiss-induced trance before looking directly at me.

  ‘Apologise.’

  ‘What?’

  ‘Apologise. You need to say you’re sorry to Carrie and GG and Lucas and the Moth,’ Her black eyes glint at me. ‘And say you’re sorry to me. Because all of this,
  Rev, everything that’s happened to the rest of us, it’s all your fault.’

  I’m thrown. Where did that come from? Carrie was cut down by Evil-GG, sliced to ribbons, and now that’s my fault? GG being thrown from the train, the Moth disappearing, Billie
  mutating into this monster? It’s all on me?

  ‘I’m waiting,’ she sneers.

  There’s no time to argue.

  ‘I’m sorry, Carrie! I’m sorry, GG! I’m sorry, Moth! I’m sorry!’ I yell. ‘I’m sorry for everything! It’s my fault!’ I scream, because I
  need this to be over, for her to save the Ape and leave us alone, but also deep down because part of me thinks it’s true.

  Billie lets a smile spread along her wide mouth. Finally she’s happy.

  ‘Now, please! Don’t let him die!’ I beg her.

  Billie slips an arm round Other-Johnson’s waist. ‘I’m not letting him die. You are,’ she says. ‘You said yourself this is your fault. Carrie, GG, the Moth, Lucas
  and now the Ape. All gone, and all because of you.’ And with that she grabs Other-Johnson and leaps from the sinking boat towards the bank of the river. Despite the distance, she lands
  effortlessly on the paved pathway running alongside the Thames, before turning to take in the jaw-dropping shock on my face.

  ‘Billie, we had a deal!’ I yell.

  ‘We also had a friendship. Look how that panned out.’




  SCHOOL’S IN

  It’s my first day back at school and I’m nervous. I’m wearing a brand-new school blazer and a pristine white blouse. I have shiny brogues and knee-length
  socks. I feel overdressed and ridiculous. No one wears the exact school uniform, no one I know can afford to, but here I am, decked out like some posh kid who has a butler lay out their clothes for
  them.

  The school in front of me is identical to the one we were so cruelly kidnapped from.

  But you already know it had to be. Because the world copies keep coming like a rampant photocopier has gone rogue and is spewing facsimiles of earth all over the office floor.

  I mean, you know the routine, right?

  That’s right. I’m on yet another earth.

  Mum smiles – I’ve started to refer to her as Mum because she may as well be my mum, but I can’t be totally sure. Every time her or my dad comes near me,
  my personal alarm system, the spider-sense samba, dances across my shoulders in a frinkly tingle. These two people can’t be my real parents. My inbuilt warning system is convinced of
  it.

  As part of the deal for me going back to school, I asked Mum to go out and buy me some hair dye. Electric-pink. My original colour, chestnut brown, had started to show through at the roots
  and that is not where I am in my life right now. As soon as I applied the colouring, I felt more like me again. The pink hair is my battle colour, the thing that sets me apart, and makes me feel
  more formidable. The reason I was thrown into detention in the first place was because of the hair. My pink hair is two fingers to the world. And that’s any world you care to
  mention.

  Thirteen days I spent in the flat they call home. But on the morning of the fourteenth day they presented me with my new school uniform and told me it was time to rejoin the human
  race.

  Assuming, of course, they are human.

  Despite the deal I made about the hair dye I still tried to squirm out of it, to say I wasn’t ready yet. But my dad said he’d signed me up and that the school was expecting me.
  Then Mum handed me the hair dye.

  ‘It’s time,’ is all Dad said.

  ‘It’s not time,’ I replied.

  ‘Your father needs to go back to work.’ Mum stepped in.

  ‘Good for him, but what difference does that make to me?’ I was channelling every ounce of petulant teenager and only stopped short of slamming my bedroom door in their
  faces.

  ‘He wants to know everything is as it should be,’ she told me in her soothing tones. ‘He wants to be able to go to work knowing that you’re happy.’

  ‘He can’t guess that I’m not? He’s meant to be a genius and he can’t see that?’

  We – Mum and I – were talking about Dad like he wasn’t there, but of course he was, he just didn’t know how to get involved. Twelve years ago I was a
  caterpillar-obsessed four-year-old, but now he’s got a moody teenager to deal with. Both him and Mum have, and they’re doing their best to stay calm and reasonable.

  Well, not Mum really.

  Not even Non-Mum.

  Because this is New-Mum. My third female parent in as many weeks. A woman who is identical to my real mum right down to having the same worry lines. Though this New-Mum is more emotionally
  unhinged. Who wouldn’t be when your missing husband and daughter suddenly turn up out of the blue?

  ‘School will be fun,’ she assured me.

  School is only ever fun when you’re not there. The only bits I’ve ever enjoyed are between lessons. Though eventually it dawned on me that being at school would at least get me
  away from their mind-numbing happiness.

  ‘There’s nothing to worry about.’ My dad finally spoke. ‘Nothing at all. It’s all perfectly fine.’

  We haven’t said one word about the empty world that we were both trapped in. It’s as if it never happened. I’d tried a few times to bring up the subject, as in – what
  the mother-loving hell was all that about? But he shushes me, closing it down as quickly as he can. He tells me that he doesn’t want to upset New-Mum.

  But I know that he doesn’t want to talk about the empty world and what happened there for a very good reason. He knows as well as I do what he did to my friends. He also knows
  I’m constantly on the verge of tears and is desperate to avoid watching me dissolve into a total heap. He wants a perfect world without tears. He’s come a long way to get that, but I
  wonder how much further he’ll go to keep it.




  GOOD TIDALS WE BRING

  Billie takes a run and leaps into the air, still gripping Other-Johnson like he’s her favourite rag doll. She bounds along the river walkway, heading past the bridge that
  Non-Ape uprooted barely more than a minute ago.

  The pleasure boat lurches violently; it’s going to flip onto its side at any moment. We slip and slide and all three of us, Johnson, the dying Ape and me, go crashing against the far
  railing.

  ‘Agh!’ The Ape groans mightily when my feet smack into his gutted stomach.

  Johnson, in his souped-up body, drags himself to his feet, but even as he does he spots something that freezes him. ‘Are you kidding me?’

  ‘What? What is it?’ I try to grasp the rail and Johnson grabs my elbow, easily hefting me to a precarious standing position. I look back down the river. I think it’s to the
  east, heading towards the coast, but that doesn’t really matter.

  Because coming our way is a tidal wave.

  Yes.

  A tidal wave.

  In London.

  This world truly despises me and its favourite method of torture is using the elements against me. It’s already burned me in a fire. It tried to freeze me in icy waters, and then conjured
  a snowstorm. I thought I’d pretty much beaten everything it could conjure up for me, but it’s left me a leaving present. A nice big wet kiss goodbye.

  The wave is coming fast, growing taller and speedier by the second. I have no defence, no ideas, no escape plan.

  ‘Johnson,’ I whisper.

  Now he’s in the body of Other-Johnson he might survive, but the Ape won’t. He won’t be able to swim in his condition and I make a silent pact to not let him die alone.

  The tidal wave rises higher and higher, gathering momentum.

  ‘Johnson,’ I whisper again. ‘Listen to me. Get to shore. Find the Moth or even my dad and the other Rev. Then get home. Get home and be safe.’

  ‘I can jump you both off the boat.’

  ‘There’s no time.’ I glance at the Ape. ‘And I can’t leave him.’

  The tidal wave is enormous by now, rising level with the buildings, both ancient and new, that line the river.

  Johnson slips his hand into mine. He’s not going anywhere either. ‘Like I’d leave you.’

  The enormous wave is going to smash down on us so I reach for the fallen Ape’s mighty paw and, even though it’s slippery with his blood, I cling on as we make a tiny human chain in
  the face of a thousand tons of Thames.

  ‘Dazza,’ I whisper to him, my eyes meeting his. This could be the last word I ever say to him.

  The river rises like a giant’s fist, curling to crush us.

  The boat lurches.

  And then rises sharply and steeply into the air, sending us tumbling back across the deck, sliding and skidding towards the bankside railings.

  A mighty bellow accompanies the violent lurch as the boat floats in the air. That bellow is something I grew to fear before truly appreciating it for its sonorous beauty.

  It’s the bellow of the Non-Ape.

  The boat rises higher as the Non-Ape starts pushing it towards the bank.

  The tidal wave closes faster and faster.

  Non-Ape’s mighty legs and arms propel the boat through the ever-shallowing waters as we’re sucked towards the tidal wave which is now only fifty metres away now.

  But the riverbank is closer.

  Non-Ape bellows again.

  The tidal wave closes on us, casting an enormous shadow as it blocks out the sky.

  The boat is within metres of the bank.

  ‘C’mon, Ape!’ Johnson adds his bellow to Non-Ape’s.

  ‘Throw it!’ I yell. ‘Throw the boat!’ Nop-Ape will survive any tidal wave because he’s stronger than an ocean.

  ‘Throw it!’ Johnson yells.

  The boat rises higher and then arcs backwards as Non-Ape’s strength defies the wildest imagination and he gets ready to hurl the boat out of the Thames. I swear I can feel his colossal
  muscles bunching through the timbers of the broken pleasure cruiser.

  He’s going to do it. Just like every Ape in every universe, he will save the day, because that is what every single one of them was born to do.

  But then the tidal wave hits, pounding down on us before Non-Ape gets the chance to launch us.

  The Thames smashes into the boat and wipes us out in a stained brown hurricane of water and abandoned shopping trolleys. Then, in one of this world’s crueller mocking coincidences, I see
  Carrie’s dead body coming straight for me.

  It’s impossible. Carrie’s body cannot possibly have found its way back to me. But then in this world the impossible has become the norm.




  SIGNED UP, SHIPPED OFF

  We live about half a mile from the school so I could have walked it in ten minutes, but New-Mum and Dad insisted on driving me.

  ‘Soon be there,’ my dad said from the back seat.

  ‘Two minutes,’ New-Mum smiled.

  She drove straight into the school grounds; usually that’s strictly forbidden, at least it is in my world, only teachers and official visitors can drive into the school. But New-Mum is
  keen to get me as close as she possibly can so there’s no chance of me not showing up for lessons.

  ‘We’re here,’ New-Mum says in her gentle, soothing voice. ‘And I know you’ll love it.’

  ‘Love it,’ Dad echoes.

  ‘I hate school,’ I tell them. But they aren’t listening to anything I say.

  ‘Only thing you need to think about—’

  ‘—and it’s a good thought—’

  ‘—is that we’re all back together.’ New-Mum pats my knee.

  Dad rubs my shoulder. ‘That’s all that matters,’ he tells me.

  It’s almost as if they have to touch me to make sure I’m real. That I’m actually there.

  ‘And listen, any problems call us,’ he adds.

  ‘We’ ll be here in seconds,’ New-Mum says as she offers me a brand-new mobile phone. It’s still boxed though the seal has been broken.

  ‘Open it then,’ Dad says.

  They’re very excited. It’s the only state they’ve been in since he brought me here. Pure unadulterated excitement for two whole weeks now.

  I’m not worried about the passing of time because the Moth had a theory that time happens differently on different earths. So even if it is two weeks here it can still be a microsecond
  in my real world. I could go back there and arrive just a moment after I left.

  My real world. Going home. It sounds so good I think it twice.

  ‘We already opened it and charged the phone for you.’ New-Mum’s smile is very similar to my real mum’s smile. The deeply protective and loving, yet perennially lost,
  mother who I’m determined to see again. New-Mum is much more fragile emotionally, more of a deep brittle than anything. She might look the same, but she isn’t and, more than anything,
  she is not someone I can see myself growing to love. So I’m going to wait until I can find an opening, a gap in the fabric of what’s real and what’s false. Soon as I do, I’m
  waltzing straight through it, no looking back, no getting hung up on a fragile mother whose life has just been made complete again. New-Mum is not my worry. So if I have to play games, to behave
  like everything is hunky-dory, I’ll do it to buy myself time until I can figure out exactly where I am and how to escape.

  Back in the empty world the liar had told me that he would fix everything. And I fought tooth and nail to keep him safe while he did that. We all did, human and doppelganger. We battled with
  everything we had just so he could send us all back to where we came from. He yelled at us to keep him alive while he opened the proper portal. Keep me safe, he shouted, I can fix
  this. I can fix it all. So the Apes found themselves in their greatest ever battle and they fought and fought. Our doppelgangers buried their grudges against us and joined the war, and even if
  some did fall, their healer, Another-Billie, was on hand to reanimate them. Although they were being overwhelmed, no one ever gave up hope. The threat came from everywhere, surging forth with only
  one intention. To stop us, to cut us down. But the battle distracted us and we were all far too slow to see what my father was really doing.

  He had no intention of sending anyone but him and me home. All he ever wanted from the others for was to keep us safe. He whisked me away at the worst possible moment. They were dying in
  front of my eyes and he stole me away before I could stop him.

  I’ll never forgive him for that.

  Never.




  ONE MUDDY RIVER TO CROSS

  I’m underwater and I don’t know if I’m upside down or which way the surface is. I’m spinning in an endless cycle as if gravity no longer exists.

  I also have company.

  Carrie’s body has become entwined with mine. Her dead arms have bent and locked round my body. Her face is centimetres from mine and we are dancing underwater, twisting and turning, locked
  in an embrace like old friends reunited. But there’s something about this embrace that tells me Carrie would like to hang onto me so she can drag me down to the depths. Even in death she
  wants to kill me.

  I struggle to break free of her grip because I am not going to drown. Not today or any other day. I have a few seconds of air left and at some stage I’m going to work out where the surface
  is and I’m going to kick like a mule for it.

  The last five or so days have hardened me to everything. Even while I’m tumbling at fifty miles an hour as the tidal wave hurls me this way and that, I will not let it defeat me. I have a
  home somewhere; I have friends and family and a life. I can’t disappear; I can’t not be. This is not how my story is going to end.
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