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“There is no foreign land; it is the traveller only that is foreign.”

—  Robert Louis Stevenson
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A sickening silence reigns in the house of death. George and Rachel are sitting at the kitchen table, numbly picking at their breakfast. They look blank, lost, more like puppets than people. All these months later, they’re still not even close to getting over what happened.

I’m standing in a corner, wearing my school uniform. If my foster parents notice me, they say nothing. We find it hard to say anything to one another these days. I can’t remember the last time one of them spoke to me directly.

I glance at the clock. It’s time to leave. I think about saying goodbye, but I can’t bring myself to break the crushing silence, so I slip out, taking my blazer from where it hangs near the front door. There’s a photo of Dave on the wall, in his uniform, smiling.

I’ve opened the door, but I’m still staring at the photo, remembering the day that everything ended and the nightmare began. Dave’s trapped in photos, video clips and memories now. He’ll never grow older or rock this house with his laughter again. Lost to the silence forever.

I step out and close the door oh-so softly behind me.

It’s a grey, heavy day in London, lifeless clouds hanging in the sky as if stuck there with glue, and I know even before I hit the pavement that I won’t be going to school. There’s a tight knot in my stomach, and the thought of sitting in class makes me want to throw up. It won’t be the first day I’ve skipped since the accident. Nobody has said anything about the absences. Sometimes I feel like nobody in the entire world will ever say anything to me again.

I gaze at people in coffee shops as I trudge past, wondering if any of them has lost someone the way we lost Dave, if this city of millions feels as cold and alien to them as it does to me.

I wind up on a bridge over the Thames. There’s a railway line up the centre, a footbridge on either side of it. I walk across one of the footbridges, studying the river, thinking about Dave, the accident, how easy it would have been to save him if I’d seen the danger in advance.

“There’s a dangerous drop on the other side of that wall, Dave. Hop back onto the path.”

That’s all it would have taken. He’d have rolled his eyes and asked me if I thought I was his minder. Then we’d have laughed and carried on, and the day would have been like any other, and he’d still be here.

Leaving the bridge, I drift along the riverbank. For a while I blamed the Thames for stealing Dave from us, but I came to see how silly that was. It was an accident. Not Dave’s fault. Not mine. Certainly not a river’s.

I return to the footbridge, walk about three-quarters of the way along, then stop and study the view, which takes in the London Eye and the Houses of Parliament, glass skyscrapers in the distance.

I should be cheerful, with no school and that view, but I can’t stop thinking about Dave. I feel lost and alone, with nothing to do and all the time in the world on my hands.

Hoping to distract myself, I focus on the people crossing the bridge. Many are tourists, pausing to take selfies, smiling and laughing, flashing the peace sign or pretending to prop up the London Eye. A few joggers pant past. Men and women in business suits march by, talking loudly on their phones. Foreign students on school trips. A few pensioners.

And then I spot the girl.

She’s my sort of age, darker skinned than me, maybe Italian or Spanish. She has black hair cut short, and wide brown eyes, dressed in plain cream trousers and a red, long-sleeved top. Her boots are navy, scuffed and stained with dry mud.

She comes running along the bridge in a panic, stops near where I’m standing and starts grimacing bizarrely. Her nose twitches, her lips gurn, her eyebrows shoot up and down, her tongue flickers out and around.

At first I think she’s pulling faces at me and I open my mouth to snap at her, but then she throws a worried – no, terrified – glance backwards, and I realise she hasn’t even noticed me.

Two men are striding towards us. They’re dressed in white suits, white shoes and white ties. One is black, the other pale like me. Both are bald, except for a curved, thin strip of white hair that arcs across their foreheads, the tips of the crescents pointing towards the backs of their heads.

The pale man is holding a long, narrow knife, the sort they called a stiletto in the old days. The darker man is carrying an axe, swinging it through the air in short, menacing strokes.

It’s clear that the men are chasing the girl and will kill her if they catch her.

The girl gulps, then pulls more faces. She’s staring at the paving slabs. I want to cry out and warn her of the danger, but she’s obviously aware of the threat. I can’t understand why she isn’t fleeing, why she’s drawn to a halt and is wasting precious time pulling those ridiculous faces.

I think about intervening – I could tug the girl away from the onrushing men and help her escape – but I’m rigid with fear, breathing shallowly, eyes wide, shocked by what’s happening.

When the men are several metres away, a couple of slabs in the bridge shimmer and a hole yawns open. I think it’s a trick of the light, so I do a double take, but it’s definitely a hole, a gap where a moment before there had been solid stone.

With a victorious yelp, the girl throws herself into the hole. The men’s faces twist with rage and they pick up speed, but the girl yells something, and in an instant the slabs are back in place.

The hole is gone.

The bridge is solid again.

The girl has disappeared.

The armed, angry, white-suited men stand there, scowling at the spot where she vanished. I look to see how the other people on the bridge are reacting to this, but to my astonishment they angle round the men, paying them no interest, not even sneaking a quick look at their weapons.

Then, as I gawp at the slabs and the men, the pale guy with the stiletto raises his head and looks straight at me.

“I think the boy can see us,” he says.

The man with the axe looks around uncertainly. “What boy?”

“That one,” knife-man says, pointing at me with the blade.

Axe-man stares at me. “Are you sure? He’s wearing Born clothes.”

“They could be a disguise,” knife-man says.

A lump of terror forms in my throat. The men are studying me as if I’m an insect, and there’s no doubt in my mind that they can stamp me out as swiftly as a bug if they choose.

But even while fireworks of fear explode inside my head and I stand on the verge of a meltdown, I’m noting details of what’s going on around me. It’s like part of my brain has detached itself and is working hard to save me.

“The other people don’t see them,” a voice whispers inside me. “They don’t know that the two men are here. They didn’t see the girl or the hole either.”

I don’t know how that can be true, but I instinctively know that it is.

Prompted by the voice, I cast my gaze around, as if I’m still people-watching, and clock the movements of pedestrians as they approach the two men. Without seeing the pair in the white suits, they sense something in their way and move to bypass the obstruction.

“He does look a bit shifty,” axe-man says and his face hardens. “Will I chop off his head, just to be safe?”

I act as if I haven’t heard, and hope the blood isn’t draining from my cheeks. I’ve managed to hold myself together but my knees are threatening to spasm. I need to convince the men that I’m unaware of their presence.

Remembering something that I’d seen earlier, I cock my head and focus. “What on Earth...?” I murmur, and step towards the men in the suits.

They squint at me as I approach. I try to behave like the other people, and angle my body in order to slip between them. I feel (or imagine) a cold wind skittering across the back of my neck as I pass.

I stop at the rails and stare across the gap that separates the footbridge from the railway line. A small tree is growing out of one of the supports, in a circle of unbroken concrete. Dirt must have built up in a crack, and a seed must have got lodged and taken root, but I pretend to be flabbergasted.

“How did that get there?” I mutter, like a botanist who has found an Amazonian tree in the middle of the Sahara. I’m laying things on thick but the men buy it.

“You were wrong,” axe-man says. “He was just looking at that tree.”

“So it seems,” knife-man sighs. “A pity. I was looking forward to killing the girl. He would have been compensation.”

“We could kill him anyway,” axe-man says helpfully.

My insides turn to ice, and I’m glad the men can no longer see my face, as I’m sure my stricken expression would betray me.

I sense the man with the knife deciding whether or not to attack. I want to run, but they’ll catch and slaughter me if I do.

“No,” he finally sniffs. “We’d break cover if we killed a Born. People would see us.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” the other man laughs.

“I know, but it would be foolish to draw attention to ourselves when there’s no need. Besides, we’d be wasting time. The camel has given us the slip but she can’t be far ahead of us. We should start scouting for her trail.”

“You are right as always, Orlan,” axe-man says. Then I feel him lean in close to me, and the warmth of his breath on the back of my right ear as he whispers, “You don’t know how lucky you are, little boy.”

With that, the pair set off. I take a step back from the rails, as if still studying the tree and wondering how it sprouted in the middle of a concrete pillar. I chance a glance left. The men haven’t looked back. Moments later they reach the stairs and start down. As soon as their heads are no longer in sight, I slump against the rails and cling on for dear life as my legs turn to jelly and tears roll down my cheeks in unchecked waves of terror and relief.
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I’d like to cling to the rails for hours, sobbing and shivering, but people must be staring at me. It’s only a matter of time before somebody stops and asks if I’m OK, and I’ll be in trouble if I answer truthfully. I can’t tell anyone what I’ve seen — I’d sound like a maniac.

I stay facing the scrawny tree, scrunch up my eyes until the tears stop, and wipe my cheeks dry. My heart gradually slows to a more regular thumping rhythm. My breath starts to come easily. My fingers stop shaking.

I make sure the men in the white suits haven’t come back, then set my sights on the slabs in the bridge. They look like ordinary paving stones, a few thin cracks running through them, stains from old bird droppings. If I walked to the far end of the bridge, then retraced my steps, I wouldn’t be able to locate them again, since there’s nothing remarkable about them.

But I have no intention of leaving until I make sense of what I saw.

Now that fear has drained from me, fascination fills its place. A girl caused a hole to appear in the stone floor of a bridge, then slipped into it and sealed it shut behind her. That sort of thing doesn’t happen every day. It shouldn’t happen any day. I’ve witnessed something impossible.

And I want to know more.

Stepping away from the rails, I crouch beside the slabs and run a finger round the joins. I rap on the stone with my knuckles, then pound it with my fists. Nothing gives, so I stand and hammer it with the heels of my shoes, to no avail.

As I’m hammering the slabs, I pause to wonder what the people passing by are thinking. I look up, but nobody is paying me any attention. They’re veering around me, the way they veered around the two men. Whatever’s going on, it seems I became part of it when I stepped onto these slabs.

Remembering the faces the girl pulled, I twitch my own features, pushing my lips out, then stretching them, widening and narrowing my eyes, wrinkling my nose. For a long time nothing happens, and I start to wonder if I imagined the whole incident. But then...

The slabs shimmer.

The surface turns partly translucent and I spy something through it. At first I’m not sure what I’m looking at, but as I continue to pull faces, the colour of the slabs fades another few shades, bringing the objects beneath into sharper focus.

Locks.

I stop pulling faces. The surface doesn’t change back, and the locks remain in sight. There are five of them, wide keyhole locks, varying in size and appearance. Two of the locks are a dark golden colour, two are silver, and one is a fleshy pink. No sign of any keys, but something (the same something that told me the people on the bridge couldn’t see the would-be killers) tells me that keys aren’t required. The holes are bigger than on normal locks, big enough to slide your fingers into, and I have a feeling that these can be locked or unlocked by touch alone.

I stretch out a hand towards a golden lock, sure I’ll meet resistance from the slab, but to my astonishment my fingers pass through the surface of the shimmering stone as if it’s made of water.

I yank back my hand with a yelp and flex my fingers, making sure they’re all intact. When I don’t spot any damage, I extend my hand again, but slowly this time. As before, my fingers pass through the upper layer of stone. There’s a slight dip in temperature but no other difference.

Having held my hand steady for several seconds, I reach in further, sliding my fingers into the hole of the large lock, as if they were a fleshy key. I feel bits of metal inside. Some of the pieces move and make a soft tinkling noise as I slide my fingers around.

As strange as all this is, the strangest thing is how normal it feels. It’s as if I’ve done this thousands of times before. A warm smile spreads across my lips, the sort of smile that comes when I eat a favourite food that I haven’t had in a long time.

Without thinking, I move my fingers, exploring the workings of the lock. Closing my eyes, I begin to put together a mental image of the interior. There’s no way I can know what a lock looks like inside, or how to manipulate it, yet I’m convinced that I do. The voice that had earlier told me how to act in the presence of the killers now speaks again, saying, “Move this bit that way,” and, “Slide that piece across.”

Moments later, as my fingers push, tweak and glide, there’s a sweet clicking noise and all of the bits slide back into the shell of the lock.

It’s open.

As excitement bubbles up, I move my hand to the other gold lock and slide my left hand into one of the silver ones at the same time. It’s difficult working on two locks at once, yet I rise to the challenge with the minimum of effort. It takes a few minutes, but in the end both locks click open.

That leaves the second silver lock and the pink one. These are smaller and more intricate. I can’t slide in my hands or work on two of them at the same time, so I focus on the silver lock first and poke the tip of a finger into it, probing slowly, using a fingernail to carefully pick at the tumblers.

In the end the lock clicks (a very soft sound, almost imperceptible) and I’m able to turn my attention to the final lock.

I expect this one to be the most challenging, but I’ve learnt a lot from the others, and it yields to my charms within seconds. Almost before I know it, there’s another soft click, then...

The hole appears.

It’s as sudden as when the girl summoned it, and still mind-boggling. I don’t yelp or flinch, but I fall perfectly still, not moving, not breathing, just staring.

It’s green inside the hole. There’s some sort of a tunnel, though I can’t see much of it from here.

After a long, awed pause, I start to stick my head into the hole.

No.

I stop.

The girl jumped in. It probably doesn’t matter if you go head or feet first, but I’d be a fool to take chances. Hell, I’d be a fool to do anything. I should turn my back on this and hurry away. I’ve uncovered something incredible, and there can be no return to the normal world if I descend into the impossible tunnel that I’ve revealed.

But that’s the thing. I revealed it. Nobody else on the bridge saw the girl, the men with the weapons, the hole. They don’t see me either now. I’m different. If I fled, I could pretend it never happened, convince myself that I dreamt the whole thing, carry on with life as before. Except...

I’d know. Deep in my heart, I’d know, and I’d always hate myself for accepting the limits that everyone else in the world accepts, when I now know that there’s so much more for me to explore.

Adults often tell us kids that we act without thinking. They say we  don’t consider the consequences of the choices we make. That’s always made me roll my eyes, but maybe they’re right. If I was older, I think I’d hesitate, analyse things to death, probably decide that the risks are too great.

But I’m not a grown-up. I am, as the guy with the axe noted, a little boy. So, with a move that’s both the bravest and most foolish thing I’ve ever done, I hold my breath, bid reality a quick farewell, and throw myself off the bridge, into the hole and a world of green.
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It’s a short fall, not even a couple of metres, and I land comfortably on my feet. The floor is firm but sticky. When I look up, the hole is just overhead. I could reach up and pull myself back onto the bridge.

I don’t.

Instead I turn my head slowly left, then right.

A tunnel stretches in front of me in both directions. It looks the same either way. Green walls, coated with short hairs. Odd lumpy sections jut out in many places, like small toadstools.

There’s no sign of the girl.

I take a step left, looking for clues. The step is harder to take than I expected, as if my foot was partly stuck to the floor.

I glance down and see the imprint of my foot. There are hairs down there and I squashed them. Although they’re already starting to curl upwards and regain their form, the shape of my shoe is clear and most likely will be for several minutes or more.

I crouch and look ahead. There aren’t any footprints. Looking the other way, I instantly spot marks made by the girl’s boots.

I take off after the girl’s trail, shuffling along as fast as I can. I wonder what she’ll think when I catch up, if she’ll view me as a threat, if she has a weapon of her own, if she might be as dangerous as the men.

I pause. The men were ice-cold killers who discussed butchering me for fun, but that doesn’t mean the girl’s a saint. Maybe she’s as violent as the men, and what I saw was a clash between two warring factions.

I consider retreat. The hole is still open – the light illuminates the tunnel – and I could be back on the bridge in next to no time. But how could I abandon the mystery at the first hint of a hurdle? Besides, I don’t think the girl is bad. She had a kind face, when she wasn’t twisting it into gargoyle-like grimaces.

I push on, but more nervously than before.

The nerves kick in even harder when I come to a downwards bend. It’s a sharp thirty- or forty-degree drop, and I can’t see where it straightens out again.

There are marks on the floor, a wide swath of flattened hairs where the girl must have sat and slid down into the darkness. And it’s very dark. This is where the light peters out. If I go on, I’ll be blind.

I look back yearningly towards the hole in the bridge. The contact point to my own world is within reach. Safety is mine for the taking. If I venture any further, I might never have the chance to retreat again.

I puff out my cheeks and sit down to think it over. My hands touch the hairs for the first time and I bring my fingers up close to my face to examine them. They’re covered with a yellow, sticky substance. It smells like freshly mown grass. When I brush my hands together, the stickiness rubs away and the yellow substance leaves hardly any stains. For some reason that seems like a positive sign, and making a snap gut call, I cut the safety cord to home and slide down the slope into blackness and the mysterious unknown.
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The sticky hairs mean it’s not a smooth slide, and I have to keep using my hands to propel myself on. The tunnel eventually levels out and I stand again, but soon after there’s another dip, followed by a series of bends. It’s like being in a long, enclosed water slide, only without any water.

In the pitch black, I’ve no way of knowing if I’m still following the girl’s trail. For a while I was able to stoop and feel her footsteps in the hairs, but they’ve all sprung back up now. She could have opened a hole and slipped through to somewhere else, closing it behind her, or there might have been a fork in the tunnel that I missed. Hell, I might have passed dozens of forks and wandered into the middle of a maze, lost in the dark forever, no way out.

I shudder at the grisly thought and tell myself to be more optimistic. There’s no reason to suspect the worst.

Then again, there’s no reason to suspect the best either.

I soldier on. It’s warm, so I take off my blazer and carry it draped over my shoulder. I start thinking about school again, and chuckle at the thought of writing an essay about this, wondering what my teachers would make of it.

Then I spot light, coming from a hole in the side of the tunnel.

I hurry to the hole and examine it. Unlike the rectangular hole on the bridge, this is a rough circle – it looks like the girl carved it with a knife – and it’s slowly sealing itself shut. If I’d been a few minutes later, there would have been nothing for me to see and I’d have passed on, further into the darkness.

Thanking my lucky timing, I look out of the hole. There’s not much to see, because a large vine runs adjacent to the tunnel that I’m in, its outside wall a shade darker than the inside of my tunnel, with fewer hairs.

I stick my head out and look down. I see that the tunnel is also a vine, but it brushes against the other one beneath me, so I can’t see much more than that. I try looking up, but there are several smaller, green vines, twisting and turning around one another, blocking my view.

There’s no sign of the girl.

Putting a hand on either side of the hole, I pull myself up and stand. The first thing I note is that the vine I’ve come through is enormous, snaking away into the distance like an endless railway line.

I spot ground a long way down, scores of green fields. It doesn’t strike me as odd that there should be fields when, a short while earlier, I was in central London. I’ve passed too far beyond the realms of normality to be bothered by a bit of dodgy geography.

I use my hands to part the vines above me, and everything stops for a moment as I’m presented with a sight more incredible than anything else I’ve seen on this most extraordinary of days.

There are hundreds of vines slithering across the skyline in all directions, but I’m not flabbergasted by them. It’s the sky beyond that sets my senses reeling.

Because the sky isn’t blue.

It’s a light green colour.

And there’s no sign of the sun.

Above the vines, the sky is completely empty.

I sit down and stare at the green, vacant sky for a long, bewildered time. How can a sky have nothing in it? In my universe, full of stars and planets, that should be impossible.

But maybe I’m not in that place any more. Is this an alternate universe? Have I come through a... what was it called in that sci-fi show that Dave loved... wormhole?

I shake my head slowly. This is too big. I don’t know how to deal with it. Should I stay here and gawp? Return to the bridge and try to find a scientist who could make sense of it all? Just go mad?

In the end I decide the only way to handle the universal shift is to ignore it, so I get to my feet and look for the girl.

There aren’t so many hairs on the outside of the vine and they’re not as supple as those inside. Some of them snap when I move around.

I look for broken hairs and spot a few where the vine angles downwards ahead of me. I can’t be sure that the girl broke them – they could have been snapped at any time – but they’re all I have to go by, so I set off in that direction.

The vine twists and turns, sometimes corkscrewing back on itself. Occasionally it rises ahead of me and I have to scale it, but most of the time it leads me closer to the ground, which is a relief.

Other vines cross this one. Most are smaller than mine and I simply step across or duck beneath them, but I have to clamber over some of the bigger tendrils. My uniform, face and hands are soon yellow and sticky. I don’t know how I’m going to explain the mess to George and Rachel if I make it back.

That if should worry me way more than it does.

Eventually, after a few sharp drops, the vine leads me to within leaping distance of the fields. I’m still not at a point where I could jump without fear of breaking my legs, but I’d probably survive the fall.

I can see where the vine goes to ground, a kilometre or so ahead of me. The end is within sight.

Also in sight is a short stretch of an old aqueduct, a series of tall stone arches with a path running across them. It stands in the middle of a field, connected to nothing else.

The vine passes through one of the arches and I pause when I get there. The arch is taller than I imagined, the roof maybe five metres above me, and it’s dark. The gloom makes me uneasy.

I pull on my blazer and glance at the roof of the arch, nervous even though I can’t see anything up there.

“Nice day,” someone calls.

I stagger towards the edge of the vine and almost lose my balance and fall. With a cry of fear I hurl myself back into the middle, where I’m secure.

“Who’s there?” I shout.

“Hush,” the voice says. “You’re disturbing the peace.”

I spot her. It’s the girl from the bridge, lounging in the loop of a vine that wraps round the arch. She lies there, one leg dangling over the side, both hands stuck behind her head, rocking gently to and fro.

“This is a nice zone,” the girl says without opening her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve been this way before. Is the weather always this pleasant?”

“I don’t know,” I answer.

“How long have the arches been here?” she asks.

“No idea,” I say.

The girl sits up. “So what’s this place called?”

I shrug helplessly.

“Doesn’t it have a name?” she asks lightly, as if that wouldn’t be strange.

“I don’t know,” I mumble. “I’m not from here.”

She looks at me directly. “A stranger like me, are you?” She pulls the fingertips of her right hand together, presses them to the centre of her chest, then makes a throwing gesture, spreading the fingers wide as the hand stretches out.

The girl frowns when I don’t respond. She does it again, and by the look on her face I know she’s expecting a reaction. With no idea what to do, I repeat her gesture with my own hand.

The girl’s nose wrinkles. “You’re an odd one,” she says. “I thought everybody knew how to make the greet.” She swings her other leg round so that she’s perched on the edge of her vine, pulls her fingers into her chest and makes the throwing gesture again. “When I do this, I’m offering you my soul. You should pretend to catch it and pull it to your chest, to join with yours.”

With her hand outstretched, she lets hers fingers close, then presses them to her breastbone. She nods at me to give it a try. I feel like a muppet, but I copy what the girl has done and she beams. “Very good,” she says.

“Is the greet what you do instead of a handshake?” I ask.

She stares at me oddly. “Of course. Shaking hands is a Born thing.”

I recall one of the killers saying something about the Born.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“Excuse me?” She seems confused by the question.

“Born. What is it?”

She continues to stare at me.

“Where are we?” I press. “What is this place?”

The girl’s expression sharpens. “That uniform isn’t from this sphere,” she says. “What realm are you from? What zone do you call home?”

“I’ve no idea what realms and zones are,” I splutter. “I saw you on the bridge and decided to –”

“You were on the bridge?” the girl yells.

“Yes. I saw you pulling faces, and the guys in white suits who were chasing you. Then the hole opened and –”

I get no further. The girl leaps from her vine and lands in front of me. Before I can react, she thrusts a hand down to her right boot and produces a thin, sharp knife. Slipping behind me, she wraps her left arm round my head, pulls it to the side, then slides the blade up next to the soft flesh of my exposed, defenceless throat.
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“Are you with them?” the girl roars, pressing the flat of the blade hard against my flesh. She hasn’t cut me yet, but one jerk of her hand is all it will take to slit my throat and send a fountain of blood gushing.

I moan sickly in response.

“Talk!” she shouts, giving my head a twist.

Between moans, I manage to squeeze out, “Gonna... be... sick.”

The girl blinks, clearly not having expected that reply. When my stomach heaves, she releases me and I fall to my knees.

I retch on top of the vine, trembling with terror.

“Please don’t kill me,” I croak.

“Calm down,” the girl says. She’s still holding the knife but isn’t pointing it at me. Instead she’s tapping her lower teeth with the tip of the blade, looking at me with more wonder than suspicion.

“I haven’t done anything,” I wheeze. “I’m not with them. I don’t even know who they are. Do you mean the guys with the axe and knife?”

“Is that what they were carrying?” she asks. “I didn’t get a close look. When I spotted them coming, I ran. Luckily I knew there was a borehole on that bridge.”

I wipe my lips and rise. My hands are still trembling, but not as much as they were when the girl was holding the blade to my throat.

“They wanted to kill you,” I whisper. “They talked about killing me.”

“You?” she frowns. “Why?”

“They were in the mood for blood.”

“But why you specifically?” she asks.

“They thought I could see them.” I gulp. “I could, too, but I pretended I couldn’t.”

“Why shouldn’t you have been able to see them?” she asks softly.

I gulp again. “Nobody else on the bridge saw them, or you either.”

The girl takes a step closer. When I flinch, she lowers the blade. “Are you Born?” she asks in a low voice.

“Of course I was born,” I reply. “I hardly popped out of an egg, did I?”

“No,” she says patiently. “Are you one of the Born?” When she sees that I don’t understand, she tries again. “Are you from London?”

“Yes,” I say.

The girl gawps at me, lost for words.

“This isn’t Earth, is it?” I ask.

She carries on staring.

“Did the men say anything else?” she finally asks, bending to slip her knife back into its place in her boot.

“Not much,” I mutter, then remember something. “But one of them was called... I think it was Oar Lann.”

“Orlan?” the girl snaps.

“That was it.”

“Orlan and Argate,” she says grimly. “Then you can consider that the narrowest of escapes. There aren’t many who slip the grip of Orlan Stiletto and Argate Axe. Did they follow you?”

“No. The hole closed after you jumped in. They didn’t even try to open it.”

“We’re lucky they didn’t have a key for the borehole,” the girl says. “But how did you open it?”

I smile shyly. “I copied what you did. When the locks appeared, I stuck my –”

“Locks?” she stops me.

“I saw the locks when I put my hand on the slab.”

“Ah,” she smiles. “You’re a locksmith.”

“No I’m not.”

“Yes you are,” she insists. “Nobody else could see borehole locks. Normal people like me need keys.”

“But you didn’t have a key,” I note. “You just pulled strange faces.”

“That was my key,” she says.

“Oh,” I say weakly, bewildered.

“I’ve never heard of a Born locksmith,” the girl continues. She casts her gaze over me again, taking in my stained school uniform, my tie, my scuffed shoes. “What’s your name?”

It’s the simplest of questions, but for a moment I’m thrown. We’ve been talking about such weird and bewildering things that it takes me a few seconds to process the answer. Then, when my head clears, I chuckle.

“It’s ironic, but my name’s Archie.”

“Why is that ironic?” she asks.

I point upwards. “Because of the arches. Arch... Archie...”

“That’s not ironic,” she says, “just coincidental.”

I scowl. “Anyway, that’s my name. What’s yours?”

“Inez Matryoshka,” she says.

“Match-ree-osh-ka?” I try.

“Mah-tree-osh-ka,” she corrects me.

I say it a few times under my breath, then decide to stick with her first name. “Is this where you’re from, Inez?”

“No,” she says. “I’ve never been in this zone before.”

“I don’t mean this spot. I mean this world... universe... whatever it is.”

Inez studies me closely. “You really have no idea where you are?”

I shake my head. “I saw you on the bridge and followed.”

“Why?” she asks quietly.

“I don’t know.”

She raises a sceptical eyebrow and I reconsider my response.

“Because of the mystery. I wanted to know where you’d gone. Also...” I hesitate. Dave was a big factor too, the terrible silence since he died. The last few months have been unbearable, and part of me saw this as a chance to escape the harrowing grief, at least for a while.

But I can’t share that with a stranger, so instead I murmur, “You were in trouble and I thought I might be able to help.”

I expect her to laugh, but she nods and says, “Thank you.”

She makes the greet again, pulling her fingers to her chest, then releasing her soul in my direction. This time I know what to do. Spreading my fingers wide, I draw her offered soul towards my chest and join it with mine.

Inez smiles. “I guess there’s only one thing left for me to say.”

As I look at her expectantly, Inez does a small curtsy – the first time I’ve ever seen anyone do that in real life – and says with a wink, “Welcome to the Merge.”
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Inez leads me to the ground, where we step off the vine. The field is much the same as any on Earth, grass, lots of little mushrooms sprinkled around, no trees or bushes.

Inez points to a hill in the near distance. “That’s where I was heading before I stopped for a rest,” she says.

I follow after her as she sets off towards the hill. It’s as warm down here as it was up on the vine, so I take off my blazer and walk with it slung over a shoulder.

“What’s the Merge?” I ask Inez, drawing abreast of her.

She looks at me with a frown. “A universe of sorts, but we call it a sphere. It’s...” She scratches her head. “I’ve never had to explain this. I’m not sure where to start.”

“Start with the sky,” I suggest. “Why is it green and where’s the sun?”

“The colour of the sky differs from zone to zone,” she says. “As for a sun... Space isn’t the same here. There isn’t an endless universe above us, peppered with stars and planets. Each zone has a clearly defined boundary.”

“How can that be?” I croak.

Inez thinks for a long time. Finally she stoops, breaks off a mushroom and hands it to me. “Eat that.”

I stare at the mushroom nervously. “I was told never to eat wild mushrooms.”

“These are different,” Inez says. “Mushrooms are the only natural food source in the Merge, so you might as well get used to them.”

I don’t want to look like I distrust her, so I take a nibble. It tastes OK. I pop the whole thing into my mouth and chew.

“These are the building blocks of the Merge,” Inez says. “You’ll find soil, vines and mushrooms everywhere. In the beginning there wasn’t much else.”

“How long ago are you talking?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Twenty thousand years or so. People called devisers can reshape the land and turn mushrooms into other objects.”

“Just like that?” I ask, snapping my fingers.

“They can make small transformations quickly,” she says, “but changing the landscape takes a long time. A hill might take years, while a mountain range could take decades, even centuries.”

“Your devisers live that long?” I gasp.

Inez makes an odd little noise in the back of her throat. “Devisers usually work in teams,” she says. “If one is working on a mountain, another might be building a forest to run along its base, while another creates snow for its peak.”

“You can change the weather too?” My head is spinning.

“We can do pretty much whatever we want,” she says.

I try to make sense of what she’s telling me. When we reach the hill and start climbing, I say, “How can there be day and night if there’s no sun?”

“Our light’s supplied by devisers called solaristas,” Inez says. “They find places where vines join with the Born – like on the bridge in London – and direct daylight from your sphere into ours, through tiny vines high up in the skies of our realms.”

We climb the hill in silence as I think about solaristas and a world that draws its light from a different universe.

“What’s a realm?” I ask.

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Inez says. “I want to look around first.”

We’ve come to the top of the hill. Inez turns to look back, so I do too. Apart from the aqueduct there’s nothing to see, except vines and more hills in the distance. Then she looks ahead, and when I switch my gaze, my breath catches in my throat.

There are more hills, and a few villages, but what stuns me is a wall of green that stretches across the horizon three or four kilometres in front of us. It rises from the earth and curves up to join the sky. Vines run through it, like veins in the hide of a giant green beast. There are also a lot of shimmering patches dotted across it.

The wall leads off to my left for several kilometres before bending around a hill and veering off into the distance. To my right it zigzags, cutting along the side of a village before jutting out, then in again, then out, then running in a more or less straight line to a point a long way off.

Inez starts down the hill but stops when I don’t follow. She spots my shocked expression. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

I can’t answer. I’m still staring at the wall.

Inez casts her gaze around, puzzled. Then the penny drops. “You haven’t seen a buffer before.”

She returns to the brow of the hill, sits down and pats the space next to her. I collapse into a bed of soft grass.

“What is it?” I wheeze.

“This zone’s boundary wall,” she answers. “Zones come in all shapes and sizes. Some are the size of a country, others the size of a room. Every zone exists within a massive cluster of zones, and those are realms, our equivalent of continents. There used to be nine but three have fallen.”

“How does a continent fall?” I ask.

She waves the question away. “Stick with me, Archie. This is complicated, so I only want to give you as many key details as you need.”

“Yes, teacher,” I say drily.

“Each zone has a buffer. It surrounds and isolates the zone, the way a sea or lake surrounds an island in the Born.”

She stands and pulls me to my feet. Her hands are colder than mine and her flesh is rougher. She smells like the mushrooms we ate earlier. I blush a bit, though I’m not sure why. I’m like that sometimes with girls.

“Come on,” Inez says, trotting down the hill. “I don’t want to hang about.”

“In case the killers catch up?” I ask nervously.

“No,” she says. “I doubt they’ll find me here.”

“So why are you in a hurry?” I ask as she picks up speed.

Inez shakes her head. “Let’s take it one mystery at a time.” And off she shoots, forcing me to run to keep up.

We’re racing by the time we get to the bottom of the hill, both of us grinning.

“Watch this,” Inez shouts, then does a cartwheel and carries on running. She does more cartwheels. Dry flecks of mud fly from her navy boots like glitter as her feet scythe through the air, and the arms of her red blouse billow out as if someone is pumping her up. On her last cartwheel, she turns and lands facing me. She doesn’t come to a halt, but continues to run at a fast speed backwards.

“That’s just showing off,” I growl.

“I know,” she chuckles, slowing down to let me catch up.

“Why aren’t we panting?” I ask as we jog along. “I don’t feel out of breath.”

“There must be more oxygen than normal in this zone,” she says.

“You can change the amount of oxygen in the air?” I cry.

“Devisers can alter just about anything,” she says.

“What about gravity?” I ask. “If we’re not spinning round a sun, what’s holding us down?”

Inez pats my shoulder. “Excellent question. The answer is... We don’t know. That’s befuddled us for generations.”

We push on at a brisk pace, slowing only when Inez takes a short detour, leading me into one of the villages I’d spotted from the top of the hill. It’s an unimpressive collection of small huts with straw roofs. There are no paths or roads, except where they’ve been created in the grass by people walking back and forth.

“Hello?” Inez calls.

Nobody answers.

She marches to a house and knocks on the door. When there’s no response, she pushes it open and enters. I think about staying outside but I don’t want to lose sight of her, so I head in. The house is plain inside, just one room, straw piled in a corner where I guess the residents sleep, a few roughly carved chairs, a bare table, hooks in one wall with clothes hanging from them.

Inez checks a few of the other houses. They’re much the same as the first. No bathrooms, TV rooms, studies or kitchens.

“Why are there no toilets?” I ask as we step outside again.

Inez smirks. “When you need a toilet break, shout, and I’ll explain.”

“Why not now?” I grumble.

“You’ll find out,” Inez says in a sing-song voice. Then her smirk fades. “This is a ghost village.”

“You don’t mean actual ghosts, do you?” I ask nervously.

“No,” Inez says. “It’s just been deserted.”

“Are there ghosts in the Merge?”

Inez looks at me, makes a throat-clearing noise, then heads out of the village and on towards the wall of the green in the distance without answering the question.
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The wall doesn’t look solid when we get up close, more like a long beam of green light. “Walk into it,” Inez says when she sees me eyeing it edgily. “Nothing bad will happen.”

I stick an arm into the wall of green light. The temperature drops a little, and I can no longer see my hand, but my fingers are fine when I withdraw my arm.

“Do it,” Inez says. “I dare you.”

I glare at her – I hate it when people turn something into a dare – but take a quick step forward, into the buffer. There’s a second where it’s like being inside a heavy green mist. Then I’m stepping out, and Inez is in front of me.

I blink with confusion.

“How did that happen?” I mutter. “I didn’t turn or take a step back.”

“That’s the way buffers work,” Inez says. “Once you move into one, you find yourself stepping out again. You can’t stay inside. It’s impossible.”

I try again and the same thing happens.

“Cool,” I beam.

Inez moves to one of the shimmering patches that I noticed from the hill. It’s the size of a door, but jagged round the edges, a dark blue colour. “This is a borehole,” she says.

“Like on the bridge?”

“Yes, but that was hidden and required a key, whereas this is open.” Inez points to more boreholes, which are different colours, shapes and sizes. “Each leads to a zone, but I’ve no idea what they’re like. We’ll try this one and hope for the best.”

“Is it safe?” I ask.

“Probably,” she says, “but there’s always a risk when you take a step into the unknown.”

I gulp. “Is there any other way to cross?”

“Through the vines.” She nods at the network above us. “We could slice our way into one of them and follow it for a time, then cut our way out again in a different zone, but that could lead anywhere as well.”

“What if we just stay here?” I ask.

“And do what?” she throws back.

I glance at the ghost village and see her point.

“There’s a third option,” she says. “We could part company and you could return to the bridge.”

I chew my lower lip.

“If I go with you,” I say quietly, “how long before I can return home?”

Inez shrugs. “I’ve no idea. I have a long way to go, and the path will be hard. There’s no telling when I’ll find my way back to the Born, or even if I will. You saw the men who are chasing me.”

“The killers will target you again?” I ask.

“Oh yes,” she says darkly.

“Why?” I whisper.

“That answer lies further down the road, if you travel with me.” She sighs. “My advice is to go back.”

I almost do turn tail, but then I remember the house of death. Silence and sorrow wait for me at home. This, on the other hand, is a place of wonders. The risk might be great, but the lure of the Merge proves greater.

“Let’s see what’s through the borehole,” I bleat.

Inez doesn’t smile. She simply nods, then steps through the door of shimmering blue. And I step through after her.
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There’s a second or two of disorientation. The area around me is pitch black. I pause, wondering what would happen if I got trapped. Then, shivering at the thought, I emerge into the adjoining zone. It’s much like the one we’ve just departed, except the sky is a pale red.

“Bizarre,” I murmur, staring up at the scarlet veil. 

Inez has already set off.

“Where are we going?” I ask, scurrying to keep up.

“That way,” she says, pointing ahead.

I squint. There are hills in the distance but nothing else.

“Do you know where you are?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “We need to criss-cross zones until we determine our location. When we figure that out, we can hopefully find a way back to where I need to be.”

We walk for a few hours, then night falls in a matter of minutes. The darkness worries me – I wonder about savage, nocturnal animals – but Inez keeps going. Finally, as I’m dragging my weary legs along, we come to the wall of a small, ringed village.

“This might be a good place to stop,” Inez says.

“Definitely,” I gasp.

She looks at me. “Are you tired?”

I nod miserably.

“You should have said,” she tuts. “We could have stopped at any point.”

“And slept in the open?” I snort.

“Yes.”

I stare at her. “Really?”

“I often sleep in the middle of nowhere,” she says.

“Then why didn’t you stop before this?”

Inez shrugs. “I wasn’t tired. I could go for hours more if I had to.”

“I could too,” I say hotly. Then I add sheepishly, “But we don’t, do we?”

“No,” Inez smiles. “It will be nice to sleep indoors for a change.”

She leads me around the wall. It’s about three metres high, made of blocks of turf. We don’t find an entrance. The village is completely sealed.

Inez judges the height of the wall and grunts. “Give me a leg up.”

I bend, join my hands and let her put a foot in them. We count to three, then she pushes herself up and I heave. She grabs hold of the top of the wall and pulls herself to her feet in one smooth movement. Stands there for a minute, studying the village, before saying, “There are lots of domed huts, like beehives.”

“Any sign of life?” I ask.

“No,” Inez says. Then, startling me, she roars, “Hello?”

Her voice echoes back to us but there’s no answering call.

“I don’t think anyone’s home,” she says, then leans down and extends a hand. I jump and grab her arm. Inez pulls me up, my feet scrabbling against the wall as I do my best to help her. Not that she needs much help. She’s stronger than she looks.

When I’m on the wall beside her, Inez casts her gaze around and calls, “Hello?” one more time. When there’s still no answer, we slip down into the village and go in search of a bed for the night.

The beehives are small, domed buildings, not much bigger than Portaloos. They’re made of stones, stacked one atop another, no cement to bind them. There are no windows, and the doors are only about a metre high. Most are hanging open.

Inez steps up next to one of the beehives and reaches into a pocket. She pulls out a bag, dips a few fingers into it, then rubs her fingers together. A glow spreads from her hand.

“This is gleam,” Inez says, “a dust that creates light.”

“How long does it last?” I ask.

“It varies. This type will only give us a minute or two of brightness.”

Inez kneels and leans into the beehive. She’s braver than me. I’d be worried that a monster would be hiding inside.

“What was it like?” I ask when she withdraws, the light from her fingers already starting to fade.

“A bare cell,” she says.

We start to wend our way through the eerie, silent village, but after a few steps I have to pause to stifle a yawn.

“You’re exhausted,” Inez says.

I try to reply that I’m fine, but get cut off midway by another yawn.

“Wait here,” Inez tells me. “I’ll have a quick scout round, find a place where we can sleep, then return for you.”

“I want to come,” I object, afraid to be left by myself.

“I’ll be quicker without you,” Inez overrides me, and slips away.

I yawn again as I’m waiting. I want to sit down, but I’ll fall asleep if I do, and I’d rather not be snoring when Inez comes back.

If she comes back.

Maybe this was her plan all along, to lead me to an isolated spot where she could cut me loose.

I’ve no reason to suspect treachery but I’m tired and scared, and the dark thoughts won’t go away. I look for something to distract myself, and spy a standard keyhole lock in one of the closed beehive doors, the same as you’d find on any door on my world. I walk over and study it, remembering what Inez said about me being a locksmith. The hole on this one is too small to stick a finger in, and there’s nothing lying around that I can use as a tool, but I have a strange feeling that I can charm it into opening for me.

Acting on that feeling, I run a couple of fingers around the lock. It shimmers at my touch and the hole expands as part of me somehow suspected it would. It’s large enough now for me to insert a finger, so I do and wriggle it around. A picture of the lock’s interior forms inside my head. It’s a simple model, less complicated than those on the bridge.

I twist my finger several times, flicking pins and levers, and the lock clicks. I start to pull the door open, but stop when Inez calls, “Hey.”

I turn and she’s standing close by. “This way,” she says.

“You’ve finished?” I ask, walking over to her, leaving the door ajar.

“Yes,” she says.

“That was quick.”

She shrugs. “There wasn’t much to see. Come on, I’ve found somewhere.”

Inez leads me to a building that’s larger than the others, more like the huts in the village we visited earlier, with a log roof. She rubs gleam between her fingers as we step inside. There isn’t much to look at. A single room, hardly any furniture, no clothes hanging from the hooks on the walls. There isn’t even a bed, although there are no floorboards, so there’s plenty of grass beneath our feet.

“Are you happy to call this home for the night?” Inez asks.

I sniff. “It’s not luxurious, is it?”

“No,” she says, “but it’s as good as we’re likely to find.”

“Where will we sleep?” I ask.

“You can kip by that wall,” she says. “I’ll make my bed by this one.”

“Just lie down on the ground?”

“Yes.”

“What about sheets and pillows?”

Inez sighs. “We’re not in the Born, Archie. I often have to do without creature comforts. If you’re determined to be my companion, you must do without them too.”

She lies down, and since the light is starting to fade, I curl up as instructed.

“Where do you think the people who lived here went?” I whisper as I’m waiting to drop off.

“I don’t know,” she says.

“Are we safe?” I croak.

“I can’t be sure,” she answers truthfully.

“Should we take turns sleeping?”

“No need.” She stretches and yawns. “I’m more drained than I realised. The day’s caught up with me. It’s been a long one.”

“You can say that again,” I mutter, and Inez laughs.

“Are you hungry?” she asks. “Do you want me to pick some mushrooms?”

“No,” I say, too tired to think about food. “I’m not thirsty either. That’s strange, isn’t it? After all that walking, I should be gasping.”

Inez makes one of those noises in the back of her throat. “Go to sleep, Archie. Pleasant dreams.”

“Yes,” I yawn. “You too.”

I stretch out and try to get comfortable. The light from Inez’s fingers quenches. I consider how weird it is to be sharing a room with a girl who was a stranger this morning. I begin to think back through the day, everything from the bridge onwards, but while I’m turning in search of a soft spot, something switches off inside my head, and I’m dead to the world in seconds.
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I bolt awake to nightmarish, high-pitched howls.

I hear scrabbling sounds and cry out with fear, trying to scrape my way through the wall with my fingernails. Then —

“Quiet,” Inez snaps. “It’s only me.”

I fall still, but my heart goes on beating at top speed.

Inez rubs gleam together and I see from the resulting glow that she’s drawn her knife and is waiting in a crouch by the door.

“What was that?” I whimper.

“Hush,” Inez says.

“But –”

“Please, Archie,” she says. “I think we’re in serious trouble. This isn’t the time for explanations.”

The howls come again, ragged and repeated, the cry of a furious animal in great pain... or great hunger.

“Wait here,” Inez says when the howls die away. She rises to leave.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” I huff, getting up and staggering after her.

Inez looks surprised. “You want to come with me?”

“No,” I groan, “but I’m not going to stay here in the dark by myself.”

“Have you ever used a weapon?” she asks.

“No,” I whisper.

“Do you think you’ll be able to, if we’re attacked?”

I gulp but nod shakily.

She reaches down into her other boot and produces a second knife, which she passes to me. It feels cold in my hand. I’m sure I won’t be able to do much with it, but having something to defend myself with lends me some strength and the worst of the tremors subside.

The glow starts to fade.

“Are you going to light up more gleam?” I ask.

“No,” Inez says. “We’ll be safer in darkness. The light might give us away.”

She takes a step forward.

“Inez,” I stop her, fighting back tears. “Are we going to die out there?”

“Probably, if I’m right about what we’re facing,” she says, looking back at me with a resigned expression, the whites of her eyes the last thing I see before the glow extinguishes completely.

Once outside, Inez keeps to the sides of the dusty streets. She advances smoothly, gliding along with barely a rustle. I’m making more noise but she never stops to scold me.

The screams get louder. We must be almost upon the source but I still can’t see anything.

Finally, when my legs are trembling so badly that I’m sure I’m going to collapse in a blubbering heap, Inez stops and says softly, “There.”

She nods towards a beehive. It looks the same as the others, but my stomach drops, because I’m certain it’s the one I was outside earlier, while waiting for Inez. The one with the locked door. The lock that I picked.

I left the door ajar, but it’s hanging wide open now, and something is crouched inside.

The something is what’s screaming.

My eyes have adjusted to the gloom and I’m able to make out a semi-human shape, but it’s thinner than any human I’ve ever seen, as if constructed solely from bones.

“What is it?” I whisper.

“A hell jackal,” Inez whispers back.

“What’s a –” I start to ask, but the hell jackal roars again and I’m cut short.

Then it steps out and my teeth chatter with naked terror.

I was wrong about the human-shaped creature being made just of bones, but its skin is wrapped tightly around it, as if a sheet of cellophane had been stretched over a skeleton. The hell jackal whines as it moves and I get the sense that movement is painful, because its skin is too tight.

As the hell jackal stands, its face swims into view, and a choked cry catches in my throat. The hell jackal’s lips are peeled back from its gums, making the teeth look more like fangs. Its nose has flattened out, just a couple of dark marks above its upper lip indicating where the nostrils once were. Its ears are thin, jagged strips, pasted to the side of its skull. And its eyes...

At first I don’t think it has any eyes, but then I see that it does, sunk so far in its sockets that they’re almost invisible, tiny, sickly orbs, glowing a dull yellow colour, as if they’d been dipped in weak gleam.

The hell jackal screams again, and if there’s a tongue in its mouth, I can’t see it.

The creature is hairless and naked, but the flesh is pulled so tightly around its frame that it’s impossible to tell if it’s a man or woman. It has long nails, which it scrapes through the soil, hissing with pained pleasure.

“Back up slowly,” Inez tells me, sliding away from the hell jackal.

“You don’t think it’s seen us?” I ask.

She sighs. “It doesn’t need to. Hell jackals have an advanced sense of smell. It knows we’re here.”

I look at her with horror. “Then why don’t we run?”

“There’s no point,” she says. “It’s faster than us. That’s why it hasn’t attacked. It knows we can’t escape. It’s toying with us.”

The hell jackal’s head comes up and it screams again, then smiles wretchedly, setting its gaze on us for the first time. I almost bolt, but Inez lays her free hand on my arm.

“I can’t help you if you run,” she says. “I’ll do everything I can to protect you, but if you run, the hell jackal will target you, and I’ll have to take off in the opposite direction to try and save myself.”

The hell jackal takes a step forward. The urge to flee is stronger than ever, but I hold myself in check and stay by Inez’s side as she slowly backtracks, the hell jackal stealthily following as we retreat.

“What are we going to do?” I ask, trying not to whimper.

“Get close to the wall,” Inez says, not looking away from the yellow-eyed monster that’s stalking us. “It’s lower on this side. When I give the word, pull yourself up.”

“What about you?”

“I’ll fight the hell jackal and try to buy you some time.”

“Can you beat it?”

She laughs softly, sickly. “Armed with just a knife? I haven’t a hope. But if we’re lucky, rather than kill me, it will stop to torture and devour me. Hell jackals like to play with their food. They can keep a victim alive for hours while they eat.” She casts a look at me. “If it doesn’t stop... if it kills me, then chases you... turn the knife on yourself.”

I feel as if I’m going to vomit, but there’s nothing to come up.

“If you get away, look for a borehole,” Inez goes on. “It won’t be able to smell you if you escape to another zone.”

“Why are you doing this?” I croak as we come within sight of the wall. “Why not throw me to the hell jackal and make a break for freedom?”

“Don’t tempt me,” she says with a hint of bitterness.

We back up until we’re almost at the wall. The hell jackal matches us step for step. The howls have died away and it’s making a low, snarling noise. I don’t need Inez to tell me that it’s preparing itself for action.

“Get ready,” she whispers, lowering her blade.

I glance at the wall, which is a blur because of the tears in my eyes. I shake my head and wipe tears away, forcing myself to look for a good place to jump.

Instead I spot a white, window-shaped panel with a black circle at its centre, about the size of a football. It’s a closed borehole, but unlike any other that I’ve seen. I sense that it’s dangerous. As deadly as the hell jackal is, something inside me shrinks from the thought of opening this borehole. “There are worse things than death,” that part of me murmurs.

“Maybe,” I murmur back, staring hard at the borehole, tumblers whirring inside my head, “but death is final, whereas this... this might be an opportunity.”

“Any second now,” Inez says, and I see her fingers whitening on the handle of her knife when I turn to look at her.

“Wait,” I whisper.

“No time,” she replies.

“I have a plan,” I wheeze.

The hell jackal takes a step forward, even though we’ve stopped backing up.

“I’m all ears,” Inez says.

“This way,” I mutter, nudging towards the borehole. Inez asks no questions, just keeps pace. The hell jackal does too, no longer looking to close the gap now that we’re moving again, enjoying the twists of the hunt.

I draw up to the wall and lay the palm of my left hand on the panel, while standing with my back to it. Even though I can’t see the borehole, I feel it shimmer, and sense a lock revealing itself in the black circle, mere centimetres from where my fingers are resting. I let those fingers slide into the lock.

The hell jackal growls and edges closer. I ignore it, fingers exploring madly, a picture of the lock forming in my mind.

“Archie?” Inez says as the hell jackal advances.

“A few more seconds,” I gasp. “Then do what I tell you.”

My index finger stops on what I sense to be the final lever. “You!” I shout at the hell jackal, making Inez jump.

The monster trains its unnatural yellow eyes on me.

“Come on,” I snarl. “Let’s dance.”

The hell jackal hisses and tenses its legs. I watch closely, instinctively knowing that the timing has to be perfect or Inez and I are dead meat.

The hell jackal leaps.

“Duck!” I yell.

Inez hurls herself to the ground. As she does that, my finger twitches on the lever and I feel the borehole open behind me as I collapse to my knees. The hell jackal flies through the air, screeching hatefully, arms flailing. A couple of its talon-like nails scratch my scalp, and for a horrified instant I think it’s going to grab hold of my hair and drag me along after it.

But then it hits the panel of white and vanishes, barely time for one last howl as it’s lost to sight.

I spin swiftly, meaning to close the lock as quickly as I can.

“Easy,” Inez stops me. She’s looking at the panel with an awed expression.

“It might come back,” I gasp.

“Nothing comes back from the Lost Zone,” she says, rising, still staring at the white panel. There are dark ripples running through it now, spreading from the black circle at its heart. Her gaze switches to me and she grins weakly. “You saved us, Archie. That was a good plan.” Before I can respond, she wraps her arms around me and hugs hard, and I feel tears trickle down my neck where her cheek is resting.

For a long time we stand there, Inez holding me as I shift awkwardly from foot to foot. I want to return the hug, but I’m crying too and my arms are shaking. I’m half afraid that I’d stick a finger in her ear if I raised my hands.

Finally Inez releases me and takes a step back, using a sleeve to mop up her tears. “Go ahead and close it,” she says, “but only touch the lock, not the panel.”

“Why?” I frown.

“You’d be sucked through if you touched it,” she says. “Boreholes to the Lost Zone are lethal. One touch and you’re finished.”

“You mean I’d wind up in the same place as the hell jackal?” I ask hoarsely.

“Yes,” she says, “but in the Lost Zone the hell jackal would be the least of your worries.”

I gulp, then stick a finger back into the lock – carefully this time – and twist until it shuts. Withdrawing my hand, I step away and let out a long, unsteady breath.

“Can you still see it?” Inez asks.

“The borehole? Of course, but there are no ripples now.”

“It’s invisible to me,” she says. “I’d never have known it was there. Nobody but a locksmith could have spotted it. If you hadn’t followed me from the Born... if I’d been here all alone when the hell jackal attacked...”

I cough uncomfortably. “It’s not that straightforward,” I mumble. “The door on its beehive was locked. I picked it while waiting for you. Otherwise the hell jackal would have remained trapped.”

Inez stares at me.

“I was a fool,” I say miserably. “I won’t do it again, I promise.”

“Of course you will,” Inez laughs. “You’re a locksmith. Opening locks is what you were made for.”

“But I freed the hell jackal,” I remind her.

She shrugs. “We all make mistakes.”

“What was that thing?” I ask. “Who locked it up and why did it want to kill us?”

Inez shakes her head. “I’ll tell you later. I doubt there are other hell jackals here, and if there are, they’re locked up tight, but I don’t want to spend a second longer in this place. Let’s get out.”

And since I feel the same way, we pull ourselves up onto the wall, slip down the other side and steal away, half-jogging until our drained legs can take us no further, whereupon we collapse in a pair of exhausted heaps far from the perilous beehives.
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“I shouldn’t have risked my life for you,” Inez says after a long, drained silence. I look at her with surprise. She’s glowering, not at me, but at herself.

“I didn’t ask you to help me,” I retort.

“I know,” she says. “I felt responsible for you, but I’m on a mission and I should have prioritised and thrown you to the hell jackal, like you said. The lives of many people are at stake. It was wrong to risk everything for one person.” She grimaces, then squeezes my hand comfortingly. “Let’s dance,” she giggles. “Where did that come from?”

I grin. “It just popped out.” The grin fades and I tremble at the memory of how close we came to dying. “Did the hell jackal kill the people who were living in the village?”

Inez sniffs. “I was wrong. It wasn’t a village. It was a prison. The wardens must have left the hell jackal behind when they abandoned the place.”

“They left it locked up to starve and die?” I ask, feeling sorry for the monstrosity in spite of everything.

“To starve, yes,” Inez says, “but not to die. In the Merge, lack of food won’t kill you. Starvation just drives you mad and physically changes you. That’s how the hell jackals form. They start as normal people, but without food, their flesh withers and their brains shut down, and they become agonised, murderous beasts, haunting the zones and butchering anyone they cross paths with.”

“Did it become a monster by accident? Did it wind up in a place where there wasn’t any food?”

Inez shakes her head. “Mushrooms are everywhere. Nobody starves by chance. Some hell jackals are people who’ve been chained up and left to turn, but others choose to starve themselves.”

“Why?” I moan.

“I don’t know,” Inez says. “It’s never made sense to me.”

“Why would the prison wardens abandon the hell jackal?” I ask.

“It might have been an oversight,” she says, “or the warden who could control it died or left.”

I frown. “It can be controlled?”

Inez nods. “Some handlers are cruel, and use them as soldiers, but others try to protect the rest of us from them.”

“Hell jackal soldiers,” I croak, horrified. “What sort of a place is this Merge?”

“A place of beauty,” Inez says, “of peace and hope. But it’s also a place of evil, danger and conflict, as all places are. The Merge is as wonderful and terrifying as your world, Archie. It can’t be anything else, since everyone here started as a Born.”

I blink with confusion. “What do you mean?”

She breathes out heavily. “I’ll explain tomorrow, when we’ve had some sleep.”

I almost press her for answers – I want to know about the Lost Zone as well – but Inez yawns, and I yawn too as a wave of exhaustion sweeps through me.

Setting the questions aside for now, I follow her example and lie down. Laying my head back on the grass, I stare at the alien sky, waiting for sleep to claim me, hoping I won’t be disturbed by the wretched caterwauling of another member of the starved, psychotic damned.
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I sleep fitfully, nightmares about skeletal, bellowing beasts not allowing me to slip into the deeper waters of proper dreamtime. Inez doesn’t fare much better. I hear her fidgeting and whimpering whenever I stir. We’re both grumpy and red-eyed when we get up not long after this zone’s version of dawn has broken.

I start thinking about all the trouble that awaits me when (if) I return home, and what George and Rachel will be going through, worrying about what has happened to me. I’ll have a hell of a time explaining this when (if) I make it back.

“What’s the plan?” I ask as we stretch and get ready for the day.

“Wander,” Inez says. “Cross to other zones and try to figure out where we are.”

“It’s not much of a plan,” I note.

“Well, it’s the only one I have,” she scowls, and sets off at a march.

Inez picks some mushrooms and we eat as we walk. We both feel better once we’ve eaten, and Inez slows the pace a little, mindful of the fact that I’m not as fit as she is.

I want to find out more about the hell jackal and the Lost Zone, and what she meant when she said that everyone here started life as a Born, but I wait for a few hours, figuring there will be plenty of time for questions, as by the look of things we’re going nowhere fast.

I enjoy the early part of the day, striding through fields of mushrooms and grass, climbing the occasional hill, exploring a couple of deserted villages.

As we’re leaving a third village, I spot something shimmering on the wall of a building. It’s a dull grey patch, the size of a small window, with just a few glittering spots to distinguish it from the surrounding wall.

“Is that a borehole?” I ask.

Inez stops. “Where? I can’t see anything.”

“There,” I say, pointing to the shimmering patch.

Inez walks over to the wall. “Here?”

“Yes.”

She presses a hand to the wall and the patch changes colour, from grey to a light blue. “I see it now,” Inez says, a smile on her lips as she glances back at me.

“What are you grinning about?” I grunt.

“You have no idea how special you are,” she says.

I blush at the compliment. “What do you mean?”

Inez removes her hand and the patch returns to its original grey colour. “I can’t see anything again, but you can, can’t you?”

“Sure,” I say. “A grey patch. It glitters.”

“Locksmiths can see just about any borehole,” she says, then beckons me across and tells me to put my hand on the wall. When I do, it lights up and I see into the borehole, where three locks lie nestled together. “See anything else now?” she asks, already knowing the answer.

“Locks,” I confirm. “Should I try to open them?”

“No,” she says. “This could lead anywhere, even another realm. I’d prefer not to cross through a borehole like this until we’ve worked out where we are.”

I stare at the locks. “If I opened it and we stepped through, might we wind up in the Lost Zone?”

“No,” Inez says. “Boreholes to the Lost Zone are always white, with black ripples running through them.” Her eyes narrow. “But you think you could open this?”

“Yes,” I say uneasily, already mentally mapping the interiors of the three locks.

“Good,” Inez says. “It’s nice to know we have that option if we need to make a quick getaway.”

We walk for a few more hours, then stop for a rest in the afternoon. I pick a few mushrooms and make quick work of them. I think about something as I’m picking another batch and pause. “Inez?”

“Hmm?”

“I haven’t drunk anything since I came here, but I don’t feel thirsty.”

“We don’t need liquids,” Inez says, and holds a mushroom up to the light as if it was a jewel. “We get everything we need from these.”

I mull that over, then think of another question. “What about the toilet? How often do we need to go?”

She smiles and says, “Never.”

“Now I know you’re teasing me,” I snort.

“I’m not,” she says. “The mushrooms are completely absorbed by our systems. There’s no waste.”

“What if you eat meat?”

“We don’t,” Inez says.

“You’re all vegetarians?” I ask sceptically.

“Not by choice,” she says. “There are no animals in the Merge.”

This conversation gets stranger and stranger.

“There must be animals,” I huff.

“You haven’t seen any, have you?” she counters.

“Well, no, but...”

“You won’t,” she says. “No dogs, cats, cows, horses.” She prods the soil around us. “No ants, bees, worms. Animals don’t exist here.”

For some reason I feel my throat tightening. I get the sense that we’re coming to something crucial. Inez has a worried look in her eyes, the sort that says, I hope he doesn’t flip out too much.

“You said something last night,” I wheeze. “About everyone here starting out in the Born.”

Inez nods sombrely. “This sphere wasn’t created the way yours was, by exploding stars and matter being tossed across vast expanses of space. And its people aren’t born the way yours are.” She pauses, then adds, “Although we originally were.”

“You were originally what?” I mumble.

“Born,” she says. “Every person in the Merge was born on your world, Archie.” She takes a deep breath and says, “Then we died.” A couple of heartbeats, in which I stare at her with mounting terror, and she corrects herself. “Then we were killed.”
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We’re on the move again, and Inez is getting to the heart of the explanations.

“Everyone in the Merge was like you once,” she says. “We lived on Earth and led normal lives. Then each of us was murdered.”

She looks at me to see how I’m taking the revelation. I’m numb, staring at my feet as we tromp along.

“You don’t come to this sphere if you die of natural causes,” Inez continues. “If you fall and snap your neck, or get buried in an avalanche, or suffer a heart attack, your soul goes somewhere else. You only end up in the Merge if another human kills you. This sphere is a place where the murdered can tie up loose ends and chase our dreams for a while before departing for whatever lies in store for us next.”

“What is next?” I wheeze, thinking about Dave.

“We don’t know,” Inez says. “We know there are other spheres – some of the early Merged had contact with people in them in the past, and there are rumours that they helped us create this place – but we can’t see beyond the Merge.”

I stare at her, finding this almost impossible to believe.

“You were real, like me?” I grunt.

“I’m still real,” she says.

“You were alive.”

“I’m still alive, relatively speaking.”

I roll my eyes, frustrated. “You were one of the Born,” I growl.

Inez smiles. “Correct.”

“Then you were killed.”

Her smile fades. “Yes.”

“How?”

“An enemy of my father’s tried to abduct me. I fought back and he struck me with a club. A piece of bone snapped and dug into my brain. I died quickly. There wasn’t much pain.”

The way she says it, I’m convinced she’s not lying. She might be crazy (I kind of hope that she is) but she believes what she’s telling me.

“Then what?” I ask softly.

“My body reformed here and I began my new life.”

“How did you reform?”

“We’re delivered into the Merge in fresh bodies,” she says. “They’re the same as our old ones, only without injuries or diseases.” She taps her forehead. “I wouldn’t have got very far if that piece of bone was still digging into my brain.”

“This is insane,” I whisper.

“No,” Inez says. “This is the Merge.”

I shake my head. I’m so full of questions that I don’t know which to ask first. “So you get killed, come here, enjoy the extension to your life, then die again?”

“Pretty much,” Inez says. “Life’s as precarious here as in the Born, but if you’re lucky you get to bow out at a time of your own choosing. Of course a small number of people don’t want to leave, and try to eke out a living here indefinitely — there’s no limit to how long you can stay in the Merge.”

I frown. “Won’t they die of old age?”

“We don’t age,” she says.

I stop and gawp at her.

“I look the same now as I did the day I was killed,” she says.

“How long ago was that?” I ask in a daze.

“About four hundred years,” Inez says lightly. As my eyes grow rounder, she pinches my cheek. “Don’t freak out, Archie.”

“I thought... you said... you only stayed here... for a while,” I stammer.

“That’s right,” she says, “but a while can be a lot longer in the Merge than in the Born.”

She starts walking again and I follow in silence, my brain churning.

“It’s hard to get your head around, isn’t it?” Inez says, and I nod helplessly. “Acceptance is easy for the Merged. Our brains get filled with information when we’re delivered. We hit the Merge running, fully informed.”

“Did you go back to Earth for revenge on the person who killed you?” I ask.

Inez pulls a face. “Nobody ever goes back to target a Born who did them wrong.”

“I don’t get it,” I grunt. “How can you not be mad as hell about it?”

She shrugs. “It doesn’t bother us. If you’d been killed on the bridge, and you knew the killers were going to butcher the rest of your family, you wouldn’t try to stop them.”

“Yes I would,” I say hotly.

“No you wouldn’t,” Inez says, and raises a hand when I open my mouth to protest. “We know that if someone we love is killed, their soul will wind up here. If they die of natural causes, they’ll go to a different sphere. Nobody’s ever truly lost.”

My throat closes and my eyes fill with tears. “Dave...” I whisper. When my foster brother drowned, I feared that was the end of him. Now I’m being told there is an afterlife, and he’s guaranteed to carry on somewhere. It’s wonderful, and my heart fills with joy. I just wish I could share the news with George and Rachel.

“Are you OK?” Inez asks.

I nod and we walk on in silence again. I put thoughts of Dave to one side for the time being and think hard about everything I’ve been told.

“Inez,” I finally murmur.

“Yes?”

“What’s it like to live for four hundred years?”

“Well,” she says with a twinkle in her eye, “nobody ages in the Merge, even if they’re Born, so if you’re really that curious, stick around and you’ll find out.”
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We don’t spot any buffers, even from the hilltops, but in the evening we come to a small copse, and at its heart we find a teardrop-shaped borehole hanging between two trees, strings of light stretching from it to wind around the trunks and branches.

We cross and find ourselves on a mountain, which is part of a range. The peaks are capped with snow, and there’s a chill in the air that makes me glad I have a blazer.

The mountains don’t make much of an impression on Inez, but as she turns to survey the view, her face lights up. “That’s more like it,” she exclaims.

There’s a river in the distance. It’s a dark red colour. I look up at the sky, wondering if the water is reflecting that, but it’s light green overhead.

“Come on,” Inez says, trotting down the mountain, and I follow.

I ask about the snowy mountains, and Inez says this was probably a recreational zone, where people came to ski and have fun.

“Do the Merged work and take holidays?” I ask.

“Nobody needs to work,” she says, “but a lot of us like to be active. Some people holiday all the time, wending their way from one pleasure zone to another.”

“That must cost a lot,” I note.

Inez snorts. “This is the afterlife, Archie. Money doesn’t mean anything here, even to the SubMerged.”

“Who are the SubMerged?” I ask as we hit the base of the mountain.

“People like the killers on the bridge,” she says.

“So there are bad people in the Merge?” I ask sadly.

Inez nods. “Mercenary soldiers killed in battle... criminals who were executed... gangsters slain by their enemies... Some choose redemption, but others carry on as they were. The realm of Ruby caters for them. It should be enough – like us, they can make as many zones as they please – but many of them hunger to add our realms to their own, so that they can control us and make us live by their rules.”

“You have wars here?” I ask.

“Not as such,” she says. “There’s only been one real war, when the SubMerged actively tried to take over the entire sphere, but there are lots of battles and political clashes. Most of the SubMerged live in Ruby, but plenty set up camp in our realms and try to legitimately take over.”

I ask her if she’s been to Ruby.

“A few times.” Her cheek tics nervously. “It’s a brutal place, where the tough thrive and the weak suffer.”

“Can people leave?” I ask.

“In most zones they can,” she says.

“So why don’t they?”

Inez shrugs. “I guess they like the brutality.”

We crest a small rise and the river lies below us, flowing along slowly, calmly. Inez is smiling again and begins to make her way down the slope, clinging to clumps of grass as she descends.

I think about Dave as I stare at the river, remembering that day when he was walking along a wall, pretending it was a tightrope, laughing just before he fell. It would have been easy to stop him, to tell him to get down, but I was smiling, enjoying the show, and I said nothing.

Part of me wants to turn away from the river, because of the memories it evokes, but I grit my teeth and decide that rather than run from my past, I’ll face it head on. The slope isn’t that steep, and I figure the worst that can happen is I’ll fall into the water and get soaked, so with a whoop, I start running.

“No!” Inez roars as I surge past.

“Catch me if you can,” I laugh.

“Archie, no!” she screams again, and I note the panic in her tone. Turning my head, I see that she’s staring at me with a horrified expression, reaching out to grab me, but I’m too far past.

I realise I’ve made a serious mistake. I try to slow, but my legs are pumping and whatever passes for gravity in the Merge has taken hold. I’m not going to be able to stop if I stay on my feet.

With a grimace, I throw myself sideways and hit the ground hard. I bounce and continue down the slope, rolling now instead of running. I catch glimpses of sky... ground... the river... revolving before me, over and over.

I try grabbing the grass but the blades tear free and I carry on rolling, the river growing ever closer. I’ve no idea what will happen if I fall in, but I don’t want to find out the hard way.

I hit a bump and fly into the air. For a sickening moment I think I’m going to land in the river, but I’m still shy of its edge. As I’m falling back to earth, I do the only thing I can think of and spread my arms and legs wide.

I slam into the ground. The air whooshes out of my lungs and my face smashes into the earth. I feel as if I’ve run into a wall at full pelt and I gasp with pain.

But I’ve stopped.

I lie there in agony, as the worst of the pain fades. When I can breathe normally, I sit up and groan. Inez is still working her way down the slope. I roll my head from side to side, then examine my legs and arms, checking for broken bones. I seem to be whole, though I’m sure I’ll be bruised later, and I can feel blood dripping from my nose and lower lip.

“Don’t wipe the blood away,” Inez calls. “You’re going to need it.”

“What are you talking about?” I wince — my lip stings when I speak.

“You’ll see,” Inez says. “For now, let the blood flow.”

I stare at her through watering eyes. “Why did you tell me to stop?”

“The river would have swept you away,” she says.

I look at it sceptically. “It’s not flowing fast.”

“There are hidden currents.”

“I’m a strong swimmer,” I grunt. (Unlike poor Dave.)

“Nobody can swim in that river,” she says. “It’s a river of blood.”

“Real blood?” I whisper as my insides churn.

“Real and deadly.”

Inez draws abreast of me and helps me back to my feet. I’m trembling, and not just from the shock of the crash-landing.

“If you’d fallen in, you’d have been dragged under and swept away,” Inez says softly. “Your flesh would have melted, your bones would have dissolved, and your soul would have moved on.”

“Would it have been painful?” I croak.

“I imagine so,” Inez says, “but we can’t be sure, because nobody has ever come back to tell us what it’s like. You can’t even stick in a toe to test it — the current would pull you under. Contact with a river of blood is always fatal.”

I shudder at my near miss. “You should have warned me.”

“Yes,” Inez says. “My apologies, Archie. It was an oversight.”

I rub my jaw and scowl. “If it’s that deadly, how come you’re excited?”

“Because it will allow us to sail out of these deserted zones to a place of our choosing.”

“How?” I ask. “Will you build a raft?”

“No raft of our making could survive on a river of blood,” Inez says. “But there are sailors called steers who can navigate the rivers on special craft. They come when we summon them and take us where they can, for a fee.”

“What sort of a fee?”

“That varies, but the first payment is always the same.” She draws the knife from her right boot and says, “Blood.”

Inez nicks the middle finger of her left hand. When blood oozes from the tip, she kneels next to the river and lets a few drops drip into it. “You too,” she says.

I kneel beside her and hold out a finger.

Inez shakes her head. “Blood is precious, Archie. Why waste it when you don’t have to?”

“What do you –” I start to ask. Then it clicks. I’m already bleeding. This is why she told me not to stem the flow. Leaning forward, I wrinkle my nose and twitch my lower lip, so that the blood leaks again. A moment later the first drops hit the water and Inez tells me I can sit back.

She stretches out, pulls off her boots – she’s not wearing socks – wriggles her toes and runs them through the grass.

“What now?” I ask.

“Now?” Inez glances up at the light green sky and smiles as if she hasn’t a care in the world. “Now, we wait.”
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I examine my uniform while we’re waiting. The left knee of my trousers was torn in the fall, and there are stains on the elbows of the blazer that I don’t think will ever come out in the wash. George and Rachel will be mad when they see this. I’m going to be in so much trouble when I get home.

If I get home.

“How long will we have to wait?” I ask, feeling the stirrings of guilt.

Inez shrugs. “Sometimes it can be minutes, other times hours.”

“I’m worried about what my foster parents will think if I’m away from home too long.”

Inez sniffs. “Then you should have gone back when you had the chance.”

I glare at her but don’t say anything, because she’s right. I brought this on myself. There’s no point complaining now.

I start to think about climbing the bank to explore, but then a foghorn sounds. I wasn’t expecting the noise and I flinch.

“It’s OK,” Inez says, pulling her boots back on. “That’s the steer.”

I stand and look up the river, then down. I can’t see anything.

“Do they use sails or motors?” I ask.

“Nothing so primitive,” Inez replies cryptically.

I keep watch but nothing drifts towards us. Instead, the air to my left shimmers and a large borehole, like a wall of black, appears.

Then the boat is there and the borehole vanishes.

It’s as quick as that. One moment I’m looking at the river, the next there’s a craft in front of me. It’s made of logs, bound with thick rope, and is almost rectangular in shape, just the slightest hint of an angled bow at the front. There are no cabins, instruments or a mast. The deck is completely bare, except for the steer, who stands near the middle, arms crossed behind his or her back, head bowed.

I watch as the boat draws closer to the bank. There’s no sign of a tiller. I get the impression that the steer is controlling the boat by thought alone.

Inez stands as the boat comes to a halt beside us. The lip of the craft doesn’t touch the bank, but there’s not a big gap, no more than a few centimetres.

The steer walks over and I see that it’s a man, tall and thin, dressed in faded blue robes, no shoes or sandals. He has short dark hair and piercing silver eyes.

The steer greets Inez and she returns the gesture. I forget to do it until she nudges me. Blushing, I stretch out my hand and accept the soul that’s been offered, drawing in my hand and pressing it to my chest.

“Good day to you,” the steer says. “I am Preston.”

“Inez.”

“Archie.”

The steer bows his head. “Where do you wish to travel?”

“That depends,” Inez says. “Where are we?”

“You do not know which zone you’re in?”

“Not even the realm.”

If Preston thinks that strange, he doesn’t comment. Instead he says, “We’re in Diamond.”

Inez whistles. “So that’s why the zones are deserted.”

“This has become the quietest of realms,” Preston says sadly. “I am rarely called upon these days. Your destination?”

Inez thinks for a moment. “Sakkara?”

Preston nods. “I can take you there.”

“The price?” Inez asks.

“Some mushrooms.”

“Of course.”

“And I would ask you to carry a message,” Preston adds, and Inez frowns.

“You know I’m a camel?” she says sharply.

“Yes,” Preston replies. “I also know where you are ultimately bound.”

“How?” Inez snaps.

“Word has circulated,” Preston says. “People are searching for you, even here.”

Inez curses and looks around as if expecting a horde of killers to come storming over the brow of the hill.

“Should you make your destination,” Preston continues, “I’d like you to pass on a message to one who will be there.”

Inez makes one of her growling noises. “I’ll deliver it if I can.” She clicks her fingers at me. “Stop gawping. We have mushrooms to pick.”

I haven’t understood most of what they’ve said – Diamond? Camel? – but I got that payment involves providing Preston with mushrooms, though it beats me why he doesn’t step off and pick them himself. So, putting my many questions aside, I bend and pick until Inez tells me to stop.

With our hands full, we face Preston.

“That will be plenty,” he says, and Inez steps aboard.

I hesitate, wary of setting sail on the deadly river, but since I must follow where Inez leads, I cross my fingers (mentally, since my hands are full) and step across the short divide between the bank and the boat.

A second later, with only the slightest of tremors, we’re off.
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We drift out into the middle of the blood red river and through the countryside. I sit close to the edge to study the land as we pass. Preston stands in the centre of the boat. Inez goes to chat with him for a while, then comes and sits by me.

“Why did you say you were a camel?” I ask.

“Because I am,” she says.

“Then where’s your hump?” I joke.

Inez smiles thinly. “Camels are couriers. We travel the Merge, taking things from one area to another.”

“Aren’t you a bit young to have a job?”

She arches an eyebrow. “I’m over four hundred years old, Archie.”

I grimace. “Point well made, but you’re still a teenage girl, aren’t you?”

“In many ways,” she agrees, “but in the Merge you can be both a child and an adult. I could grow up if I wished – we age in the Born, so I’d just have to spend a few years there – but I enjoy this form.”

“Did Preston give you his message?” I ask.

Inez nods. “It’s for a woman he loved before he became a steer. He’ll be killed when Diamond falls, so he wanted to pass on a few words.”

“Diamond’s the name of this realm?”

“Yes.”

“And it’s in danger?”

She studies the mushroom-lined banks, gathering her thoughts, then says, “There were nine realms originally.”

I nod. “You told me. And you said three of them had fallen.”

“There were also nine Families.” She stresses the word. “They were normal people living in the Born, and there were nine members in each Family. They became the Merge’s containers.”

I blink dumbly. “Huh?”

“The Merge was created by the dead,” she says. “The spirits of people who’d moved on to other spheres decided to make a place for those who were murdered, and built it in the mental universe of those eighty-one Born.”

I squint. “They built the Merge inside people’s heads?”

“No,” Inez says. “In the mental space that they shared. It’s like the internet cloud that your people have created. The royals – every Family member is a king or queen, a prince or princess – are the computer servers in which the information is stored, and the Merge is the cloud that they have generated.”

When she puts it that way, it starts to make sense. Kind of.

“And the servers that keep Diamond stable have started to fail?” I guess.

“All but one are defunct,” Inez nods. “When a royal dies, their power transfers to a relative, but the inheritor doesn’t become active until we bring them into the Merge — think of that person as a computer that hasn’t been turned on.”

“You know a lot about twenty-first century technology for a girl who died four hundred years ago,” I note.

Inez grins. “I have to pass through the Born every now and then, and I’ve found it pays to keep up to date with these things. Anyway, the problem is, we don’t always find the inheritors. In the early days it was easy to keep track of the relatives, but now there are thousands of them, spread across the globe. Until an inheritor pays a visit to the Merge and is activated – turned on, as it were – their power lies dormant.”

Inez pauses and looks to the banks of the river again. My head is hurting from trying to keep up with everything.

“A realm can continue with a single active royal,” Inez says, “but if all nine die, it falls. The realm tightens to the size of an acorn, then explodes. The zones are destroyed, and anyone trapped in them is obliterated in the blink of an eye. There’s only one Diamond royal left, an elderly, frail man. He’ll die in the near future, and when he does, this realm will fall.”

I gulp. “If he died right now, would you and I die too?”

Inez nods. “We’d wink out of existence before we had a chance to scream.”

“Then don’t you think we should get out of here?” I squeak.

She shrugs. “Believe me, I’m keen to move on, but I need to access a borehole in Sakkara to get onto a known path. We’ll have to keep our fingers crossed that the realm won’t fall during the short time that we’re present.”

I feel fidgety and start prowling the boat by myself, looking for signs all around that the world’s about to end. I don’t spot any apocalyptic omens, but I do catch sight of another person. I’m not sure if it’s a man or a woman. He or she is standing on a rock overlooking the river, holding a pair of binoculars. I wave and almost call to Inez – she’s gone to stand beside Preston again – but then the person jumps off the rock and vanishes from sight, so I don’t say anything.

Later, I join Inez and Preston and ask, “How much longer will we be?”

“A few hours yet,” Preston says softly.

“How come you haven’t left Diamond?” I ask.

“The end of this life will be nothing more than the start of the next,” he says. “Death is nothing to be afraid of. Besides, I cannot leave. I’m tied to this boat.”

“How come?” I frown. “Is it a punishment?”

“No.” A brief smile twists his face. “It is an honour. Some steers can traverse the Merge, but most are confined to a single realm.”

“That sounds like a bum deal,” I mutter.

Preston shrugs. “Those are the terms we accept when we choose the way of the rivers. We can never set foot ashore. If I stepped off, or if my craft touched the river bank, my body would unravel.”

“That’s why you needed us to pick mushrooms for you,” I note.

“Indeed. Unlike the rest of you, we Steers don’t need to eat very often – we can go decades without a bite – but a little food every now and then is most welcome.”

His gaze strays to the mushrooms, which he’d placed in a pile by his side. Bending over, he picks one, holds it up to the sky to admire it, then nibbles on the cap, smiling with satisfaction.

After another hour or so, we come to a branch in the river and Preston takes the left turn, changing the boat’s course with a simple gesture of his hand. We head through a canyon shortly after that, cliffs rising sharply above us, almost meeting at the top overhead.

“This was once a popular spot for bungee jumpers,” Preston says. “You would often see them here, leaping from the cliffs, the threat of annihilation if they fell into the river of blood adding to the thrill.”

I shiver at the thought, wondering what drives people to risk their lives on crazy activities like that.

We clear the canyon and I spot the zone’s buffer in the distance, a wall of light green stretching up to join the sky.

“I’m looking forward to –” I start to say, but howls cut me short. They come from a point on our right. My head snaps in that direction, my heart already starting to beat fast, because the howls are familiar.

“No,” Inez moans, her eyes widening. “It can’t be.”

But it is. Tearing across the grassland are five hell jackals, bounding along on all fours, howling like rabid wolves.

Four people are jogging behind the yowling hell jackals. Two are strangers to me, but I recognise the others, with their white suits, mostly shaven heads and signature weapons of a thin knife and axe — the assassins who were chasing Inez on the bridge in London.
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“Can we go faster?” Inez snaps at Preston as the hell jackals close on us.

“No,” Preston says, gazing at the approaching creatures with nothing more than mild curiosity.

“They’ll get to us before we hit the buffer,” Inez says.

“Well before,” Preston agrees, then raises an eyebrow at her. “They have come for you and Archie?”

“Yes,” she sighs. “The two with weapons are Orlan Stiletto and Argate Axe.”

“Ah,” he says with a hint of a frown. “I have heard of them.”

“Inez?” I whimper. “What are we going to do?”

“I have no idea,” she answers honestly. Then she looks at me. “Preston, are there any old rags that you could lend us?”

The steer reaches down, tears a strip of cloth from his robes and hands it to her.

“Thanks,” Inez says and passes it to me. “Wrap that around your face.”

“Why?” I frown.

“It will be better if Orlan and Argate don’t get a fix on you. That way they can’t hunt for you if we get away and you return home.”

“You think we’ll escape?”

She shrugs. “It always pays to think positively.”

As I’m covering my features, leaving only a slit for the eyes, the hell jackals race to the edge of the bank... and stop. They scream and spit at us, clawing the air with their taloned fingers, but don’t leap onto the boat, even though the river is narrow here and we’re close to shore.

Preston raises a hand and brings the boat to a halt, and we stare into the crazed eyes of the nightmarish hell jackals, watching spittle fly from their lips as they gibber and screech.

“Maybe it’s not the best idea to stop,” I whisper.

“I can concentrate better if we’re not moving,” Preston says.

The four people stroll up behind the hell jackals. Orlan and Argate are smiling. One of the others is a woman, and she’s focused on the beasts. Bulky binoculars hang from a cord around the neck of the fourth person.

“Him,” I groan, pointing. “I saw him further back the river, and he saw us.”

“You’re only telling me about that now?” Inez hisses.

“I didn’t think it mattered,” I cry. “He was standing on a rock. Then he jumped off and –”

“– crossed to the Born to summon Masters Axe and Stiletto,” the man with the binoculars giggles.

“We came as fast as we could,” Orlan says, “but didn’t think we would catch you before you departed this zone.”

“Luck, however, was on our side,” Argate says. “We even had time to summon our associate Clara and her pets.”

“A hell jackal handler,” Inez says sickly. “You didn’t think you could deal with me by yourselves?”

“We normally operate without backup,” Orlan says.

“But the river of blood was a concern,” Argate growls.

“Hell jackals are expendable,” Orlan says. “Nobody’s going to miss one or two if they slip over the edge of the boat during the struggle.”

“Not so loud,” Argate mock-whispers. “You might upset Clara.”

Orlan turns his attention to the incredibly calm Preston. “Master Steer,” he nods.

“Master Stiletto,” Preston replies, returning the nod.

“We have no quarrel with you,” Orlan says. “If you set the girl ashore, you can be on your way.”

Preston shakes his head. “I offered them safe passage.”

“You know who we are,” Orlan says quietly.

“I do,” Preston says.

“But you would cross us regardless?” Orlan presses.

“And our hell jackals?” Argate adds.

“It’s not my wish to cross anyone,” Preston says, “but I’m bound by my oath to defend those who travel with me, so I’d urge you not to board my craft.”

Orlan sneers but Argate looks troubled. “I’d rather tackle her on land,” he says.

“We have no choice,” Orlan shrugs, then narrows his eyes at me. “I wonder who her companion is?”

“Nobody,” Inez says quickly. “Just a fellow passenger who happened to be going the same way as me.”

“Then why has he covered his face?” Orlan asks.

“He’s incredibly ugly,” Inez says. “I was worried he might scare you.”

The killers laugh, then turn serious.

“Last chance, Steer,” Argate says flatly.

“Give her to us or face the consequences,” Orlan whispers.

Preston sighs. “I urge you not to do this. Steers are the servants of all. You should never involve us in your battles and force us to take sides.”

“We didn’t force you,” Argate says. “You made your decision and now you must die with it.”

“Unleash them, Clara,” Orlan says.

The woman waves a hand at the hell jackals. In response, they leap, and a second later all five are on the boat, yammering like demons and moving in for the kill.
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Inez has drawn both her knives and prepares to stab the nearest hell jackal. Before she can strike, Preston is in front of her and his hands clasp the invader’s shoulders. With a wrench, he sends the beast flying off the boat, into the river. It screams once, then disappears beneath the crimson surface.

The other four hell jackals howl and focus on Preston. “Back away to the edge of the craft,” he says to Inez and me.

“I can help,” Inez gasps, but the steer shakes his head.

The hell jackals are on him before he can say anything else. They surround him in a roiling blur, hissing and screeching, lashing at him with jagged nails, snapping with their fangs, their yellow eyes flashing brightly with the promise of death.

One of the hell jackals sinks its teeth into Preston’s thigh. Another snakes its bony fingers round his throat. He fends off the other two with his hands.

“Inez,” I groan. “We have to help him.”

“He told us not to,” she says, her teeth chattering.

“But they’re killing him,” I cry.

“If they do, they’ll kill us soon after,” she says. “He seemed confident that he could handle them. Let’s hope he was right.”

The hell jackal that’s choking Preston leans in close to bite a chunk out of his face. As it presses in, something pulses in Preston’s unnatural silver eyes, then twin bolts of silver light shoot from his sockets and hit the hell jackal’s tiny, yellow eyes.

The hell jackal’s eyeballs explode and it reels away from Preston, still screaming, but now with excruciating pain instead of delightful hate, the remains of its eyes dripping down its cheeks.

The hell jackal that bit into Preston’s thigh starts to cough. It falls backwards, a strip of flesh tearing free from Preston’s leg. The creature’s mouth is full of blood, but it’s not the juicy, tasty blood it was expecting. This blood is acidic, and the hell jackal’s jaw starts to dissolve from the inside out.

The two hell jackals still on their feet are fast and strong, but Preston is faster and stronger. In one swift movement he smashes their heads together. As they stagger away, dazed, strands of cloth whip free of the robes that he’s wearing and wrap around the hell jackals’ necks. More strands follow, and within seconds each of the monsters is in the grip of a tightening noose. The choking beasts thrash across the deck, wheezing pitifully, clawing at their throats as their faces turn purple.

As Inez and I watch in stunned silence, Preston turns to the blind hell jackal, picks it up, then lobs it ashore. It almost crashes into Orlan and Argate, but they duck and it smashes into the man with the binoculars instead. The handler, Clara, moves forward to try and calm it, but the hell jackal lashes out with fear and rage, its claws ripping into the petrified man’s stomach.

The hell jackal’s fingers find the binoculars and tear them free, then whack the man over the head with them. He spins in a circle with his tormentor, crying out with terror, and the pair topple into the red, all-destroying river of blood. They go under and neither surfaces again.

Preston has turned his attention to the hell jackal that bit him. Most of its face is now a gooey mess. As the acidic blood eats into whatever is left of the ruined thing’s shrivelled brain, Preston uses a foot to gently nudge it overboard, where the blood of the river finishes the job that the steer’s blood started.

The only hell jackals left are the two that are choking. Preston stands between them. The material of his robes billows around him, even though there’s no wind, and lengths of cloth extend like extra arms. One length wraps several times around the torso of the hell jackal to his left, the other around the creature to his right. Then Preston tugs the arms sharply back towards himself, and the hell jackals are sent spiralling across the deck like spinning tops. They shoot off the craft and hit the river at the same time, still tugging at the strands that are digging into their throats, and that’s the last we see of them.

Orlan tuts and Argate curses. Without a word, they draw their weapons, take aim, and send them flying at Inez.

Preston makes a short gesture with the fingers of his left hand, and jets of liquid shoot out of the river and hit the sword and axe. They dissolve in the air, hitting the deck in a stream of sticky ash.

Preston turns to face Orlan and Argate, who are staring at him with icy awe.

“You’ve surprised us, Steer,” Orlan says.

“We didn’t know your kind made such good fighters,” Argate sulks.

“I have more surprises up my sleeve,” Preston says coldly, wincing as he rubs his leg where the hell jackal bit him. Letting go of the leg, he waves a hand and a plume of blood rises out of the river.

Orlan and Argate sense what’s coming, and turn and streak away with the speed of Olympic sprinters. The distraught Clara yelps and hurries after them but she can’t run as fast as they can, and neither man stops to offer her assistance.

As the trio flee, Preston sends a geyser of blood from the river whipping through the air above the bank. It strikes Clara across her back and knocks her sideways, but although it crackles close to the heels of the assassins, they’ve outpaced its reach and keep on running.

The whip of blood snaps back towards the river, not a drop falling on land. Clara is on her feet, shrieking, gaping wounds in her back where the blood struck. It strikes her again as Preston hauls it in, and this time she’s pulled along with it, vanishing beneath the surface of the river, to follow her hell jackals to wherever it is that such wicked souls go.

Moments later, all is peaceful. Orlan and Argate are still tearing away from us, and the surface of the river is still.

The boat starts moving again and Preston sits down to examine his wounded leg.

“Are you alright?” a stunned-looking Inez asks.

“Nothing too serious,” he says. “It will heal.”

“That was...” I blabber. “I’ve never seen... The way you...”

Preston sighs. “I’ve never had to fight before. Every steer is equipped to defend their craft, but few of us ever have to test those skills.”

I laugh sickly. “Orlan and Argate won’t mess with a steer again in a hurry.”

“No,” Preston says, but he doesn’t look happy. “A pity they escaped. We try to keep word of our powers to ourselves.”

Inez crouches beside him. “You saved our lives.”

“It was my duty,” he says. “I would have done the same for them, if they were my passengers.”

“Not that you’d ever give passage to a pair like that,” I snort.

“The steers grant passage to everyone,” Preston says. “If they return to this realm and seek a ride, I won’t deny them.”

“After they tried to kill you?” I ask incredulously.

Preston flashes a rare smile. “They didn’t try to kill me. They only had eyes for Inez.” He points to my cloth-wrapped head. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind returning those, I’ll make bandages out of them.”

I start to quickly unwrap the cloth, worried that Preston’s injury is worse than it seems, and as I’m doing that, we slip through a borehole in the zone’s buffer and exit this wasteland of savage conflict and death.
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We pass through a variety of zones, abandoned and hushed, with no further drama. Preston has tied the strips of cloth around his wound and doesn’t appear to be in too much pain, though he remains sitting for much of the journey.

Eventually we exit a borehole and spot Sakkara downstream. It looks like a city on Earth, lots of low-lying buildings with several taller structures scattered among them, and three skyscrapers in the middle that must be thirty or forty storeys high.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Inez sighs as we drift along.

“It’s OK,” I shrug.

She shoots me a sharp look.

“It’s nice,” I hurriedly add, “but it’s no London, not from this distance anyway. Maybe it’s more impressive up close.”

Inez blinks, then laughs at herself. “I keep forgetting you’re Born. You have loads of cities packed with skyscrapers. In the Merge we don’t, and until a hundred years ago, Sakkara was like the others. Then King Lloyd came back from a stay in the Born, summoned his devisers and set them the task of erecting a metropolis.”

We’re almost at the city boundaries. Inez points to the skyscrapers at the heart of the complex. “Nobody thought we could build anything like those. People in other realms mocked King Lloyd. Even his own subjects doubted him. But the devisers and their teams worked tirelessly, and as you can see...”

“There should have been even more skyscrapers,” Preston says, “but the work stopped when King Lloyd’s condition deteriorated. His thoughts wander wildly these days, and his devisers have all gone — in a lucid moment, he gave them permission to leave the realm.”

The river leads into the city, then stops in front of a viewing platform. Preston guides us towards the bank and the boat comes to a halt. He limps to the edge of his craft to see us off.

Inez steps onto the paved street and turns to face Preston as I skip off the boat after her. “I won’t forget what you did for us,” she says.

Preston shrugs. “It was my duty. Will you need another ride when your business here is finished?”

“I doubt it,” Inez says. “I plan to slip through a borehole.”

“If your plan changes, summon me,” Preston says, “and hopefully we won’t run into any hell jackals the next time.”

The pair smile at one another, then Preston departs. He doesn’t wave goodbye, and Inez doesn’t wave after him. Instead she sets her sights on the skyscrapers and leads me into the heart of the gleaming, ominously silent city.
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I never thought a city could be this quiet. The streets are completely deserted, not a single person at large. We move along swiftly, nervously. Inez said it was unlikely that Orlan and Argate would come here to hunt for us, as we could leave Diamond through any of its zones, but we can’t be a hundred percent certain. Now that they’ve linked her to the realm, there’s a chance they might target its capital, hoping for a stroke of luck.

I keep glancing at the buildings as we pass, intrigued despite my worries about the killers. The blocks are a dirty brown colour in most cases. Hardly any of them have been plastered over or painted, and the binding cement is a greenish paste.

“They didn’t get a chance to work on the facades,” Inez says, noting my interest and filling me in on a little of the city’s history as we hurry along. “The rush was to raise the buildings. The finer details would have been applied later.”

She hesitates, then says a minute or two probably won’t make a difference, and pushes open the door of a building that’s seven or eight storeys high. The lobby is a classy affair, slabs of marble lining the floor and walls. The windows are stained glass, and a large chandelier hangs from the ceiling. It’s studded with candles.

“Don’t you have electricity in the Merge?” I ask.

“No,” Inez says, “but we do enjoy some advanced features.”

Inez claps and the candles flicker into life, lighting up the room.

“No way,” I gasp. “How can they do that without electricity?”

“Sound-activated gleam,” she says.

“Can I try?” I ask.

“Go ahead,” Inez says.

I clap my hands and the candles quench.

“Cool,” I purr.

“I’m glad you’re impressed,” Inez says drily.

“There are lights like that in the Born,” I tell her.

“They borrowed the idea from us,” she says. “We’ve been doing this for thousands of years.”

“How would someone in the Born know that?” I frown.

“It was probably a king or queen,” she says. “Family members tend to maintain homes in the Born. They can move freely between spheres, and even though most of them spend more time here than there, they all like to pop back every now and then, even if only to enjoy some home comforts and a holiday from the Merge.  Sometimes they take the knowledge of things they’ve seen in our sphere and find a way to mimic them over there.”

We quickly explore a few of the other rooms. No televisions, computers, vacuum cleaners or microwave ovens. Basic kitchens. No toilets. Hardly any baths or showers. Beds are often just uncovered planks.

“Seen enough?” Inez asks.

I nod and she ushers me back out onto the street. We continue until we’re almost at the centre of the city, where we start down a long avenue towards a skyscraper. The avenue has been designed to highlight the building — as we march along, it gets bigger and bigger, until it fills the entire horizon.

There are stone gargoyles set on pedestals on either side of the avenue, a pair facing one another every four or five metres, though some are missing. I’ve seen gargoyles set into the walls of buildings here too, lower down than they’d normally be in the Born. They seem at odds with the rest of the architecture. Maybe they’re a throwback to the way this place looked before the king decided to change it.

We’re nearing the end of the avenue when a woman comes out of the skyscraper and storms towards us. She’s dressed in a dark top and trousers, and her hair is pinned up. She’s scowling and muttering. At first I think she’s come to challenge us, but when she looks up and spots us, she jumps with fright.

“Who are you?” the woman snaps. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m Inez,” Inez says, making the greet. “This is Archie. We’re hoping to see King Lloyd.”

That’s the first time she’s mentioned meeting the king, and I’m startled.

The woman squints at us suspiciously but returns the greet. I wonder if I should make the gesture as well, but Inez doesn’t say anything, so I guess only one of us needs to do it.

“What makes you think you can wander in off the street and announce yourself to a king?” the woman asks.

“I did some work for him in the past,” Inez says.

“What sort of work?”

“I’m a camel,” Inez says, and the woman relaxes.

“Do you have something for the king?”

“No,” Inez says, “but I’d like to offer him my regards.”

The woman sighs. “I doubt he’ll remember you. His mind these days... Still, it isn’t my place to decide who gets presented to him — the ones who made those decisions fled a long time ago.” Her face darkens and she starts muttering again.

“A lot of his servants have deserted him?” Inez asks.

“Almost all of them,” the woman growls.

“But not you,” Inez notes.

“I’d never abandon King Lloyd.” The woman forces a tired smile. “I’m Nora. I’ll take you to see him if you’ll grant me a few minutes of your time.”

“Happily,” Inez says. “What can we do for you?”

Nora heads down the avenue. She stops at one of the pedestals with a gargoyle and nods at the ugly statue. “Can you help me carry it?”

“What for?” I ask.

Inez digs an elbow into my ribs. “We’d be delighted to help,” she says.

Nora spreads her legs, grasps the gargoyle and picks it up. I see her muscles strain and her mouth twist with the effort, but then she stands straight and breathes out. “These things never get any lighter.” She jerks her chin at me. “Let’s see if you can take the load.”

I step forward nervously, worried that it will fall on my toes and break them.

“Don’t panic,” Nora says. “It’s not that heavy.”

“But what do you need it for?” I ask again, this time making sure I’m clear of Inez’s elbows.

“You’ll find out when we get inside,” Nora says, then cocks an eyebrow at me. “If you’re going to take it, take it. If you’re not, stop wasting my time.”

I flush, then stick out my arms. Nora eases the gargoyle into them, waits until I have a firm grip, then lets go.

“Whoa!” I gasp, feeling my arms plummet. I readjust and lean back, pulling the statue tighter into my chest.

“Are you alright?” Inez asks.

“Fine,” I wheeze.

“Will you be able to walk with it?” Nora enquires.

I take a few staggering steps before answering weakly, “Sure. No problem.”

“It’s good to have a big, strong man around,” Nora says to Inez, and I’m sure I’d catch them smiling if I could see over the top of the gargoyle’s head.

With Nora leading and Inez hovering close by in case I stumble, I drag my way towards the skyscraper, gargoyle clutched in my arms, and moments later we step off the avenue and into the gloom of the towering building.
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The lobby is massive. The floor is a mix of marble tiles and squares of grass, while the walls feature scores of long, twisting plants. Most of the plants have withered, but this must have been an amazing place when the flowers were in bloom.

There are lots of glass statues, including one of a life-sized small plane hanging from the ceiling. I stop to look at it admiringly, forgetting the weight of the gargoyle for a few seconds.

“I love these sculptures,” Inez says. “It will be a shame to lose them when... I mean if the realm falls.”

“There’s no need to be coy,” Nora says. “We’re resigned to our fate. Barring a miracle, we know we’re finished.”

“How many of you remain?” Inez asks.

“Eight in the palace,” Nora says. “There are others scattered around the city, and more elsewhere in the realm. You’ll always find a few foolish rats who want to go down with the ship.” She has a chuckle at her own expense.

“Let me take that for you,” someone says, and the gargoyle lifts out of my hands.

“Thank –” I start to say, then stop.

The man in front of me is the biggest man I’ve ever seen. He’s not just tall, but broad and muscular. Each of his fingers looks like a battering ram, and he could crush my head in the palm of either hand. The goliath is balding, but has a thick ginger moustache, which clashes with his blue jumper and trousers. He smiles — one of his front teeth is missing, giving the grin an unsettling edge. “It’s OK,” he says in a deep voice. “I won’t bite. You don’t look tasty.”

“Be nice, Cal,” Nora tuts.

The huge man balances the gargoyle in one hand and jolts it up and down, as if weighing it. “This is heavy,” he says. “You must be stronger than you look.”

I smile shyly at the compliment.

“I’m Cal,” the man says, making the greet with his free hand, and I return the gesture.

“Archie,” I say.

“Inez Matryoshka,” Inez adds.

“My back would be in better shape if you came with me to collect the gargoyles,” Nora says to Cal.

“And desert my post?” Cal replies, flashing that gap-toothed smile again.

“Cal is the reason the statues are still here,” Nora says. “He was part of the elevator team, but as our numbers dwindled, he appointed himself head of security.”

“I’m head of nothing,” Cal grunts, brushing his moustache with his fingers. “Just keeping an eye out for King Lloyd’s possessions, is all.”

“Cal hasn’t left the lobby since then,” Nora goes on. “I made a bed for him in a corner and he sleeps there every night.”

“So, are these the florists I asked you to find?” Cal asks.

Nora snorts. “There aren’t any florists left in Diamond.”

“You can’t be certain,” Cal says. “One or two might have stayed.” He waves at the dead and dying plants. “This was a brighter place when we had a team of florists on the go.”

“The whole realm was brighter then,” Nora says stiffly. “It won’t ever be that way again.”

“I hope you’re wrong about that,” Cal sighs. “So, if they’re not here for the plants, what have they come for?”

“They want to see King Lloyd,” Nora says.

“Splendid,” Cal says. “The king loves visitors. There used to be a steady stream of them in the old days.”

“We used to complain that they kept us so busy,” Nora says.

“We wouldn’t mind a bit of that now, eh?” Cal says, and they share a sad smile.

“Anyway,” Nora harrumphs, “I can’t stand here gabbing all day.”

“Of course not,” Cal says, hurrying towards the open doors of one of several lifts in the lobby.

“Do those still work?” I ask.

“No,” Nora says. “We had a crew on each elevator, operating the ropes. Cal could probably raise us by himself, but I’d rather not put him to the effort. I’d be worried that he’d sneeze and accidentally let go.”

It’s hard to tell if she’s serious or not.

Cal has laid the gargoyle on a glass throne in the rear of the ornately decorated lift.

“This is the royal elevator,” Cal says. “It was exclusively for Family. These days the gargoyles are its only passengers. I should use one of the other elevators but this is the only one that opens into the king’s rooms.” Cal makes sure the gargoyle is steady, then looks at Nora. “Do you want to ride up with it?”

“No,” she says. “We’ll take the stairs.”

“Give the king my best,” Cal says, heading around the back of the shaft, where the ropes and pulleys must be located. “Tell him his plane’s in good shape and I’m keeping a close eye on it.”

“We will,” I promise.

Cal disappears behind a pillar. As he sets to work on the ropes – the floor of the lift rises, the gargoyle’s grimacing face disappearing up the shaft – I follow Inez and Nora to the staircase, where we commence a long climb. We don’t see much as we’re climbing. There are windows on most levels, but they’re all frosted glass, so although they admit light, we can’t see out.

“Is the entire building a palace?” I ask, huffing and puffing as I try to keep up with Nora and Inez.

“Yes,” Nora answers, “but King Lloyd conducted his business on the top few floors, which is where the bulk of the household staff also lived.”

“What’s your official position?” Inez asks.

Nora snorts. “I couldn’t even guess. I worked in a variety of roles over the years, and in recent times I’ve had to tackle more jobs than I can count.”

I’m really struggling by the time we get to what must be the twentieth floor. My legs are shaking and I’m finding it hard to breathe. Even though I don’t want to lose face, I have to stop. “Wuh...wait... please,” I gasp.

Nora and Inez glance back at me.

“What’s wrong with him?” Nora asks.

“He’s new to the Merge,” Inez says. “He hasn’t adjusted yet.”

“He looks like he’s about to collapse,” Nora says.

Inez is scowling. “You should have said something earlier.”

I gulp and wag a finger at her, the only response I can manage.

“We can leave him here if you’re in a hurry,” Inez says to Nora. “I can swing by and pick him up after my meeting with King Lloyd.”

“I’m in no rush,” Nora says, then crouches next to me, grabs my hands and drapes them over her shoulders. “Hold tight.”

“No,” I wheeze, mortified, not wanting to be given a piggyback like a child.

“It’s alright,” Nora says. “You’re not much heavier than the gargoyles.”

“But he’s uglier,” Inez says, and they laugh.

“Put me down,” I cry, trying to tear free as Nora rises.

“Hold still,” Nora snaps, “or you’ll send us tumbling down the stairs.”

“I can... walk by... myself,” I groan, red-faced with shame.

“No you can’t,” Nora says, starting up the stairs again.

I continue to protest, and when the sound of my voice rises a couple of floors later, Nora looks over her shoulder at me.

“He’s got his breath back,” she says to Inez.

“I preferred him when he was quieter,” Inez grins.

“Put me down,” I shout.

“Do you think you’ll be able to keep up now?” Nora asks.

“Yes,” I growl.

“Very well,” Nora says, and bends so that I can slip off.

“There was no need for that,” I mutter.

“Maybe not,” Nora says, “but if it’s taught you to speak up when you’re having difficulties, it will be a lesson well learned.”

“You and her are like sisters,” I say sulkily, nodding at Inez. “She acts like a teacher too.”

“No I don’t,” Inez frowns.

“Yes you do,” I contradict her.

She thinks about that, then shrugs. “Well, you have a lot to learn. If I don’t teach you, who will?”

I grumble something to myself, then shake my head. “I’m good to go. Let’s not waste any more time.”

And, before the pair can smile archly at me, I hurry ahead of them, determined to set the pace and lead the way up the rest of the floors.
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To my relief, we don’t have much further to go. After a few quickly taken sets of steps, I come to a pair of large glass doors and draw to a halt. Nora pushes the doors ajar and steps through into a small, dark room. I expect her to clap for light, but she marches through the gloom without slowing.

The room opens into a corridor, and there’s a large window running along one side, so it’s nearly as bright here as it is outside.

I spot the mouth of the lift shaft. The lift has arrived and the gargoyle is waiting for us. Nora strides towards it, cracking her knuckles, but I slip ahead of her.

“Let me,” I say.

“Are you sure?” she asks.

“Yes,” I grunt, wanting to prove I’m not entirely useless.

“He might not have the best set of lungs,” Nora says to Inez as I pick up the gargoyle, “but he’s a good lad. Thank you, Archie.”

“No problem,” I gasp. “Where do you want it?”

“Follow me,” Nora says.

At the end of the corridor we come to another pair of glass doors. Nora stops this time and raps on one of the doors with her knuckles.

“Come in,” a voice cries.

Nora pushes the door open and a low buzzing noise fills the air. Nora steps through and holds the door for me. I struggle across the threshold, face red again, but this time from the strain of carrying the gargoyle.

“Set it down, set it down,” someone says in a quivering voice. “No need to break your back.”

I lay the gargoyle down and take a steadying breath. The annoying buzz is still there. I stick my little fingers into my ears and work them round – it makes no difference – then look up to find what can only be King Lloyd shuffling towards me.

The king is dark-skinned, dressed in a crumpled, light grey business suit. He’s wearing a pair of red, furry slippers. He’s old, worryingly thin, wrinkled and jittery. He walks with a series of limps and tics. He’s completely bald on top, but with long white hair running over his ears and meeting at the rear of his head. His eyes are large – the whites bloodshot – and his lips are spread in a warm smile. His teeth are transparent, and after a confused few seconds I realise they’re made of glass.

“Hello,” King Lloyd says, making the greet several times. “Who are these fine folk? They’re not gargoyles, are they? Are the gargoyles coming to life, Nora?”

“This is Inez and Archie,” Nora says. “They’re not gargoyles. They’ve come to pay their regards.”

The king blinks at us. “How very kind.” He squints at me, cocking his trembling head. “Are you Archie or Inez?”

“Archie,” I mutter.

“Are you sure you’re not a gargoyle?”

“Yes,” I tell him, then add, “your highness.”

“Oh well,” he shrugs, “it’s an easy mistake to –”

As he’s speaking, the buzz rises a few notches and he winces, losing his train of thought. I wince too, though it doesn’t seem to affect Nora or Inez. I guess some people are more sensitive to sounds like this.

As the buzz changes again, settling into a lower pitch, King Lloyd cocks his head at Inez. “Are you my sister?”

“Sire?” Inez replies uncertainly.

“You remind me of my sister. Are you?”

“No, sire,” Inez says.

“Ah,” he breathes. “Faces confuse me. That’s the problem with living so long. You see so many people that they start to look the same. New faces replace the old, but they’re the same sorts of faces in most kinds of cases.” King Lloyd gives a little cry of triumph. “That was a poem. Did you hear it, Nora?”

“I did,” she says.

“Write it down. It was a good one.”

“A classic,” she says drily.

“Are you sure you’re not my sister?” King Lloyd asks Inez. “Your face is familiar. Your boots too.”

“My boots?” Inez stares at her feet.

“You were wearing them when you came before.” The king smiles. “That’s it. You’ve visited me in the past, haven’t you?”

“Yes,” Inez says, returning his smile.

“I knew it,” King Lloyd exclaims, beaming at Nora.

“That’s good,” Nora says. “Do you remember anything else about her?”

The king’s smile flickers. “You’re not a deviser, are you?”

“No,” Inez says.

“No. But you worked for me. You...” His expression clears. “You’re a singer. A heavenly voice. We must have her sing to us, Nora, before she leaves.”

He bends to focus on the gargoyle.

Nora sighs. “I thought for a moment that he really did remember you.”

“He did,” Inez says, smiling sadly.

“What are you talking about?” Nora says. “You’re a camel, not a singer.”

“But I sang to him once,” Inez says. “He mentioned an old song that he’d heard in the Born, and I knew it and sang it for him. I must have left an impression.”

Nora stares at Inez silently, then coughs and turns her head aside to wipe away a few bittersweet tears.

King Lloyd is studying the gargoyle like a comics collector examining an old issue of Spiderman or Batman. “Yes,” he mumbles, “this is very good, a most unusual specimen.”

“It’s the same as all the others,” Nora says, clearing her throat and brushing away the tears. She waves a hand around the room. It’s a huge, open space, and there are gargoyles everywhere.

“No,” the king says. “This one’s different. Look at its face, its snarl, the crinkle of its nose.”

“The same,” Nora says softly.

“I wonder what wonderful tales it has to tell?” the king whispers, and stretches out a hand. He rubs his fingers round the gargoyle’s head three times, clockwise, then taps the centre of its scalp with his knuckles.

I assume this is part of the king’s madness, but then the gargoyle’s lips move, and I take a quick step back with shock.

“– told him not to do it,” a woman’s voice says through the gargoyle’s mouth. “I told him if people wanted a fruit that mixed the taste of an apple with an orange, it would have been invented centuries ago.”

“But it was clever of him to develop it,” another woman’s voice says, and the gargoyle’s lips twist a different way this time.

“Clever?” the first woman’s voice snorts. “The orpple? Clever is one word for it, but I could think of many others.”

King Lloyd taps the gargoyle’s scalp and it falls silent. He runs his fingers round its head, five times clockwise, then taps again, and more voices come, different people, the gargoyle’s mouth adjusting swiftly to give each voice a unique tone.

“It’s a recorder,” I gasp.

“Yes,” Inez says. “Most of the gargoyles in the Merge are recorders.”

King Lloyd runs his fingers round the gargoyle’s head again, this time twice in an anti-clockwise direction, and yet more voices come, a mix of men and women. The king listens for a while. Then the buzzing noise picks up and he shivers. With an exasperated grunt, he leaves the gargoyle talking and goes to one of the others, to rub its head and listen to more strings of disconnected conversations, all the time muttering away to himself.

We trail after the distracted king, Nora pausing to tap the first gargoyle’s head and silence it. He moves on to another gargoyle and we follow him again.

“This is how he passes his days,” Nora says, “listening to voices from the past.”

“Does he ever talk back to the gargoyles?” Inez asks.

“Oh yes,” Nora says. “He sometimes talks to them for hours at a time.”

The irritating buzzing noise hits an even higher note. I feel a headache forming, and it affects King Lloyd too, as he shudders and moans, then starts rambling fitfully at the gargoyle.

“He’s off,” Nora says with a pitying look at her king. “We should leave him.”

She turns to lead us away. Inez sees me holding my ground and says, “Come on.”

“Can’t we give him earplugs to block the noise?” I ask.

Inez looks at me oddly. “What noise?”

“The buzzing sound.”

“I don’t hear anything,” Inez says, and glances at Nora.

“No,” Nora says, having listened for a few seconds.

“But you must,” I protest. “It wasn’t that loud when we came in, but now it’s like fingernails being scratched across a blackboard.”

“Maybe you have an ear infection,” Nora says. “Now, I will show you to –”

“Hold on,” Inez says. “Have you heard anything like this before, Archie?”

“No,” I say, wincing as the noise changes pitch again, dropping and rising sharply while King Lloyd squeals painfully.

“I must insist that you leave,” Nora says firmly. “He’ll writhe on the floor shortly and it’s not right that you bear witness to his humiliation.”

Inez ignores Nora and says to me, “Can you locate the noise’s origin?”

“That’s enough,” Nora snaps. “Come with me or I’ll summon Cal to eject you.”

Inez faces the glowering Nora. “Has anyone tried to help King Lloyd?”

“Of course,” Nora says. “Our finest physicians did all they could for him.”

“Did they enjoy any success?” Inez presses.

“Early on, yes,” Nora says.

“But not recently?”

“No. They told us he’s degenerating rapidly and nobody can stop it.”

“What if they were wrong?”

Nora’s flummoxed. “You’re a camel, not a doctor. What do you know about a condition like this?”

“Nothing,” Inez says, “but I know a bit about locksmiths, and if you’ll allow us a few minutes, maybe Archie can help.”

“Hold on,” I say hastily. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I can’t –”

“Trust me,” Inez says, laying a hand on my shoulder to hush me. She stares deeply into Nora’s eyes. “I could be wrong, but please let us help if we can.”

A sceptical but intrigued Nora grunts, “How?”

Inez tells me, “Trace the sound to its source.”

“I’m not sure I can,” I croak. “It’s all around us.”

“Try,” she says with an encouraging smile.

I don’t know what Inez thinks I can do, but I focus on the whining noise. After a while I realise it’s not as all-surrounding as it seemed. It’s coming from an area to my right. I move in that direction, uncertainly at first, then with purpose. The noise loudens piercingly as I walk, as if someone’s jabbing a pin into my brain.

Eventually I stop at one of the gargoyles. It looks no different to the others as I walk around it, except in one respect. There’s a small, glimmering patch on its back. When I lay a finger on it, the patch turns translucent and I spy...

“A lock,” I whisper.

A glowering Inez doesn’t seem surprised. “Can you pick it?”

The keyhole is tiny, but expands as I rub a thumb across it, like the one on the beehive door in the prison did. I stick a finger into the lock and explore. It’s not a very complicated model and doesn’t resist for long. Moments later it clicks open and I find myself gripping a thin cylinder, the source of the buzzing. It practically screams as I remove it, and King Lloyd falls to the floor in agony.

“What is that?” Nora asks, eyes wide.

“Something I heard about long ago in Ruby,” Inez says grimly. “Destroy it, Archie.”

“How?” I ask.

“Stamp on it,” she growls.

I’d happily do anything to stop the accursed noise, so I drop it, line up my shot, then bring my heel crashing down. The cylinder cracks. I strike it again, then a third time, and it splits apart. The noise quits and blessed silence reigns. I sigh with relief.

“Has it stopped?” Inez asks.

“Yes.”

“The king...” Nora whimpers.

We turn and look. King Lloyd is sitting up. He’s stopped shaking and is no longer mumbling. He’s looking at us with a calm but puzzled expression. “Nora,” he says, “why am I spread-eagled on the floor and conversing with a gargoyle?”

In response, the normally reserved Nora sweeps forward, grabs the startled king in a bear hug, and squeezes tightly as tears – happy tears this time – flood from her eyes and soak them both.
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Nora is sitting on the floor, talking with King Lloyd, who is looking less puzzled all the time.

“I don’t understand,” I whisper to Inez. “What just happened?”

“That was a scrambling device,” Inez says, nodding at the shattered cylinder. “Someone hid it inside the gargoyle. It was built to emit a noise that only the king would hear. In fact, I doubt he heard it either — he was simply affected by it.”

“Are you saying the noise drove him mad?” I ask, horrified.

“No,” Inez says. “His mind slipped a long time ago, but this was devised to speed up the process.”

“Why?” I frown.

Inez sighs. “King Lloyd can’t die of natural causes as long as he remains in the Merge, but if a Family member descends fully into madness, we return them to the Born, so they can be released from their suffering. His enemies hoped to ensure his death – and the fall of Diamond – by chipping away at his crumbling senses.”

My mouth tightens into a grim line. “Did the SubMerged do this?”

“We’ll never be able to prove it,” Inez says, “but you can chalk it down. Anyway, we’ve brought him back from the brink, and his servants will be on guard against similar ploys in the future. You’ve done a good thing today, Archie.”

“Me?” I blush. “You put two and two together. All I did was hear a noise.”

“But only you could have heard it,” she says. “That device was hidden behind a special lock, and its vibrations were making the lock buzz. Only a skilled locksmith could have detected the noise.”

King Lloyd has stopped talking and is back on his feet. He still looks fragile but he moves more confidently now and waves us toward a circle of chairs in one area of the room. We walk over – Nora taking the king’s arm to support him – and sit.

“Nora tells me I owe the pair of you a great debt,” King Lloyd smiles.

“You owe us nothing, sire,” Inez says. “We’re honoured to have been of service.”

“Can I at least have a feast fixed for you?” he asks. “The larders aren’t as full as they once were, but I’m sure we can rustle up something splendid.”

“I’m not so sure of that,” Nora mutters, but low enough so that he can’t hear.

“Thank you,” Inez says, “but we’re not hungry.”

“Are you certain? The boy looks like he could eat an elephant.” The king laughs, then leans forward to squeeze my knee. “Do you remember elephants?”

“Of course,” I reply.

“Elephants never forget. I wish I had that problem.” He taps his head. “The old brain doesn’t work as well as it used to, does it, Nora?”

“It will work better now,” she says, a catch in her throat.

“So you explained. But I doubt I’ll ever be entirely rid of the ringing inside my brain. And things don’t quite link up. When I look at Inez, I keep thinking of a...” He frowns, and it’s as if all the wrinkles in the universe have gathered in the centre of his forehead. Then they clear as he realises it’s not madness but a recollection. “...camel,” he hoots.

Inez smiles and Nora yelps with joy. I think it’s been a long time since her king remembered as much as this.

“It’s lovely to see you again after all these years,” King Lloyd says. His smile falters. “It has been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Yes,” Inez says. “Decades.”

He beams. “How have you been, dear girl?”

“Much the same,” Inez says. “Crossing the realms, working away, trying to stay out of trouble.”

“And is my new friend Archie a camel too?” the king asks.

“No,” Inez says. “Archie’s a locksmith.”

“That’s why he was able to hear the noise,” Nora reminds him.

“Oh yes.” He smiles warmly at me. “So you’re a Lox?”

“A what?” I ask.

Inez whispers, “A Lox is a locksmith.”

“And Archie must be short for Archibald,” King Lloyd continues. “I had a great friend called Archibald. Do you mind if I refer to you by your full name?”

“If you want,” I grin.

“Archibald Lox,” King Lloyd says firmly. “A fine name for a fine young man. If there’s ever anything I can do for you, Archibald, please ask.”

Inez clears her throat. “Now that you mention it...”

“Go ahead,” the king urges.

“There’s a borehole in one of the rooms higher up,” Inez says. “I used it once, and with your permission I’d like to use it again.”

King Lloyd frowns, thinking back. Then he clicks his fingers. “I know the one. Yes, access is granted.”

“Thank –” Inez starts to say, but he interrupts.

“But I must insist on a condition,” the king says firmly, then leans forward again, this time to squeeze Inez’s knee. “I want to come with you.”

“What are you talking about?” Nora exclaims as King Lloyd hops to his feet and rubs his hands together.

“I fancy one last trip to the Born,” the king cackles.

Nora’s flabbergasted. “But... you can’t just... you’re needed here.”

“For what?” the old king snorts. “To waste my final days listening to a bunch of gargoyles? I’ve spent enough time cooped up in these rooms.”

“But... my king... you’re not well,” Nora cries.

“I know,” King Lloyd says softly. “I feel better today, thanks to Archibald and Inez, but I’m in bad shape, with no hope of truly improving.”

“Then you must know that going to the Born is out of the question,” Nora huffs. “You should stay here and –”

“– wait for madness to claim me completely?” the king growls. He shakes his head. “That’s not the ending I crave.”

“Ending?” Nora wheezes, her hands trembling.

The king nods. “I’m clear-headed enough to know I won’t last long if I return to the Born, and I also know that will mean the collapse of this realm, but it’s time. As hard as we’ve searched, we haven’t found an inheritor. There’s no point dragging things out any longer. I need to find peace and move on.”

“My king,” Nora moans, but nods obediently. “If that’s your wish, we’ll honour it, but let me send Cal with you, to guard you in the Born.”

“Cal?” King Lloyd asks blankly.

“He keeps an eye on the statues in the lobby,” I pipe up. Then, remembering the giant’s request, I add, “He asked me to tell you that the glass plane is fine.”

“The plane,” King Lloyd murmurs. “I flew in one the last time I visited the Born. A thrilling sensation. I remember Cal too. He was a Riser. He’s still here?”

“Yes,” I answer. “He looks after the statues, makes sure no one steals them.”

“As if I’d be bothered by the theft of a few statues,” King Lloyd grunts.

“You’ll let Cal go with you?” Nora asks.

“No,” the king says.

“But you need someone to help,” Nora scowls. “It’s been a long time since you lived in the Born. Things have changed. Someone will have to find rooms where you can board, clothes that will allow you to blend in.”

“A good suit never goes out of fashion,” he chuckles. Then he looks down at his feet. “Though I’ll need a pair of shoes.”

“I won’t let you go by yourself,” Nora insists.

King Lloyd smiles. “You can’t stop me. As king, I can do whatever I want.” As Nora opens her mouth to argue, he waves a hand to calm her. “It’s alright. I don’t intend to travel alone. But Cal wouldn’t be good at arranging meetings with lawyers, withdrawing funds from old bank accounts and securing lodgings.”

“So what’s your plan?” Nora asks. “Will you ask the children to chaperone you?”

“They’d do a fine job,” King Lloyd says, tipping us a wink, “but I’m sure they have places to be. No, Nora, I was hoping you would come with me.”

“Me?” Nora gasps.

“What better person? You’ve taken care of me these long decades. I’m sure you’ll make my last few weeks or months as easy for me as they can be.”

Nora’s features soften and she stretches out a hand to him. Then she stops. “But I’m needed here. The staff look to me for direction.”

“Dismiss the staff,” King Lloyd says. “Tell them to get out of Diamond and spread the word that everyone else should leave too.”

“Are you sure?” Nora asks softly.

“Yes,” the king says. “This is a doomed realm. There’s no reason why my servants should go down with it. Tell them... what’s that phrase I once heard? Oh yes.” He smiles and his glass teeth gleam in the light. “Tell them we’re blowing this joint!”
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Nora hurries off to tell the staff about King Lloyd’s command to leave. While she’s gone, we help the elderly king prepare for his departure.

“Will my suit find favour in the Born?” he asks as we enter a huge walk-in wardrobe.

“I think so,” I tell him, though I don’t know much about fashion.

He heads to a shelved area lined with shoes and boots. He casts an eye over them, then says, “Master Lox, could you suggest a pair?”

I randomly choose a pair of black brogues.

“An excellent choice,” the king says, and sits down to kick off his slippers and pull on socks.

“They’re impressive,” Inez says, nodding at the clothes on the racks. “It’s rare to find clothing that looks so much like what people wear in the Born.”

“Why don’t you import their clothes?” I ask.

Inez looks at me with surprise. “They don’t last.”

“What do you mean?”

“Anything from the Born breaks down into dust within hours.”

“No it doesn’t.” I pinch the arm of my school uniform. “I’d be naked if that was the case.”

“Clothes last while you’re wearing them,” Inez says, “but they unravel when you discard them.”

“How do I look?” King Lloyd asks, standing to test his shoes.

“Like a successful businessman,” Inez says.

“They feel tight after the slippers,” he grumbles, then putters round the room, pulling at old suits and admiring clothes he hasn’t worn in a very long time.

“What will he do there?” I whisper, watching as he tries on a hat.

“Live,” Inez says simply.

“And when he dies, this realm will fall?”

“Yes, but at least, with his order to evacuate, there won’t be many caught when it does.”

“I’m not sure Cal will leave,” I say. “He won’t want to desert his statues.”

As if that acts as a summons, the huge guard comes striding through the open doors of the walk-in wardrobe. Nora is hurrying along behind him, trying to pull him back.

“Your highness!” Cal bellows. “King Lloyd!”

The king looks up, blinking with surprise. “Yes, my good man?” he quavers. Then he smiles. “I remember that moustache. Cal Riser, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Cal says, stopping in front of the king and bowing his head. “Nora says you’re returning to the Born and have told us all to leave.”

“That’s right,” the king says.

Cal looks affronted. “What about the statues? I’ve been guarding them for you.”

“I appreciate that,” King Lloyd says, “but when Diamond falls, the statues will vanish with it. If stray wanderers wish to make off with them before that happens, all the better. It would be nice if some of them survived.”

Cal pulls at his thick ginger moustache, clearly distressed. “But what will I do? I need something to keep me distracted. I don’t want to just wander the realms.” He squeezes his massive fingers together, looking at his king with a pained expression.

King Lloyd studies Cal thoughtfully. “Have you been happy as a guard?”

Cal nods vigorously.

“Then resume those duties elsewhere,” the king says. “Find someone worthy of your support, and tell them I most highly recommended you.” He slips off a ring. It features a tiny engraving of a gargoyle’s face. “This recorder refreshes itself every ten minutes, deletes what’s there and starts recording again.” He breathes on the ring, then taps it three times. “Now it will record no more. Tap it three times when you deliver it, and it will play back everything I’ve said over the last few minutes.”

“Thank you,” Cal croaks as he takes the ring. “But I know nothing of the other realms. I’m worried I’ll misplace my trust.”

Inez clears her throat and says, “I’m bound for Sapphire. Have you heard about its troubles?” The men and Nora shake their heads. “Well, I won’t go into that, but there’s a princess who needs all the help she can get. She’d be worthy of your loyalty. If you don’t mind a few detours, you can accompany me and I’ll make an introduction when the time is right.”

“There,” King Lloyd beams. “How does that sound?”

“Promising,” Cal says shyly. “But what can I do for you in return?” he asks Inez.

“You can be my bodyguard along the way,” Inez says, then raises a finger. “But certain enemies are hounding me and you might be called upon to fight if they catch up.”

“These hounds,” Cal growls. “Are they SubMerged?”

“Yes.”

“Then fighting won’t be a problem,” he says with fiery gusto.

“Splendid,” King Lloyd booms. “Nora, have you told the others that their time here is up?”

“The word is spreading even as we speak,” Nora replies.

“In that case...”

The king leads us back into the room of gargoyles. He makes his way to a corner, moving faster now. When we get to the corner we find a throne tucked under a sheet.

“Move that into the middle of the room,” the king tells Cal, then whispers to me and Inez, “I hate that throne. So uncomfortable.” When the throne’s in position, King Lloyd tells Nora to remove the sheet. He scowls at the revealed throne, as if greeting an old foe, then tells Cal to pick up a gargoyle and set it on the seat.

“How’s that?” Cal asks, making sure the gargoyle is secure.

“Fine,” King Lloyd says, shuffling forward to face the gargoyle directly. He presses his palms against the gargoyle’s ears, then puts a thumb to its lips.

“He’s setting it to record a message,” Inez says, “so if anyone comes before the realm falls, they’ll be able to play it back and find out what has happened to the king and his people.”

King Lloyd thinks hard, the rest of us silent, appreciating the solemnity of the moment, the dying lord of a realm leaving his farewell message. I wouldn’t know what to say in such a situation. Something grand and memorable, I suppose.

Then, with a snort, he taps the gargoyle’s head and says bluntly, “King Lloyd has left the building!”
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We wind our way through a series of rooms and corridors, then climb a set of stairs to a floor four levels up. It’s a dark, dusty room near the top of the palace. No furniture or ornaments, just several oval boreholes set into the walls or hanging on strands from the ceiling.

Inez heads for a silver borehole near the back of the room and says to me as we approach, “This links to a city in the Born. I used it before, on a job for King Lloyd.”

“Is that our destination?” I ask.

“No,” she says, “but I know of another crossing point there that will lead us to where I was headed when you first saw me on the bridge.” She stops before the borehole and gestures to the king. “After you.”

“Please,” he winces, “let’s not stand on ceremony. Nora, you first.”

“As it should be,” Nora says cheekily, then steps through and disappears. King Lloyd goes next, whistling happily, and is swiftly followed by Cal.

“Then there were two,” Inez says.

“Are you sure this borehole is safe?” I ask.

She nods. “One hundred percent.”

“Then why do I feel anxious?” I whisper.

“Because we’re about to cross back into the Born,” she says. “No matter how many times we do that, it never feels natural, not for the likes of us.”

“But I’m not one of –” I start to say.

Inez steps through the borehole.

“– you,” I finish hollowly.

I stare at the borehole glumly, but since the alternative is staying here by myself, to wait for the realm to fall, I’ve no real choice. With a sigh, I square my shoulders, flex my fingers, then step through the borehole... and into the heart of Times Square.

I’ve never been to New York but I recognise it instantly, having seen it in so many films and TV shows, and I come to a stunned halt. It’s so loud and busy after the Merge, horns honking, crowds flooding the streets like swarms of bees, everyone talking, shouting, laughing.

A policeman on a horse trots by. There’s a guy in a cowboy hat and boots, wearing boxer shorts but no other clothes, playing a guitar and singing. Lots of billboards advertising shows and musicals. Famous stores and restaurants. Scores of yellow taxis. Smoke rising from street vents. A series of red glass steps in the middle of the Square (which isn’t square at all) for people to sit and stand on.

“This is fun, isn’t it?” King Lloyd exclaims. He’s trembling even more than usual, but with delight. “It’s changed so much since I was last here. I can’t wait to explore.”

“Are there always this many people?” Nora asks disapprovingly.

“Yes,” Inez says.

“How does anyone sleep with all that noise?”

“You’ll get used to it,” Inez says. “You coped when you were Born.”

“I never lived in a city,” Nora says.

“You can buy ear plugs,” I tell her.

Cal says nothing. He looks uneasy. Maybe he’s never seen a modern city either.

I smile at the ginger behemoth. “It sounds scarier than it is.”

“And we won’t be here long,” Inez assures him.

“I’m fine,” Cal says unconvincingly.

“What are those people waiting for?” King Lloyd asks, pointing at a group of people queuing nearby.

“It’s a ticket booth,” I tell him, spotting the signs. “They sell tickets to shows.”

“A show,” the king gasps, his eyes lighting up. “That would be the perfect way to kick-start my stay. Can you recommend anything, Archibald?”

“I don’t know much about Broadway,” I reply.

“Never mind,” he says. “I’ll join the line and listen to what folk are talking about. Nora, would you care to accompany me?”

“No,” she sniffs. “I’ve no time for entertainment. I’ll go talk to our people here, sort out money and lodgings for us. Are you happy to wait for me?”

“Yes,” the king says. “If I get to the front before you return, I’ll circle back and line up again.”

He sets off and stops at a traffic light when he sees other pedestrians waiting. I don’t think he knows about traffic lights, but he keeps an eye on the people around him and crosses when they cross, taking his place in the ticket line, slotting in like one of the locals.

“Why did he call you Archibald?” Cal asks me.

I shrug. “That’s the name he prefers. He called me Archie before I helped him with the gargoyle –”

“Nora told me about that,” Cal interjects approvingly.

“– but it’s been Archibald Lox since then,” I finish.

“Archibald Lox,” Cal rumbles. “I like it.”

“I prefer Archie.”

Cal shakes his head. “You can’t go against a king, Archibald,” he says, and I know he’s going to call me that from now on.

“Aren’t you worried that King Lloyd might lose focus and wander off?” I ask Nora, who’s still gazing at the elderly royal.

“I’ll find him if he does,” she says confidently.

“We can track friends in the Born,” Inez tells me.

“How?”

“It’s complicated. I’ll tell you another time.”

“Right,” Nora says, “I need to chat with some lawyers. We have a firm here who look after King Lloyd’s interests in the Born. It’s been a while since we touched base with them. Hopefully they haven’t gone bust.”

“Are they Born?” I ask.

“Of course,” Nora says.

“Do they know who the king really is? About the Merge?”

“No,” Nora snorts. “We don’t tell them and they never ask. We set up a trust fund long ago to pay their recurring bills, and as long as they’re paid, they’re happy.”

“Do you know where they are?” Inez asks.

Nora nods. “King Lloyd used to handle Born matters himself, but when it became too much for him, he assigned those tasks to others. I got the information from them before they fled the realm. So as long as the firm’s still active, it will all be easy. If they’re not... well, I’ll cross that bridge if I come to it.”

A few taxis pull up, waiting for the lights to change. Without bidding us goodbye, Nora walks over to one, opens the door and sits in. The driver looks round with a frown, then faces the lights again. Nora says something. He doesn’t reply, but takes a left turn once the traffic starts moving.

“How will she pay for the ride?” I ask Inez.

“She won’t need to,” Inez says, “because he doesn’t know he has a fare.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve forgotten that people can’t see us in the Born. Nora’s like a ghost in that taxi. As far as the driver’s concerned, the back seat is empty.”

“Then how’s she going to get to where she wants?” I ask.

“Although the Born don’t realise we’re here, on some level they clock our presence.” Inez starts walking, and Cal and I keep pace beside her. “They see and hear us — they just don’t know that they do. When Nora sat in, she told the driver where to go, and subconsciously he heard. He’ll take her there and drop her off, even though he’ll have no idea that he’s doing it.”

“Cool,” I grin. “What else can you do?”

Inez shrugs. “I could walk into a bank and take all the money I could carry.”

“No way,” I hoot.

“Nobody would notice me unless I engaged with one of them.”

I mull that over, trying to get a firm handle on how it works. “Wouldn’t you show up on the security cameras?”

“Yes,” she says, “but that wouldn’t do the guards much good.”

“Why not?”

“They can’t see us on the screens. I mean, they can, but their brains tell them we’re not there.”

I start to smile. “That’s insane. You could take all the money from the bank.”

“We could,” Inez agrees, “but we don’t.”

“How come?”

“It would land people in trouble. If I stole from a bank, and there was nobody else to pin it on, police would blame the staff.”

“Oh,” I say, smile fading.

“We take little liberties,” Inez goes on. “If I was here for a few days, I’d need to steal food and drink. I might sneak into a spare hotel room to sleep.”

I glance back at the ticket booth. “Can King Lloyd do all that too?”

“Yes,” she says. “Family members can do almost anything that a Born can.”

“Do you really think he’ll be OK?” I ask, searching for the confused old king but unable to spot him in the crowd.

“He’ll be fine,” Inez says. “The Born is what he needs right now.”

“It’s not what Diamond needs,” I note.

Inez shrugs. “He held the realm intact far longer than anyone expected, and it’s exacted a heavy toll. Nobody will blame him for seeking some personal time at the end of his days. And if they do...” She snorts. “To hell with them.”

We stroll along, the concerns we had in Diamond no longer an issue. It’s a nice day, overcast but warm. I keep thinking about all the things I could do if I had Inez’s abilities, the concerts and matches I could attend for free. I could walk into my headmaster’s office ahead of exams, flick through the questions, go and memorise the answers, get straight A’s. I could patrol the streets, watch for criminals, follow them back to their dens, phone in a tip-off to the police.

I look at people, marvelling at how none of them can see us, then frown and turn to Inez. “I understand why they can’t see you and Cal, but they aren’t able to see me either.”

I wave a hand in a man’s face, and although he ducks to avoid it, he doesn’t glare at me or give any indication that he’s aware of my existence.

Inez looks at me oddly. “Are you sure they can’t see you?”

“Pretty sure,” I say, then roar, “My name is Godzilla and I’ve come to destroy New York!”

Not a single person blinks or glances at me.

I leap about, waving my arms over my head, yelling nonsense. Nobody reacts, except to instinctively swerve around me.

“See?” I pant, coming to a halt by the edge of the pavement.

“That’s strange,” Inez says, scratching an ear and studying me as if I was a frog in a laboratory. “There’s something different about you, Archie, but I can’t put a finger on it. You’re a locksmith. You can be invisible to the Born. You crossed into the Merge, something nobody except a Family member should be able to do.”

“Maybe that’s it,” I say, getting excited. “Maybe I’m a prince.”

“You’re no prince,” Inez snorts. “Royals have an aura that’s as clear to us as the colour of their skin. Whatever else you are, you’re definitely not Family.”

“So how do you explain it?” I ask.

She can only shrug.

“Hey,” I gasp, “if I’m invisible now, I can do all the things in the Born that you can, like take money from a bank.”

“The Merged don’t abuse their powers,” she reminds me.

“But I’m not Merged,” I laugh, and do an excited dance.

Then something stops me.

“Inez,” I say slowly, “I thought you said nobody could see us here.”

“They can’t.”

“So why is that boy staring at me?”

I point at a young boy up the street. He can’t be more than six or seven years old. He has fair hair and is dressed in a crocodile costume, so I’m guessing he’s on his way to or from a party. He’s come to a standstill and is gawping at me.

When Inez and Cal turn to look, the boy stares at them too. He can clearly see all three of us.

“Is he Merged?” I ask as Inez and Cal’s eyes widen.

“No,” Inez says. “He’s Family.”

She takes a step towards the boy, her right hand stretching out to greet him. Then she hisses and draws to a startled halt.

At first I don’t know what’s spooked her, but then I see a woman standing just behind the boy. She’s glaring at us and has drawn a long, jagged-edged knife, and I understand instantly that the woman isn’t Merged — she’s SubMerged.

Cal growls and takes a step towards the woman with the knife.

“No,” Inez says, and he stops.

The boy is still staring at us. The woman hasn’t moved.

“There’s no need to panic,” Inez says. “The boy must be part of the SubMerged Family, one of the royals who support the realm of Ruby. Royal children have to spend time in the Born or they won’t grow up. Their people watch over them, the same way ours watch over Merged royals.”

“Will she attack us?” I ask.

“Not if we steer clear of the child,” Inez says. Her right hand is still stretched out in front of her. Now, instead of making the greet, she closes her fingers into a fist, then opens them again, holds them out flat a moment, then lets her hand slowly fall away.

“That’s the sign that we mean no harm,” Inez whispers. “She’ll make the same sign now and everything will be fine. Then we can...”

The woman doesn’t lower her knife or make any signs. Instead, two men step forward. One has a sword, the other a mace.

Inez takes a couple of steps back and the men take two steps forward.

“Get ready for battle,” Cal says, rubbing his hands together, a gleam in his eyes that I don’t like.

“No,” Inez says. “They have proper weapons. I only have a couple of knives.”

“They won’t have them for long,” Cal grunts. “I’ll rip their toys away from them.”

“And if you can’t?” Inez says quietly.

“It’s three against three,” Cal says, itching for a fight. “I fancy our chances.”

Inez shakes her head. “I can’t risk falling into their hands. I need to get out of here.” Cal starts to argue but she cuts him short. “You’re here as my guard. That means you have to do what I say.”

I wouldn’t dare speak that way to the massive man but Cal nods obediently. “Very well,” he says with disappointment, “but if they attack...”

“We’ll run,” Inez says, then calls to the SubMerged. “We’re just passing through. We’ll leave you alone and go our own way, if that’s alright.”

“It’s not,” the woman says, then sheathes her knife and says something to the boy. He hops into her arms and cuddles into her. The woman rocks the boy, smiling warmly at him, then looks at Inez again, her smile hardening. The men take another step forward.

“Why are you doing this?” Inez cries.

The woman says coldly, “Because we know who you are... camel.”

“Oh hell,” Inez sighs.

“What?” I ask in a low voice.

Inez throws me an exasperated look, then shakes her head, spins on her heel, and shouts at Cal and me, “Run!”
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We tear back the way we came, but Inez makes a left turn instead of heading into Times Square, probably worried that we’d get stuck in a crowd. Nobody glances at us as we race along the streets. Those who are facing us part as we get near, while we bump into some who are looking in the opposite direction. They yelp and look for someone to shout at. When their eyes pass over us, they frown and shrug, something in their brains telling them not to ask any questions.

We come to a red light but Inez doesn’t pause. She bolts across the road, Cal and I just behind, weaving around cars, trucks and taxis. No drivers blow their horns, but they slow to let us duck in front of them.

As we hit the pavement on the other side, I chance a look back. The two men are keeping pace but haven’t closed the gap, even though, with their longer legs, they must be faster than Inez and me.

“Why aren’t they trying to catch us?” I gasp as we run.

Inez looks over her shoulder and growls. “They’re biding their time. Maybe they think we’ll tire, making it easier for them to get the better of us.”

“I hate to admit it,” I pant, “but they’re right, in my case anyway.” I’m already huffing and puffing.

“Me too,” Cal groans. “Let me turn and fight them. Fighting’s what I’m good at, not running.”

Inez shakes her head firmly. “We can’t risk it. I mustn’t be caught.”

“What if I stop and tackle them while you carry on with Archibald?” Cal suggests. “Even if they defeat me, you’ll be long gone by the time they finish.”

Inez bites her lower lip, tempted by Cal’s sacrificial offer.

“We can’t,” I wheeze, not wanting to see the friendly guard come to harm.

“It’s an option,” Inez disagrees. Then she clicks her tongue. “But I promised you a new home, not death.”

“I’m not afraid of death,” Cal says.

“I’m sure you’re not,” she says, “but let’s avoid it if we can. I know a few boreholes here that lead to towns in the Merge. If we make it to one of them, we can call for support.” She grimaces. “The only problem is it will lead us astray.”

She thinks about it in silence as we jog along, taking things slower now that it’s clear that the SubMerged are happy to play a waiting game.

Finally she casts a worried look at me. “Can I trust you, Archie?”

“Of course,” I answer instantly.

“I mean it,” she presses. “If I set you a vital task to perform, can I trust you to not let me down?”

“What sort of a guy do you think I am?” I ask stiffly.

“A good guy,” she says, “but this is a big ask. You might decide it’s too dangerous and you’d rather turn your back on all this.”

“I’m terrified,” I tell her honestly, “but if I can help you, I will.”

Inez flashes me a grateful smile. “I’ll reward you when this is over,” she vows, “treat you to whatever you desire, money, jewels, you name it.”

“You don’t need to buy my allegiance,” I reply. “I’ll help because I want to.”

Inez nods. “OK. The next time we turn a corner, split from us. Cal and I will lead the SubMerged a merry chase while you head for our original target.”

“What if one of the men goes after him?” Cal asks.

“They won’t,” Inez says confidently. “He’s nothing to them. You aren’t either. I’m the only one they’re interested in.”

“Where will I head?” I ask, then add, “And bear in mind I don’t know the city.”

“You’ll be able to find this place easily enough,” Inez says. “You’ve heard of the Empire State Building?”

“Sure.”

“Go there. You’ll spot a borehole close to the entrance. It’s yellow and has a spire sticking out of it, like the one on top of the building.”

“Yellow borehole, spire,” I repeat.

“You’ll find a foot vine through the borehole,” Inez goes on.

“What’s a foot vine?” I ask.

She waves the question away. “It climbs up through the building. At the top you’ll spot a familiar clock tower in the distance. Head for that and you’ll find another borehole. It will be locked. Holler until someone lets you in.”

“Can’t I pick the lock?”

“You won’t be able to open it,” she says. “You’re not that good.”

I bristle at the slight, but she pushes on before I can protest.

“You’ll find an elderly man inside. Tell him you’ve been travelling with me. Then...” She hesitates, deciding how much information to share. “Tell him I need his help to ensure the missing princess can cast her vote.”

I blink. “What does that mean?”

“It doesn’t matter. He’ll understand. If he’s willing to help, ask him to meet me on the island of pineapples, though it might take me a few days to make my way there. Have you got all that?”

“The missing princess needs his help to vote. You’ll meet him on an... island of pineapples?”

“That’s it,” she says.

“I hope he can make more sense of that than me,” I mutter. “Will I meet you in pineapple land too?”

“No,” Inez says. “You’ll find yourself close to where you live once you’ve delivered the message. Go home.”

“But I want to learn more about the Merge,” I cry.

“This isn’t the time,” Inez snaps.

I stare at her, not wanting this to be the end.

“Trust me,” she says in a softer voice. “I only want what’s best for you.”

“You’re not my mother,” I growl. “It’s not your place to worry about what’s best for me.”

She grimaces. “Sorry. Let’s strike a deal — if I survive my mission, I’ll find you in London, tell you what it was about, then take you on a tour of the Merge. How does that sound?”

I roll my eyes, but I’m over a barrel. Killers are hot on our heels. Inez has asked for help. It wouldn’t be fair to hold her to ransom. “OK,” I sigh.

“Thanks,” she says. Then, as we come to the end of a block, she snaps, “Now!”

She turns right with Cal and shoots off. I want to call goodbye, but as I’ve already noted, that isn’t the done thing among the Merged. Instead I step out into the flow of traffic and jog to the middle of the road, where I stop and turn.

As cars veer round me, the chasing SubMerged reach the corner. The guy with the mace asks the guy with the sword a question. Sword-guy spares me a glance, then shakes his head, and they carry on after Cal and Inez. They don’t even bother to make a we’ll deal with you later gesture.

I stand in the middle of the traffic for a minute, feeling lonely and small. Then, with a heavy sigh, I return to the footpath and, as I step back onto it, I think, That’s that, then. It’s over.

And to my surprise I find myself blinking away a flood of salty tears.
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This is the end of Book One, Volume One of Archibald Lox. Archie’s story continues in Book Two, Archibald Lox and the Empress of Suanpan. click here to buy now
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