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“To be what we are, and to become what we are capable of becoming, is the only end of life.”

—  Robert Louis Stevenson







ONE — THE FLIGHT
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London was founded more than two thousand years ago, which makes it an ancient city in the eyes of most people, but to the boy by my side it’s a relatively recent upstart of a place. He’d been alive more than thirteen thousand years when the Romans first settled here.

Not that you’d know it to look at or listen to him. The dark-skinned, curly-haired boy with large, curious eyes is dressed differently to most modern-day Londoners, in loose yellow robes and sandals, but this is a city where you have to be naked to really stand out on the fashion front. And to my ears he speaks the current lingo, thanks to the translation services of the Merge.

“This is terrifying, but I love it,” Kojo giggles, leaning back to look up at the Shard. We’re in the middle of a busy road, and cars have to veer around us, but nobody beeps their horn or curses, because they can’t see us. Their brains are wired to tell them we’re not here, and when they swerve to avoid running us over, they do so subconsciously.

“What’s terrifying?” I ask, keeping close to Kojo. As long as I’m with a Merged, I’m part of that other sphere, subject to its laws and perks, but if I strayed, the magic would wear off, and a car might mow me down before its driver could react to the sight of a boy popping up in front of their vehicle.

“Everything,” Kojo laughs, slowly turning in a circle. “The buildings, the swarms of people, the cars and bikes and clothes and…”

“There was nothing like this fifteen thousand years ago?” I smile. That’s when Kojo was born, but he didn’t live as one of the Born for very long — he was killed as a child, and found himself in the Merge, a sphere created for the souls of all the people who are murdered on Earth.

“There was nothing like this even ten thousand years ago,” Kojo says. “Family members described the first big towns to me – Damascus, Athens, Plovdiv – but they didn’t really start to grow until seven or eight thousand years ago.”

“Where’s Plovdiv?” I frown.

“Bulgaria,” Kojo says.

“One of the oldest cities in the world is in Bulgaria?” I whistle. “You learn something new every day.”

I’m sure Bulgaria was called something different several thousand years ago, but the translator took the name of whatever it was called back in the language of that time and updated it to its current English equivalent, so that it would make sense to me. Online translation services have a long way to go before they catch up with their Merged ancestor!

“People really live inside that?” Kojo asks, nodding at the Shard.

“I’m not sure if there are private apartments,” I answer, “but there’s a hotel and restaurants, and offices where people work.”

“A hotel?” Kojo asks.

“It’s a place where people rent rooms,” I explain. “They stay for a few nights, if they’re on a business trip or holiday.”

“That sounds interesting,” Kojo hums. “Could I stay in a hotel?”

“Sure,” I shrug. “And you wouldn’t have to pay — as you’re Merged, you could simply go up to a member of staff in reception, murmur in their ear, ask them to rent you a room, and even though they wouldn’t consciously see or hear you, they’d do it, for free.”

“I still don’t understand how money works,” Kojo says.

“You’re better off having nothing to do with the stuff,” I snort. “A lot of people are killed every day because of money. The world would surely be a better place without it.”

“But it’s exciting,” Kojo grins. “Money’s so different to anything we had when I was a Born. I’m looking forward to seeing what it’s like and how it’s used.”

“I’ll take you into a bank later,” I tell him. “They have notes and coins of every currency and denomination imaginable.”

“What’s a bank?” Kojo asks.

This is where the translator has its limits. It supplies Kojo with words for modern inventions, but can’t help him understand what they mean if there was no equivalent thousands of years ago. That’s one of the reasons why I’ve brought him here, to help fill in the blanks, so he doesn’t have to ask so many questions when he’s chatting with people who were born in the last several hundred years.

“A bank’s a place where money is stored,” I say. “A lot of them have vaults, which are a bit like the Crypt, so you’ll feel right at home.”

“Nuts to that,” Kojo grunts. “I want to see new things that will blow my mind, not vaults to remind me of home.”

Kojo almost never grumbles, so I like the fact that he complained, even if it was a very mild complaint. It shows he’s starting to pick up some twenty-first century traits.

“Then we’ll strike banks from the agenda,” I chuckle, and point to the Shard. “How about we have a look at the city from up there instead?”

Kojo gulps. “How will we scale it?”

“No scaling involved,” I shudder, recalling a nerve-shredding climb I made on my first trip to the Merge. “They have elevators, which are small rooms that move up and down, operated by cables.”

Kojo gulps again, eyeing the Shard nervously. “Are they safe?” he asks.

“Incredibly safe,” I assure him.

“Would we go to the very top?” he asks.

“No,” I say. “There’s a viewing gallery about seventy floors up. We could grab a bird’s-eye view of the city, then pop down to one of restaurants on the lower levels to get a drink and a bite to eat.”

“How low down are the restaurants?” Kojo asks.

I scratch an ear. “Thirty floors or so, if memory serves me right.”

“Can you see a lot from there?” Kojo asks.

“Sure,” I say.

“Could we just go that high up to begin with?” he asks. “Take in the view while we’re eating and drinking?”

“Not a problem,” I say, clapping his back to set him off in the direction of the Shard. “As I keep telling you, you’re the boss. Whatever you want to do, that’s what we will do.”

“Thank you,” he smiles. Then his smile fragments. “I’ve never been a boss before. I’m not sure how I’m supposed to act.”

I laugh. “You’ll get used to it. And trust me, it’s much more fun being a master than a servant.”

Although I suppose, when you’ve been a servant for fifteen thousand years, it’s hard to break the habits of a very long lifetime.
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The Born is what the Merged call our world, and our universe is classified by them as a sphere. If a person’s murdered, they come back to life in a separate sphere called the Merge, where they can carry on in a fresh, newly generated body — it looks exactly the same as their old one did at the moment they were killed, only minus any diseases or wounds that might have contributed to their death. At the end of their time in the Merge, their soul departs for yet another sphere. We don’t know much about that next sphere, but we know it exists, and that there are other spheres too, because the Departed – people who’ve moved on to those other universes – designed and built the Merge with the help of our distant ancestors, and stayed in touch.

The Departed don’t say much to the Merged these days, but they leave occasional messages in the Crypt, a room embedded in a wasteland known as the Lost Zone. The Crypt is filled with large statues of heads, through which the Departed speak if they have something important to say. It’s been guarded for fifteen thousand years by Kojo. His job is to make a note of messages and pass them on, and until recently he never left the chamber, to ensure he didn’t miss anything.

Then I came along and had the idea of installing a gargoyle. Many of the Merged gargoyles are recording devices, and by placing one in the Crypt, it allows Kojo to slip out and explore the Merge whenever he gets itchy feet.

It’s been about a year since we introduced the gargoyle, and Kojo’s feet must have been itching like mad, because he’s spent most of that time wandering, though he rarely remains absent from the Crypt for more than a few days at a time, keen to regularly check the gargoyle for messages. (There haven’t been any.)

I’ve gone on a few short trips in the Merge with Kojo, but mostly he’s been accompanied by Winston (my mentor, who is now Kojo’s roommate in the Crypt) or Hugo (a king of Sapphire, one of the Merge’s six realms). He’s had a whale of a time, travelling around like the sphere’s number one tourist, hungry to catch up on all that he’s missed during his millennia of voluntary captivity.

The Merged have no real interest in the Born. Their mindset alters when they die, and our sphere becomes an alien place to them. They don’t interfere in the affairs of the Born, and only come to our universe when needs dictate.

While Kojo has no overwhelming desire to explore the Born, he’s curious to have a look. The Earth has undergone mindboggling changes since he last walked it, and he wants to check out a few cities and learn about the modern Born, in order to better understand their Merged counterparts.

I invited Kojo to visit me in London months ago, and he’s finally found the time to come and stay, “but only for a few days, in case I start wrinkling.” (People don’t age in the Merge, but they do if they return to the Born.)

He arrived this morning, through a borehole in Seven Dials. We moseyed along the northern stretch of the Thames, before crossing Tower Bridge and heading back along the South Bank, which is when he spotted the Shard.

“We’re so far above the ground,” Kojo mumbles as we munch snacks and sip from chilled glasses of sparkling water. “And the city goes on forever.” He’s staring out the window, mesmerised.

“If it’s freaking you out, we can go eat somewhere else,” I say.

Kojo shakes his head. “I’m just astonished by how the Born have done this. Our devisers can work wonders because the power of the Merge flows through them, but how have the Born achieved all this by themselves?”

“I suppose it is pretty impressive,” I smile, seeing my world through a fresh set of eyes and appreciating it more than I usually do.

“You live in exciting times, Archie,” Kojo says. “I wish I’d been born fifteen thousand years later than I was.”

“The funny thing is,” I chuckle, “ I wish I could have seen your world. I guess we all find different times more fascinating than our own.”

We finish eating, grab an elevator down, and hit the streets again. I point out places of interest as we stroll, but Kojo’s more fascinated by the people, admiring the way they get around so swiftly and efficiently.

“They’re like bees or ants,” he notes. “In my time people were more like bears.”

It’s a strange analogy, but I get what he means. I might use that the next time I’m writing a history essay and talking about the differences between modern humans and their distant fore bears .

Since Kojo seems to have lost interest in the landmarks, I start pointing out boreholes instead. As a Lox, I see lots of boreholes that are invisible to the average Merged. If I place a hand on them, they light up for Kojo, so I do that with some which are oddly shaped, or if they lead to places in the Merge where I’ve been. (That’s a gift which for some unknown reason seems to be peculiar to me — the ability to know if a borehole links with a familiar zone.)

“This one connects with the grop stadium in Niffelheim,” I tell Kojo, placing my left hand on an octagonal borehole in the wall of an old pub. It lights up a dull pink colour when I touch it.

“We had fun there, didn’t we?” Kojo chortles. That was the first place Inez and I took him last year, to see the final few matches of the grop Tourney.

“The final was worth waiting fifteen thousand years for,” I grin. “As Inez said, it might be another fifteen thousand before we witness such a thriller again.”

This would all have been bizarre to me a couple of years ago, but I’ve adapted to my new life, the way everyone adapts when their circumstances change. Boreholes, grop, boys who were alive long before the wheel was invented… these are as normal to me now as cars and planes, forks and spoons.

I tried to forget about the Merge after my first visit. I hoped to slip back into my old way of life and put that sphere of wonders behind me, figuring I’d enjoyed my adventures in another universe, but that was that, time to focus again on my foster family, school and the “real” world.

But the Merge had other ideas. It reached out for me and I was dragged back in. I’ve come to terms with that and found a way to juggle my Born life with my Merged activities. It actually hasn’t proven as difficult as I’d assumed it would be.

The first thing I did, when I returned to my foster parents after months away, was tell them I’d be doing a lot of secret things in the evenings and weekends from now on, and warned them there was a chance that I’d have to disappear for a long stretch again at some point. I wouldn’t share any details about where I’d been or what I’d been up to.

George and Rachel weren’t too happy about that, but I said people were relying on me. After several heated arguments, and threats that I’d run away forever if they tried to limit my movements, they reluctantly agreed to let me have my freedom. I’m not sure what they make of my absences. Maybe they think I’ve been recruited by a spy agency — I left a few old Alex Rider books lying around to try and nudge their thoughts in that direction.

As long as I turn up at school most days, do my homework and get good grades, they let me off to do my own thing in my spare time, which for the most part involves crossing to the Crypt and picking locks under the watchful gaze of Winston, an elderly, experienced locksmith.

Winston has lived in the Crypt with Kojo for the last year, and I head there most evenings. Usually I spend a few hours with Winston, then return home to sleep, but sometimes, if I’m working on a tricky lock, I might stay overnight, resting on the floor – you can’t sleep in the Crypt, but a rest there is every bit as reinvigorating as a night’s kip in the Born – before rising to struggle with the tumblers and levers again.

Occasionally I’ll hole up in the Crypt for a few days and nights, if I’m wrestling with a lock that can’t be abandoned halfway through. Winston identifies such locks in advance and we schedule my work on them to coincide with weekends or holidays, so that I don’t miss too much school.

I’ve been on a few trips to the Merge with Winston and Kojo, but never for more than a couple of days at a time. No big adventures. I’ve been avoiding those as best I can, not wanting to put George and Rachel through too much worry.

It’ll be easier when I grow up and leave home. I can devote as much time as I want to the Merge when I have my own place, but for the time being I’ve got to keep a foot in both spheres.

The ageing issue is a problem. Kojo joked about it when he agreed to come to London, saying he didn’t want to stay too long in case he got wrinkles. Nobody ages in the Merge, only when they spend time in the Born, and that’s throwing up some difficulties for me.

I haven’t aged as swiftly as my classmates, because of all the time I’m spending in the Merge. I’ve really noticed it in recent months. Boys and girls the same age as me are taller than they were a year ago, more mature looking, whereas I haven’t changed. They’ve had to buy larger school uniforms, but I still fit into the one I got when I returned after the Tourney.

At some point I’m going to have to cut down on my visits to the Crypt. I should really do that now, before people start to notice that I’m not getting older, but it’s hard to turn my back on the allure of the locks. As a locksmith, there’s nothing as tempting as a cleverly designed, hard to pick lock. I’m going to miss the work – not to mention Winston – when I have to put my studies on hold for several years.

“What’s up?” Kojo asks.

“Hmm?” I snap out of my daze and look at him.

“You were far away,” he says.

“Oh?” I glance at my surroundings and see that we’ve drifted off course, heading south rather than west. “Sorry. I was thinking about the Merge and my life in the Born, and how to juggle the two over the next few years.”

“Winston worries about that too,” Kojo says. “He never mentions it, but I see it in his eyes sometimes when he’s watching you leave the Crypt.”

“Yeah?” I smile. “He’s probably thinking life would be easier if someone stuck a knife in my back, so that I’d wind up properly Merged.”

Kojo laughs. “I doubt he ever wishes for that !”

“Winston might surprise you,” I chuckle. “He has a dark side.”

The chuckle dies away as I recall Winston’s difficult past and the life of another of his apprentices that he cut short many decades ago. He really does have a dark side, one that the SubMerged drew out of him.

“Come on,” I say, forcing the smile back on my face. “Let’s return to the river. I want to show you the place that Winston called home before you gave him shelter in the Crypt.”
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We cut west until we get to Westminster Bridge. “There it is,” I tell Kojo. “Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament.”

“That’s a fine looking clock,” Kojo says, obviously feeling like he should pass a compliment since this is my home turf.

“Lots of the Born think so,” I smile, stopping just outside St Thomas’ Hospital and studying the clock tower from the south side of the river. “The entrance to the wrap zone’s at the base of the tower.”

Kojo starts walking towards it, but stops and looks back when I don’t follow. “It’s off limits for me,” I say softly.

“Oh yes,” Kojo winces.

Winston lived for a long time in the wrap zone, an area of the Merge that’s been anchored around a number of landmarks in the Born, but he had to abandon it last year when I was forced to reveal its existence to Adil, a SubMerged king who was torturing me.

“I’ll wait here while you check it out,” I tell Kojo. “I’m sure Adil’s guards will let you in once you tell them who you are. You said he was nice to you when he visited the Crypt.”

“He was very polite,” Kojo says, “but I know what he did to you and Winston. I treat the SubMerged the same as the Merged – my neutrality demands it – but that doesn’t mean I have to like people who hurt my friends. Forget about the wrap zone. I’d rather spend my time with you.”

“As you wish,” I sniff, trying not to show how pleased I am.

Winston hasn’t been back to London since I told him Adil’s people were keeping a watch on the wrap zone. He said he was too busy to come with Kojo on this trip, but I think the real reason he stayed away is he’s afraid he’d be spotted and captured. Adil has a few old scores with my mentor that he’d like to one day settle.

“What’s that building?” Kojo asks, pointing at St Thomas’.

“A hospital,” I answer.

“Where they take sick people,” he nods, then frowns as he looks it over. “It’s a massive building. They must have a lot of sick people in London.”

“This is a metropolis,” I laugh. “Eight or nine million, with millions more living in the suburbs.”

Kojo takes off one of his sandals and scratches the sole of his foot. “I can’t wrap my head around those figures,” he admits. “In my time there weren’t that many people in the entire Born, and we didn’t live together in huge settlements. I can’t understand how a city works. Where does all the food and water come from? Where does all the waste go? How can people breathe in fresh air when so many others are breathing out foul fumes?”

I shrug. “Isn’t that why you’ve come, to get a handle on what life in the Born is like today?”

“Yes,” Kojo says, staring at the hospital, “but it’s going to be more difficult that I thought.”

I stare at the hospital too. I’ve passed it so many times that I’ve sort of stopped seeing it. I never pause to consider what an incredible place such a building is, the amount of work that must go into keeping it operational, all the people who have to be trained to help look after the sick and dying.

I twitch and shake my head, for some reason feeling oddly queasy. “Come on,” I grunt, turning back the way we came. “There’s a footbridge nearby where I first met Inez. Let’s go have a look.”

I tell Kojo my story as we make the short journey to the bridge, how I caught sight of a girl pulling strange faces while she was being chased by a pair of killers. When we’re on the bridge and close to the spot where she opened a borehole, I tap the slabs with my shoes and tell him how astonished I was when a hole appeared and she jumped into it, and how I set about reopening the borehole after it had closed.

“I didn’t think the Born could do that,” Kojo says.

“They can’t,” I mutter, staring at the slabs. When I was here before, they looked the same as all the others until I touched them. Now I can see the outline of the borehole as clearly as if it was painted on the bridge.

“Then how did you open the lock?” Kojo asks.

I shrug. “Winston spoke to me of reincarnation once. He said maybe I’ve lived before, and that could be why I’m good with locks, because a shade of my former self is somehow guiding me.”

“I guess it’s possible,” Kojo says dubiously.

“It sounds unlikely to me too,” I chuckle, “but I suppose it’ll have to do until a better explanation comes along.”

I get ready to move on, but before I can take a step, the borehole shimmers and a hole in the bridge appears. I frown, wondering if my presence caused it to open. Then a head pops out of the hole and a girl raises her eyebrows when she sees Kojo and me standing above her.

“Blimey,” she says. (That’s the word the translator supplies, though I’m sure they didn’t use such an expression four hundred years ago.) “I knew you were in London, but I didn’t expect to find you waiting for me here. I guess that saves me the job of having to crosshair you.”

I gawp at the girl, but Kojo’s smiling, not taken aback, maybe assuming that this sort of random meeting happens all the time in the Born.

“Hello, Inez,” Kojo says. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too,” Inez says, then scowls at me. “Well, are you going to give me a hand up, or are you going to stand there blinking like a fool for the rest of the day?”
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Inez hasn’t changed much since I last saw her. She still has dark, short hair, and is wearing cream-coloured trousers and a long-sleeved red top. Her boots are typically dusty — Inez is a camel who travels far and wide, delivering precious packages (and sometimes precious people), with little time to worry about scrubbing a pair of dirty boots.

“What’s up?” I ask once we’ve told Inez a little of what we’ve been doing. We’re still on the bridge, leaning against the rails, enjoying a light breeze.

“Does anything need to be up?” Inez asks. “Maybe I just dropped by to say hi.”

I make a growling noise at the back of my throat, something that Inez does a lot. “Come clean, Matryoshka,” I say, calling her by her surname.

Inez rolls her eyes. “You’re a suspicious soul, Archibald Lox.”

“I know you too well,” I reply. “You wouldn’t come to the Born just to find out how I am.”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” Inez says. “You’re a friend, Archie, and despite what you might think, I sometimes look up old friends purely to check in on them.” She hangs her head glumly. “But in this instance you’re right. I’m here on a mission, and it’s not good news.”

My insides tighten as I try to guess what might be wrong. I nod for her to proceed. She doesn’t see my nod, but carries on regardless.

“King Lloyd is dying.”

I sigh, though the tight knot in my gut unravels. The elderly king’s a friend of ours. He’s been in bad shape for a long time. While I’m sad to hear that his condition has worsened, it’s not a huge surprise, and I’m relieved that Inez has nothing more troubling to report.

“How long does he have left?” I ask.

“Maybe a few days,” Inez says. “Lots of royals have gathered. Ghita got word to me that you and I are wanted too. Nora said he talks often of us, and it would be nice if we could be there at the end.”

Ghita’s a princess, and also our friend.

“He doesn’t hold a grudge about what happened in New York last year?” I ask.

“Apparently not.”

“So are you going?”

“Of course,” she says. “It’s a great honour to have been asked. Apart from the Family members and his attendants, just a few close friends from Diamond have been invited.”

Diamond is King Lloyd’s realm. Each realm is sustained by up to nine people in the Born – the realms exist inside a network created by their brains, kind of like the internet cloud is created using servers – and they’re known as Family members, or royals. King Lloyd is Diamond’s last surviving royal, and for decades now he’s been keeping it going by himself. If all the Family members of a realm die without being replaced, it falls — basically, it shatters and becomes part of the Lost Zone, an area from which there’s no return. Anyone in the realm when it falls will die or wind up trapped in the Lost Zone, so most of the people who lived in Diamond have deserted it and migrated to other realms.

“We shouldn’t be gone too long,” Inez says when I hesitate, “but if you’re worried about your foster parents, feel free to say no. Nora will understand.”

“They’re not a problem,” I say. “We have an arrangement, so it won’t be a big deal if I’m gone for a while. It’s just… the thought of sitting around, watching an old friend slowly perish…”

“It won’t be horrible,” Inez promises. “Lloyd has lived a long, happy life, apart from the hard years near the end. He’ll be surrounded by people who love him. And we all know it’s more of a pause than an actual end — his soul will depart for a sphere beyond when it slips free of its current vessel. As sad as we’ll be to lose him, this will be a time of celebration.”

“I dunno…” I mutter.

“We can’t hide from death,” Inez says softly. “It’s part of life, the price we pay to enjoy this wonderful sphere and those we’ve yet to explore.”

“OK,” I sigh. “If he wants me there, I’ll go.”

“Good,” Inez says, then looks at Kojo and smiles. “I’m sure it’ll be fine if you want to come too — everyone wants to be able to say they’ve met the legendary Cryptkeeper.”

“No thank you,” Kojo says.

“You’re certain? There will be lots of royals, some of whom you’ve probably yet to meet.”

“There’ll be plenty of time for meetings,” Kojo says. “I’d feel wrong, popping up at such a sombre time and introducing myself to everyone. It would distract from the good king’s passing.”

“This means we’ll have to cut short your tour of London,” I note.

“That’s alright,” he says. “We can resume when you return. I doubt the city will change much in a few days.”

We escort Kojo back to the borehole in Seven Dials, which isn’t a long walk. He steps through without bidding us farewell, as is common in the Merge.

“Do you think we should invite Winston too?” I ask Inez.

“Kojo will tell him what’s happening,” she says. “If he wants to come, he’ll make his own way there. I don’t like entering the Crypt too often. I know Kojo has said we’re welcome, and you nip across regularly to see Winston, but it was really only meant for Family, so I don’t like to impose.” She studies the borehole and asks, “Have many of these been opened?”

“Not yet,” I say. “Most of the Crypt boreholes are long forgotten. Search teams are looking for them in all the realms, but apart from this and the one in the palace in Sapphire, only three have been found so far, two in Topaz and one in Ruby.”

“You’ve opened those three?” Inez asks.

“I opened the first one, in Topaz,” I tell her. “It was installed in a wall in a middle of a waterfall in a zone far removed from Niffelheim — we had to trek for three days to get to it. Winston was with me, and I walked him through the process. He wasn’t able to open it, even after I’d showed him how it was done, but he was able to demonstrate the steps to the Topazer royals when they visited later, and it opened for them. They were able to open the other one too, as it was the same as the first. He also ran Daku through the process, when the king brought the borehole to the Crypt — luckily that one was set in a small stone wheel that was once part of a temple frieze, so they were able to transport it.”

“I wonder why Winston didn’t jump at the opportunity to go to Ruby?” Inez says drily, and we share a knowing glance. Winston was tortured the last time he was in Ruby. He never wants to set foot there again.

“It’s strange that Winston couldn’t open the Crypt borehole,” Inez says as we set off through the streets of Soho.

“They’re only meant to open for royals,” I remind her.

“But they open for you,” she says.

I shift uncomfortably. “I don’t know why,” I mutter.

“Winston still hasn’t told you how you can do stuff like that?” she asks.

“Not a word,” I say grumpily. “I suppose he’ll spill the beans when he’s ready. I just hope I’m not as old and grey as he is by the time he gets round to it.”

Inez chuckles. “He’s a mysterious old owl. He was always that way. He likes to play his cards close to his chest.”

“Sometimes he plays them behind his back,” I growl, and Inez laughs.

“At least the magic’s still working for you,” she says.

“What do you mean?” I frown.

“Crosshairing me on the bridge,” she says.

My frown deepens. “What are you talking about?”

She snorts. “You think you just happened to be standing there when I arrived?”

“Well, yeah,” I say weakly.

“Don’t be naïve, Archie,” she tuts. “Part of you knew I was coming and led you to the place where I’d be entering the city.”

“No,” I protest. “I was showing Kojo the sights. That’s where I first met you, and I wanted…” I trail off.

“London’s a megacity,” Inez says. “You could have been in any part of it at that precise moment, but you were on the bridge, waiting for me.”

“I wasn’t…” I stop, because of course she’s right. People do run into one another by accident, all the time, but it’s highly unlikely that our meeting on that exact bridge, at the very moment she hit town, was mere coincidence.

“I thought the Merged could only crosshair people in the Born,” I say.

“That’s right,” Inez says.

“But you were in the Merge before you came here.”

She shakes her head. “I was in a country in East Africa. You must have clocked my presence when I entered the Born, sensed when I took the borehole to the zone with the aqueduct where we first met, and predicted where I was headed from there.”

I gawp at her. “Is that possible?”

“No,” she says cheerfully, “but you’re an old hand at doing the im possible.”

I shoot her a dirty look. “This isn’t funny.”

“I never said it was,” she replies, stopping outside a Tube station. “But it is fascinating, and makes me wonder what else you might be capable of that we don’t know about yet.”

I gulp. “I don’t like being special.”

“Too bad,” Inez says with typical bluntness, “because you are.”

I scowl at her, then check the walls of the Tube station. “Where is it?” I ask.

“What?” she says.

“The borehole.”

“What borehole?”

“The one that connects with New York.”

Inez sniffs. “Borehole shmorehole ! There was one twentieth-century invention that King Lloyd loved nearly as much as tall buildings, so we’re not going to use a borehole. We’re going to honour him by going another way, so that we can tell him about our travels when we arrive.”

“What are you gibbering about?” I snap.

Inez jabs a finger at a Tube map on the wall, and when she removes it, I see that it’s the stop for Heathrow airport.

“I’m four hundred years old,” Inez grins, although it’s a nervous little grin. “I’ve zipped from one side of this world to the other, and hiked across zones in the Merge that most people have never even heard of, but it’s time to try something new.” She spreads her arms and makes a loud, whooshing noise. “Strap yourself in, Archie. We’re going to fly!”
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The Merged are invisible to the Born, and since the same rules apply to me when I’m with Inez, we’ve no problem breezing through airport security. We bypass the lines of holiday-makers and business execs, and slip past the staff without challenge, a pair of ghosts gliding through the terminal. CCTV cameras pick us up, but people watching the screens will unknowingly turn a blind eye to the images.

There are plenty of flights to New York, even at this time of the day, so we march to the gate of a plane that’s due to take off soon, and Inez whispers to one of the men checking in passengers. “Please tell me if it’s a full flight.”

“It’s not a full flight,” the man says, drawing curious stares from the people in line and other members of staff.

“Are there any free seats in business class?” I ask.

“There are free seats in business class,” he says, without stopping what he’s doing, oblivious of the looks that he’s attracting.

“Let’s do it in style,” I grin at Inez, who shrugs and leads me onto the plane. We check with a flight steward to find out which of the luxury seats will be unoccupied, then choose two near the front.

Inez tenses as we taxi back from the stand and head towards the runway. “It’s noisier than I imagined,” she says, looking out the window.

“It’ll get a lot noisier before we’re done,” I warn her. “The seats will shake too, especially as we’re taking off. Don’t worry, it’s normal.”

Inez gulps and turns away from the window. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.”

I pat her hand. “King Lloyd will be proud of you.” I pause as I think of something. “Have your ears ever popped?”

“What are you talking about?” she frowns.

“Hold tight,” I grin, locking fingers with her and squeezing, “and try your best not to scream.”

Inez shoots me a dirty look, letting me know she’s not the sort of girl who screams that easily, but when the engines roar and the plane picks up speed and we’re pressed back in our seats, her eyes widen and her fingers tighten around mine.

“Easy,” I murmur. “We’re safe. This is how it works.”

“We’re going so fast,” Inez wheezes.

“You’ve seen planes flying overhead in the Born, haven’t you?” I ask.

“Of course,” she says, “but they never seemed to be going at this speed.”

“Well, they were,” I tell her. “If the plane didn’t go so fast, it wouldn’t make it off the ground. Speaking of which…”

We lift off and Inez’s mouth opens. I can tell she’s about to yell with fear, so I raise a finger to put to her lips. Then I remember that no one can hear her unless she speaks to them directly, so I lower my hand and let her roar. She shrieks at the top of her lungs for about half a minute. Then she stops and looks at me with a sparkle in her eyes.

“This is amazing!” she pants.

“Are your ears popping?” I laugh.

She works her jaw from side to side. “I think so. It’s weird.”

“It’ll probably be worse when we descend,” I tell her, “but again, nothing to worry about. Keep moving your jaw and gulping, and you’ll be fine.”

Inez settles into the flight and takes an interest in the plane. The Merged don’t normally pay much attention to anything Born, but she wants to know how fast we’re going, what our altitude is, where our oxygen’s coming from. I direct her to the in-flight entertainment system, which answers most of her questions and leaves her shaking her head with wonder.

I show Inez how the seat turns into a bed – she thought I was joking when I first said it – and we order drinks and food from a stewardess. She doesn’t consciously hear us, but returns with our order and sets it down in front of us without thinking, even making up our tables for us.

“I don’t normally enjoy eating in the Born,” Inez says as she forks another chunk of fish into her mouth, “because of what we have to do when we’re finished digesting the food, but this is different.”

“It’s not so nice in economy,” I tell her, “but it’s a real treat up here.”

“Have you flown a lot?” she asks.

“A few times,” I nod.

“In business or economy?” she asks.

“A mix.”

“Why do people choose to fly economy rather than business class?”

“Money,” I sigh. “Not everyone can afford these seats.”

“I forgot about money,” Inez says. “Are your foster parents wealthy, then?”

“No, but I guess they can afford a treat every so often.”

“You’re lucky,” Inez says.

“Yeah,” I mutter, frowning, though I’m not sure why. I start to think about some of the flights I’ve been on, counting how many times I’ve flown business, but then tell myself to forget it.

I watch a film to kill some time. Inez starts to watch one too – the first she’s seen since the era of silent movies, she tells me – but can’t concentrate, and keeps getting up to walk around the cabin, looking at what other people are up to, going all the way to the back of the plane and then up the other aisle.

Inez’s nervousness resurfaces in the final stages of our descent. I’ve told her not to look out the window, but she can’t tear her gaze away. She stares at the ground and trembles as we glide towards it, and I know she’s having trouble believing that the pilots are in control.

She lets out a long, shaky breath when we touch down, then winces as the brakes are applied and we start screeching to a halt. “Normal?” she whimpers, covering her ears with her hands.

“Normal,” I assure her, mouthing the word clearly in case she can’t hear me.

Inez doesn’t linger when the seatbelt sign goes off – I’d prepared her for that in advance – and is by the door, waiting impatiently as it’s opened. She hurries up the gangway and I have to jog to keep pace. She doesn’t slow until we’re well into the airport terminal.

“What did you think?” I ask.

“I liked most of it,” she says, “but not coming down.”

“We couldn’t stay up there forever,” I smirk.

“I’m well aware of that,” she says frostily, then laughs at herself. “It was scarier than I’d anticipated. I’m glad I’ve done it, but I doubt I’ll ever fly again. Boreholes are a lot more convenient.”

“Agreed,” I chuckle, “but until we come up with a Born equivalent, planes are the best way of getting around that we have.”

“Another reason to stick to the Merge,” Inez says, then asks me to go find a taxi. Our playful interlude above the clouds is over. Time to pay our respects and wait for the passing of the kindly King Lloyd.





TWO — THE DEATH
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Inez has crosshaired King Lloyd and pinpointed his location, which hasn’t changed since we were here last year. Neither of us memorised an address that time, so we tell the driver to head for the Upper East Side, then direct him from there. I take over the crosshairing, since it’s still a novelty for me and I want to practise. I think about the elderly king and get a sense of his position in the city, which focuses to a pinpoint as we draw ever closer and arrive outside the entrance to a familiar looking apartment block.

There’s an even more familiar looking man outside the block.

“Cal!” I shout happily as I open the taxi door.

A huge, glum-looking man nods at me and walks over. He taps on the driver’s window and the driver rolls it down, frowning because he can’t see anyone and isn’t sure why he’s opened the window.

“Did you give him money?” Cal asks Inez as she gets out behind me and shuts the door.

“No, sorry, I didn’t think about that,” Inez says.

“Me neither,” I wince.

“That’s alright,” Cal says, pulling out a wad of notes and passing a few fifties to the confused driver. “The money’s yours. Put it in your pocket, don’t worry about where it came from, and be on your merry way.”

The driver pockets the money as instructed and pulls away.

“Lots of people have been arriving in taxis,” Cal says, “but few think about paying. We don’t like to see the drivers go short, so we have someone down here all the time, watching out for new arrivals and covering their fares. We take it in shifts. I was sure you’d come, so I’ve been crosshairing the pair of you, and timed it so I’d be here when you pulled up.”

Cal normally doesn’t say an awful lot, so we’re a bit taken aback. As he pauses for breath, he tugs his ginger moustache and grimaces. “I forgot the greet, didn’t I?” He puts the three fingers of his right hand to his chest (he lost the other two in a fight a couple of years ago) and makes a quick throwing gesture. Inez and I both pretend to catch the soul that he’s thrown to us, and press it to our own chests.

Cal stares at us solemnly, then wraps his arms around us and lifts us up. “It’s so good to see you,” he sobs.

“You too, big man,” I gasp, giving him a hug.

“Try not to crush our ribs,” Inez croaks, her face turning purple.

Cal releases us and chuckles. “Sorry. I was excited.”

“Don’t worry,” Inez says, breathing normally now. She takes hold of his left hand – hers is awfully small in his massive mitt – and gazes up at him. “Is the king…?”

“Still alive,” Cal says, then tuts. “But you already know that. If he’d died, you’d have felt the realm fall. You were asking if he was comfortable, right?”

“Yes,” Inez says.

“As comfortable as he can be,” Cal sighs. “He’s being tended by medics from the Merge, as well as a couple of fine Born doctors. They’re making sure he’s not in too much pain.”

“Any idea how long he has left?” I ask.

Cal wipes away tears. “We don’t think he’ll last more than another day or two.”

“Is he conscious?” Inez asks.

“He swims in and out,” Cal says. “A lot of the time, when he’s awake, his thoughts aren’t his own, and he’s like he used to be, before Archibald cured him.”

“I didn’t exactly cure him,” I mumble, but Cal thinks of me as his king’s saviour and won’t hear any different.

“We were expecting you sooner,” he says to Inez.

“We flew,” Inez tells him.

Cal whistles. “You’re braver than me. What was it like? No, never mind, save the story for King Lloyd.”

“He’s still accepting visitors?” Inez asks.

Cal nods. “He can’t respond to most of them, but I’m sure he hears what people are saying. He’ll enjoy hearing about the plane. He meant to try a jet – it’s been so long since he flew, and that was in one of the early, primitive planes – but we never got round to it.”

“Will we head in?” Inez asks. “We’re keen to see him.”

“In a moment,” Cal stops us. “I wanted to have a word with Archibald first. That’s why I stationed myself here to meet you.” He crouches closer and lowers his voice. “The death of a king’s a momentous event.”

“I know,” I say soberly.

“Family members like to honour a dying royal,” Cal continues. “It’s an age-old custom. Representatives from every Family gather to pay their respects, regardless of any quarrels or disagreements they might have had. Even Old Man Reap used to honour the tradition.”

I nod again. I can see where this is heading.

“The Rubicons have sent a couple of kings,” Cal says. “I was hoping Prince Dante would turn up – young royals almost always attend the death of an elder – but we haven’t seen him since he was kidnapped after playing checkers with King Lloyd last year.”

I flush guiltily. Cal was never in favour of involving his king in the kidnapping scheme.

“Dante doesn’t meet up with King Lloyd any more?” I ask.

“No,” Cal says. “It’s a pity, because Nora says he loved those games. He’d have enjoyed a few more…” Cal sees my crestfallen look and swiftly tries to absolve me of blame. “Don’t let it concern you, Archibald. You did what you had to do. Nora understood when I explained it to her.”

“And King Lloyd?” I ask.

Cal clears his throat. “We never told him. It would have upset him. We said that Dante had been called away on Family business. The SubMerged tried to interview him when they were searching for the prince, but Nora and I told them he’d been ill for a while and hadn’t seen Dante for a few weeks prior to his kidnapping.”

I sigh and scratch the back of my neck. “If you don’t want me to come in…”

“Don’t be silly,” Cal snorts. “I didn’t mean for you to feel bad. What I wanted to warn you about was King Adil, as he’s one of the Rubes who came. I’m sure you’re still angry about what happened in Topaz, and won’t want to be polite to him, but if you start arguing, we’ll have to ask you to leave.”

I take several seconds to think about it. I don’t want to have to make nice to Adil after all that he put me through, but I’ve come to see King Lloyd, and I like him as much as I dislike his SubMerged counterpart.

“OK,” I mutter. “I know you hate the Rubes as much as I do. If you can put up with Adil, I can too.”

“Good man,” Cal beams, and gives my left arm a little thump.

When I’ve checked to make sure he hasn’t broken any bones – “Sorry, Archibald!” – we follow Cal into the block and up the stairs to a corridor lined with doors to lots of apartments.

“It must be a tight squeeze in there, with all the royals,” I note as Cal is opening the door to what can’t be more than a two-bedroom apartment.

“Not as tight as you might think,” he chuckles, and when we step inside, my jaw drops with astonishment — and then drops again.

The walls on either side, which should define the apartment, have been ripped out, as have the walls of the next three or four adjoining flats in both directions, to create a long, vacuous room, with bedrooms, kitchens and other rooms set off it. The king’s real estate people must have bought most of the apartments on this floor and converted them into a single, well-disguised super-flat. I wasn’t expecting what amounts to a hangar in the middle of what must be one of the most expensive places on the planet to buy property. That’s why my jaw drops the first time.

The second jaw drop’s more difficult to explain because at first I don’t understand what I’m seeing.

There must be fifty or so people in the room, but because it’s so big, it doesn’t feel cramped. They’re spread out in small groups, standing and chatting, or sitting on couches and armchairs. Some are eating and many have drinks. I’m sure quite a few are friends or enemies of mine, but at the moment I can’t focus on their faces, because a dozen or more of the people are shining .

I’ve never seen anything like this. I thought for a second that they were on fire, but the colours are different with each person, mixed together in unique patterns, and constantly moving. They radiate from their bodies in swirling waves that flicker out after several centimetres. It’s as if coloured steam is rising out of their flesh and enveloping them.

The colours emerge from everywhere, from the feet all the way up to the head, front as well as back, so it looks as if each person’s cocooned inside a shell of light. They’re clearly visible through the colours, and I see some of them touching other people, who aren’t affected by the contact.

“Archibald?” Cal says. I’ve stopped in the doorway.

“What’s wrong?” Inez grunts.

“Can you see them?” I whisper.

“See what?” Inez looks around the room and so does Cal. Neither spots anything amiss.

“I’d think there was something wrong with my eyes,” I wheeze, “except it would be everyone if that was the case, not just some of them.”

“Archie?” Inez says, sounding more concerned.

“Do you sense a threat, Archibald?” Cal growls, fingers clenching.

“I don’t… I’m not…” I shut my eyes for a few seconds, then open them again. The colours around the dozen or so people are still there. As I gawp, one of those people trots towards me, smiling widely. It’s a girl I know well, and I start to realise what the colours must be.

“Archie!” Princess Ghita crows, stopping close to me and sticking up a hand. “I’d do the greet if we were in the Merge, but a high five seems more appropriate here, right?”

Ghita grins as I weakly slap her hand, then turns to high five Inez, but Inez is studying me, worried.

“Is everything alright?” Ghita asks, lowering her hand.

“Yes,” I answer before Inez can, and cast her a shaky smile. “It’s OK. I think I know what I’m seeing now.”

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Inez says.

I run a couple of fingers through the air over Ghita’s head, tracing the arc of colours along the line where they die away. “Can you see what I’m doing?” I ask a bemused Inez as Ghita stares at me oddly.

“Of course,” Inez says. “You’re running your fingers around…” She stops, her eyes widening.

“It’s Ghita’s aura, isn’t it?” I breathe, then point to a patch above her left ear. “Mostly green.” I point to her right shoulder. “Gold and blue.” I waggle the fingers over her stomach. “Pink and orange.”

“If you don’t mind,” Ghita huffs, slapping my hand away, but with a smile. “So you can see my aura. So what? You and every other Merged.”

“But Archie’s not Merged,” Inez reminds her, and Ghita’s smile fades. “You’ve never been able to see a royal’s aura, have you?” she asks me.

“No,” I say. “You tried describing them to me – Winston did too – but I could never get what you were talking about. I had an image in my mind of a halo, nothing as all-encompassing or multicoloured as this.”

“Can you see the auras around the other royals?” Inez asks.

I nod, looking closely at the people surrounded by the coloured shells, identifying Queen Malina, Prince Hiroto, another prince from Emerald who I met in Topaz, the Aboriginal King Daku from Ruby.

“This has only just happened?” Ghita asks.

“I’m not sure,” I mutter. “I mean, this is the first time I’ve noticed auras, but I haven’t seen any Family members since I bumped into you in the Crypt several months ago.”

I’m still staring at the auras. They’re beautiful and eerie, putting me in mind of videos of the Northern Lights that I’ve seen, and the Fires of Release in Topaz that I visited during the Tourney.

“Why do you think this has happened?” Ghita asks Inez. “No Merged has ever been able to see auras before, unless they’re Family.”

“It’s just an Archibald thing,” Cal laughs. “Nothing he does surprises me.”

Ghita smiles at Cal, but looks seriously at Inez.

“I don’t know,” Inez says, studying me uncertainly, “but Archie’s always been different. He’s a Lox. He can crosshair and zizz, and in a way that exceeds our own capabilities. He can map paths through boreholes that he’s never used before, if they connect with a zone that he’s previously visited. And now he can see auras.”

“But why?” I bleat. “How?”

Inez shrugs uneasily.

“Do you think it means anything?” Ghita asks.

“Maybe,” Inez says, “maybe not.”

“Oh, what an amazing observation,” I say sarcastically.

She tuts. “You seem to think I have all the answers, but you’ve been a mystery to me since the day you followed me through the vine to the aqueduct, and this is just another part of that mystery. I suspect it’s a minor part – being able to see auras is nowhere near as unusual as being able to send detailed messages when you zizz, or sense a route to a specific zone through unfamiliar boreholes – but I could be wrong.”

“I bet Winston knows,” I grumble darkly.

“Ask him the next time you see him,” Inez says dismissively. “In the meantime, my advice is to ignore it. Let’s go mingle.” And with that she takes my hand and leads me into the room as Cal closes the door on the normal world outside.
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First to spot us as we advance is Nora, who’s coming out of a bedroom. Nora was one of King Lloyd’s most loyal servants in Diamond, and she’s tended to him here in the Born as well. She looks tired and sad, but smiles when she sees us and sweeps forward to make the greet. “Archibald, Inez, thank you for coming.”

“We’re honoured to have been invited,” Inez replies.

Nora sniffs. “If not for you two, we wouldn’t even be here. He’d still be suffering and slipping further into madness back in Diamond. He asked me several times to let you know when the end was near, though he said you shouldn’t feel obliged to attend. ‘They’ve surely got better things to do than sit around watching an old frog croak for the last few times.’”

As Inez and I are smiling at her impression of the king, Nora stands on her tiptoes and kisses Cal. Not just a quick peck — this is a proper kiss.

Cal blushes when she releases him, and looks at us sheepishly. “Um. Yes. I forgot to mention that Nora and I are an item now.”

“ Cal and Nora, sitting in a tree, ” I sing. They stare at me oddly. “It’s an old Born rhyme. The next line is k-i-s-s-i-n-g. First comes love, then… Forget it,” I cough when their confused frowns deepen.

“How is he?” Cal asks, brushing a lock of hair back from Nora’s forehead, much gentler with her than he was when he playfully punched my arm a while ago.

“The same,” Nora says. “Adil and Zalika are with him.”

Cal scowls. “At least you didn’t leave that SubMerged snake in there by himself. He’d stuff a pillow over our king’s face in no time if there wasn’t someone around to keep an eye on him.”

“I don’t like Adil either,” I laugh, “but I doubt he’d do that.”

“Actually, he might,” Nora says. “The SubMerged don’t like drawn-out deaths. If Adil was dying, he’d expect one of his friends to finish him off swiftly.”

“Well, if he’s looking for a volunteer…” I murmur, and Cal guffaws.

“King Lloyd’s out cold,” Nora says to Inez and me. “He may well stay that way until the end, but if he revives, I’ll hurry you in to see him. In the meantime, make yourselves at home. Eat and drink whatever you want. We own all the apartments on the other side of the corridor, so there are plenty of beds available. Some prefer to sleep elsewhere – the Rubicons can’t relax unless they’re tucked away somewhere secret – but you’re more than welcome to make this your base if you please.”

“That sounds good to me,” Inez says.

“Just give Cal or myself a nod when you’re tired,” Nora says, then drags the big man away to discuss something with him.

“Who would you like to chat with?” Inez asks, casting her gaze around.

“It’d be nice to catch up with Malina,” I tell her.

“Let’s do that later,” Ghita says, taking my hand and leading us across the room. “Most of the young princes and princesses are here, and we’ve been hanging out in a little group. It’s not just royals. A few others our age have joined us, and there’s one in particular who I think you’ll be keen to meet.”

“That sounds intriguing,” Inez smiles as we reach a gang of children and teens. They turn to look at us, and her smile fades when she catches sight of one of the boys. He’s tall, good-looking, although with a small scar on his right cheek that’s roughly the shape of the number 9. He has light-brown hair and a winning if smug smile. His smile fades too when he spies Inez.

“Inez,” he mutters.

“ Kurtis ,” she whispers.

He seems to struggle to think of something else to say. When he comes up short, he nods at me instead and says with forced politeness, “Archibald.”

“What are you doing here?” I growl, not bothering with pleasantries. Kurtis is Duke Noah’s heir. They live in an average hole of a town called Gasterby, and while they’re big shots on their home turf, I wouldn’t have expected to find them at a gathering of the real movers and shakers of the Merge.

“Adil brought me,” Kurtis says. “I’ve been serving as one of his aides in recent months. My role in returning Dante to Ruby won me a lot of approval, and the king’s given me a chance to prove myself of further use to him.”

“Noah isn’t with you?” I ask.

Kurtis shakes his head. “He’s busy running Gasterby.”

“That must be hard without his prize stooge,” I chuckle provocatively.

Kurtis bristles but shrugs off the insult. “He has lots of other assistants,” he says lightly. “Skeen helps too. She’s a very useful stooge , as you know only too well.”

I tremble, recalling the duke’s partner, and how she helped keep me in line at one point when I was Adil’s prisoner.

“Let’s not start a fight,” Ghita says, pursing her lips. “I want to introduce you to the others. Everyone, this is Inez Matryoshka and Archie Lox. Inez and Archie, this is Prince Jickey and Princess Omolara, from Emerald.”

“And you know me already, of course,” a prince called Hiroto grins.

We smile at the young Topazer royal. “How have you been?” I ask.

“Fine,” he says. “It’s been a quiet year. I miss the excitement of the old days.”

We all laugh at that, even Kurtis.

“We actually met already, back in Topaz,” Jickey reminds me.

“I remember,” I say, making the greet. The prince looks a bit younger than me, has light-red hair, a smattering of freckles across his pale cheeks, and is a bit on the plump side. I recall him being rather shy the last time we chatted, but he seems more at ease now.

“I wish I could have gone to the Tourney,” Omolara sighs. She’s a beautiful black girl, with sparkling green eyes. She’s a couple of years older than me, clad in clothes that wouldn’t look out of place on a model.

“I teased her about it for months when I got back to New Agartha,” Jickey laughs.

“New Agartha?” I repeat.

“It’s the Emerald capital,” he explains.

“Ah.” I clear my throat. “And you’re both Merged, aren’t you?” I ask, shooting a quick look at Kurtis.

“All the royals are Merged in Emerald,” Omolara smiles. “It’s been a long time since any of us batted for the other side.”

“Though it wouldn’t surprise me if Federico turned,” Jickey says slyly.

“Don’t,” Omolara squeals. “He looks a bit evil, I know, but that doesn’t mean…” She stops and winces. “Sorry, Kurtis, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Kurtis laughs diplomatically. “It would take more than that to offend me.”

“Dante’s the only Rubicon royal our sort of age,” Hiroto says. “It’s a pity he’s not here. We were hoping to spend some time with him.”

“But Dante’s not the only –” I start to say, but get no further.

“Shut up!” Inez yells, and conversations around us stall as people stare.

“What –?” I begin to ask with alarm.

“Excuse us,” she growls to the others, then grabs my arm and drags me away.

“Archie?” Ghita says, starting after us.

“Stay where you are,” Inez barks, regardless of the princess’ status. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

As I try to pull free, Inez hauls me across the room and out into the corridor.

“What was that about?” I snap, knocking her hands away and glaring at her.

“Saving you from yourself,” she says coldly, then thumps my arm.

“Hey!” I shout. “Stop that or I’ll –”

“You were going to tell them about a SubMerged royal, weren’t you?” Inez says.

“You mean –”

“Stop!” she practically screams, and it’s a good job King Lloyd’s team own the entire floor, or people would be streaming out of their apartments to investigate. “I want you to think about what you’d have said. Don’t say anything out loud. Just get it clear in your head and nod when you’re up to speed.”

I don’t know why Inez is so upset. I was merely going to mention the fact that Dante isn’t the only young Rubicon royal. We saw a princess called Tam when we visited Ruby and presented ourselves to the…

“Oh,” I wheeze, heart starting to thump as I slump against the wall.

When we were in Reap – the capital of Ruby – we met with the Dictate, a group of royals and nobles who rule the realm, and Princess Tam was there, which is why Inez and I know of her existence. We swore an oath not to reveal anything about what we saw at that meeting. To ensure we kept our oath, we were injected with a very special, lethal poison, and if we ever try to speak about that day, the poison will activate and kill us.

“We can’t say anything about what we saw in Reap,” Inez hisses. “ Anything .”

“I didn’t mean to reveal any secrets,” I moan. “I thought people knew about…” I stop before mentioning the princess’ name.

“Kings Daku and Adil,” Inez says. “Queen Dilys. And now Prince Dante. Those are the only known Rubicon royals.”

“They don’t even know about…?” Again I stop, this time before mentioning King Haoran.

“Only those four,” Inez says firmly. “And if you ever drop the name of another of their royals into a conversation, it’ll be the last thing you say in this sphere. Understand?”

I nod sombrely. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”

“Well, you need to think,” Inez says. “When it comes to what happened in Reap, think very carefully before saying anything . And then think again.”

I let out a long, relieved breath. “Thanks. I owe you one.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” she says, opening the door so that we can rejoin the gathering. “Just remember your oath and the consequences if you break it. I came to New York to pay my final respects to King Lloyd. I don’t want to have to bid farewell to you too.”

She heads back in, but I stay in the corridor a while longer, letting the heat fade from my cheeks, waiting for the tremors to stop. I can’t believe I came so close to sentencing myself to execution.

I’ve just about got myself back under control, and I’m getting ready to return to the wake (I’m not sure if that’s the right word, since the king’s still alive, but I can hardly refer to it as a party), when someone speaks from further up the corridor.

“Do my eyes deceive me, or is that our old friend, Archibald Lox?”

“If your eyesight’s amiss, mine must be too,” someone else says, “because I see the sly young fox too.”

I look up, smiling, readying myself to welcome the newcomers, but when I get a fix on their faces, the smile freezes.

The men are Orlan Stiletto and Argate Axe, two of the Merge’s most infamous killers. They targeted me in the past and I only just escaped their clutches. Now they’ve caught up with me again, and it looks like my execution is back on the cards, only this time at their murderous hands, not my own.
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The last time our paths crossed, Orlan and Argate swore I wouldn’t get away the next time they came for me. Figuring I only have a second or two to dive for cover, I lurch for the open doorway and prepare to scream for help, hoping I can squeeze out a cry before they haul me off into darkness.

“Wait, Archie,” someone else says, and I stop, because I recognise the voice.

Despite my fear, I turn and look back. The killers haven’t advanced, but they’ve edged aside to reveal a third member of their pack. It’s a boy, younger than me, and he’s smiling. He’s also encased in an aura that’s shades of mostly blue and white.

“ Dante? ” I croak.

“Sorry if they scared you,” the young SubMerged prince says, walking ahead of the two men, who close ranks behind him and follow in his wake.

My gaze shoots from the pale Orlan to the dark-skinned Argate. They’re both dressed in white suits, and each man has a crescent of white hair on his otherwise bald scalp. Their weapons are sheathed, and they’re not looking at me with malice, but even if I’d never run into them before, I’d know with one look that killing was in their genes.

“What are you doing with them?” I ask warily as Dante stops a few steps from me and makes the greet.

“They’re my bodyguards,” he says, and I blink.

“Bodyguards? What about the people you were with before?”

Dante pulls a face. “They were relieved of their duties. After Central Park, they weren’t deemed up to the task of protecting me any more.”

I have the good grace to look embarrassed. “Sorry about that.”

“It’s OK,” Dante chuckles. “I made sure they weren’t harmed, so they’re back in Ruby, working in out-of-the-way zones. It’s not very enjoyable work, but they’ll be able to apply for better jobs again in a few decades or so.”

“And in the meantime you’re stuck with these two?” I snort.

Orlan raises an eyebrow. “Can you think of more competent bodyguards?”

Argate sneers. “If you’d run into us in Central Park, Hiroto would still be our guest in Ruby.”

“It’s not for long,” Dante says, smiling at his unlikely companions. “Adil says he can’t spare them indefinitely, but he wants to make sure I’m safe for the next year or two, especially now that everybody knows about me.”

“We don’t normally reveal our royals until they’ve come of age,” Argate says.

“And sometimes not even then,” Orlan murmurs.

“Tell me about it,” I mutter, still shivering at how close I’d come to mentioning Princess Tam.

“But since Dante’s existence is now known,” Orlan continues, “a decision was made to introduce him to others of his kind.”

“And what better way to mourn the passing of one Family member than with the celebration of another’s arrival?” Argate says.

“Speaking of which, is the old fool of a king still with us?” Orlan asks.

My nostrils flare and I start to retort.

“What did I tell you before we came?” Dante snaps.

“Be nice to the Merged,” Orlan mumbles.

The prince glares at Argate.

“Show them respect while we’re here,” Argate says sullenly.

Dante winks at me. “I have them well trained, don’t I?”

I can’t hold back a laugh. “I never thought I’d see that pair following someone around like a pair of lambs.”

“Lambs with knives, little locksmith,” Orlan whispers.

“Lambs with axes,” Argate purrs.

I gulp, then study the prince. “You’ve grown since I last saw you.”

Dante beams. “I’ve shot up, haven’t I? It’s been a year of real change. I can even beat Orlan and Argate in a race now.”

“Of course you can,” Orlan says.

“You leave us choking on your dust,” Argate says.

Dante laughs. “How are you, Archie? You don’t look that different. Is Inez here as well?”

“She sure is,” I tell him.

“And Lloyd?” Dante asks, his smile disappearing. “Is he in much pain?”

“I don’t think so. I’m told the doctors are taking good care of him.”

Dante sighs. “I wanted to visit him before this – I miss our games – but Adil and the others wouldn’t allow me. They weren’t even going to let me come now, but I told them I wouldn’t do anything else they asked of me, ever, if they didn’t grant me this favour.”

Dante’s young, but sounds every inch a prince. I was struck by his maturity the last time we met, despite his love of dressing up in crocodile outfits. (Not that he’s wearing one today. He’s come in a cool red suit.)

“We know that Adil and Daku are here,” Dante says, “but are there lots of other royals?”

“A good few,” I nod. “I haven’t met most of them. I only arrived a while ago.”

“I’m nervous,” Dante admits. “They’re so much older than me, and most of them are Merged. What if they don’t like me?”

“Actually, everyone’s getting along pretty well,” I tell him. “Their followers might not see eye to eye, but the royals seem to enjoy a warmer relationship.”

“If that changes,” Orlan says, “we can always intervene.”

“Yes, if anyone upsets you, point them out to us,” Argate grunts.

Dante rolls his eyes. “Maybe I should leave them in the corridor,” he says.

“I wouldn’t advise it,” I grin. “They’d scare people off.” I lay a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “It’ll be fine. You’ll be the centre of attention for a while, but we’re here for King Lloyd, and everyone’s going to be more concerned about him than you.”

“Poor Lloyd,” Dante sighs, then squares his shoulders. “Will you come in with me and let people know who I am?”

“It’ll be my pleasure,” I smile.

“And you,” he says to the killers on his heels. “Be good.”

“Always, sire,” Argate says.

“Unless you tell us otherwise,” Orlan sniffs.

Dante points at them with a stubby finger to emphasise his point, then in we head, and I try not to dwell on the surrealness of playing escort to a couple of assassins who’d have happily chopped me up into little pieces just a matter of months ago.
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Heads turn when Dante enters the room, and a wave of excited murmurs ripples through the crowd — it’s clear that few of them were expecting to see the young SubMerged prince.

Adil has returned from the dying king’s bedside and makes a beeline for Dante before anyone else can get to him. “Hello, little one,” he smiles, displaying a warmth I’ve never noticed before. “And goodness me — Archibald Lox in tow. A pleasure, as always. You must have arrived while I was with Lloyd, or did you travel here with Dante and his friends?”

“Yeah, I’ve been chilling with Orlan and Argate,” I say sarcastically, “because I feel so at ease around them.”

Adil laughs and runs a hand through his flaming red hair — now that I can see his aura, I realise the hair has been dyed to match the crimson streaks that heavily feature in the waves of colour that are constantly coiling around him. “We’ll all be great friends in the end,” he predicts.

“Hold your breath,” I tell him, and though his eyes narrow, his smile remains in place.

“I hate to part the pair of you so swiftly,” Adil says, “but I feel like it’s my duty to introduce Dante to our fellow royals.”

Dante gulps, looking shyly at all the people who are staring at him.

“You’ll be fine,” I whisper. “You’re a royal. The Merged love royals.”

Dante smiles nervously at me, then lets Adil steer him to his first meeting — with Queen Pitina, I note wryly. Adil obviously wants to keep the SubMerged royal from Sapphire onside.

I return to the gang of teenagers and children, who pump me for information about Dante. They want to know about him before they meet. I can’t tell them much, as I haven’t spent a lot of time with him, so I simply say that he’s a nice, level-headed chap, and leave it at that.

The next few hours pass more pleasantly than I’d anticipated. I thought this would be a sad occasion, but everyone’s in high spirits. A lot of the time we don’t even talk about King Lloyd, but when we do, it’s to share fond stories. Nobody has a bad word to say about the kindly old king. I suppose people are nice about the dying at any gathering like this, but I get the sense that he was truly loved and respected by everyone, even the SubMerged.

(At the same time, I’m not forgetting that some of the royals in this room might have been involved in preying on his madness by sneaking a rigged gargoyle into his palace to drive him insane. A SubMerged might love and respect you, but that doesn’t mean they won’t hack you down if there’s an advantage in it for them.)

“I spent a few years with Lloyd in the Born, back in the day, before he started building skyscrapers,” Jickey says, which means the boy prince is a lot older than he looks. “He took me swimming in some of the cenotes in Mexico.”

“What are say-no-tays?” I ask, sounding out the unfamiliar word.

“Sinkholes, sometimes buried deep beneath the ground,” Jickey explains. “There are thousands of them, and each one’s different. We’d spend weeks drifting from one to another. Lloyd sipped tequila at each pool. I was on horchatas.” He chuckles at the memory.

I find myself alone with Ghita at one point, when we both head to a small kitchen to grab a few slices of cold pizza.

“I suppose you’ll be having a Margher- Ghita ,” I quip.

“And you’ll be having Archie -choke on yours,” she grins.

“We’d never get jobs as comedians,” I groan as we both help ourselves to a slice of pepperoni.

“At least we know our limits,” Ghita smiles.

“How come Hugo didn’t come?” I ask as I look through the cans in the fridge for something to drink.

“He wanted to,” Ghita sighs, “but he had to stay to protect the realm.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We can no longer risk being in the Born together,” she says. “If something happened to us, Farkas and Pitina would have Sapphire all to themselves.”

“You can’t be expecting an attack here,” I mutter.

“Highly unlikely,” she says, “but if you wanted to get rid of a lot of Merged royals in one quick swoop…”

“Seriously?” I gasp.

She shrugs. “No one’s ever struck at mourners when a royal’s dying, but there’s always a first time. These are dangerous days and we need to protect ourselves as best we can.” She finishes her slice of pizza and starts on another. “How’s the lock-picking going?”

“Good,” I say. “I’m learning loads.”

“Winston still has time to teach you, in between all his journeys with Kojo?”

“He doesn’t leave the Crypt that often,” I smile.

“And Kojo’s enjoying himself?” she asks.

“Having a ball. We were in London together when we heard about King Lloyd. He’s keen to find out what twenty-first-century people are like. Not to mention twentieth-century people, and nineteenth, and…”

“I’m glad he’s having fun,” Ghita says. “After all that he’s done for the Families, he deserves a bit of me time .”

“I think he deserves more me time than anyone else in history,” I agree. “Can you imagine spending all those thousands of years in that room, with only those creepy statues for company most of the time?”

“Hey, less of the creepy ,” Ghita growls. “A statue of my head will be in there one day.”

“Will it?” I blink.

“They used to install a statue for every royal,” she says. “Hugo did some digging around and found that they were made in a zone in Pearl, before visits to the Crypt ceased. He visited the zone and met with a few old-timers who are still versed in the ancient skills. They believed the Crypt would re-open one day, so they’ve kept their hand in. Artists have been sneaking from realm to realm over the centuries, sketching the faces of all the known royals and working them up into maquettes — preparatory models for the finished sculptures. They’re going to start installing the new statues at some point in the near future.”

“Kojo never mentioned that,” I say.

“The Pearlies asked him to keep the news to himself,” she says. “They want to wait until Crypt boreholes have been reactivated in all the realms before they begin work, so nobody feels left out.”

“That’s got to be weird,” I note, “knowing a huge statue of your head’s going to be put on display for the rest of time.”

She snorts. “I’ll drop you the odd message or two if you’re still alive when I die.”

“Why would you do that?” I ask.

“I know how much you fancy me,” she says, and I blush.

“Shut up,” I say weakly.

“I see you looking,” she sings.

“Shut up,” I say again, even weaker than before.

“Though I catch you looking at Inez too,” she hums.

“This conversation ends here and now,” I grunt, laying my slice of pizza aside in protest.

“If you had a choice,” Ghita continues, eyes glittering mischievously, “which of us would you prefer?”

“I’m not going to answer such a stupid question,” I snap.

The door swings open and Inez steps in.

“Ah,” Ghita says brightly. “Here’s someone who can maybe shed some light on the subject. Tell us…”

She stops, because Inez is shaking her head. “Sorry to cut you short,” Inez says, “but King Lloyd has revived. There might not be much time, so –”

“Go,” Ghita says.

The princess grabs my hand as I’m slipping past and offers me a friendly smile. “I was only teasing, Archie. I didn’t mean to make you feel awkward.”

“That’s OK,” I say, then lean in close and whisper, “Truth be told, if I had to choose… I’d choose Pitina.”

“You!” Ghita barks, aiming a slap at the back of my head, but I’m too fast for her, and I carry my grin through into King Lloyd’s bedroom, figuring he’d much rather see me arrive with a smile than a pitying frown.
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Cal’s guarding the door inside the bedroom and presses a finger to his lips as he lets us in. “He came to a minute ago,” he whispers, “but we’re not sure how long he’ll be with us.”

The dark-skinned, balding king is lying propped up in bed, his eyes closed. He looks much older then when I saw him last year. His flesh has tightened over his bones, and a small choking noise rattles in his throat every time he takes a breath. Only his aura is vibrant, a lavish mix of purples, whites and greens, flowing around him as if he was still full of life and in his prime.

Dante’s by the bed, holding Nora’s hand, wide-eyed and on the verge of tears.

“It’s alright,” Nora says. “It’s only death, which is nothing to be afraid of.”

“But he looks so different,” Dante whimpers. “And he’s so still. It’s like his body has stopped working.”

“Most of the body’s not working,” King Lloyd murmurs, surprising us all, “but my ears are as good as ever.” He opens his eyes and smiles. “Hello, little crocodile. Bite anyone today?”

Dante laughs and leans forward to pat the old king’s hands, which are crossed over his stomach. “I’ve missed you,” he says.

“I’ve missed you too,” the king wheezes. “I wish…” He stops when he spies Inez and me. “Who are these, Nora? Not Family. No auras.”

“It’s Archie and Inez,” she says. “Do you remember them?”

King Lloyd looks confused for a moment and I prepare myself to leave, trying not to feel too disappointed. Then he clicks his tongue. “The gargoyle. I was in so much pain. A camel and a locksmith set me free.” He looks at Nora and tuts. “Of course I remember Archibald and Inez. I’m mad, not forgetful.”

We laugh at the king’s wry joke, and Inez and I press closer to the bed.

“You look well, sire,” Inez says.

“Nonsense,” he snorts, “but it doesn’t matter. It will all be over soon, and I’ll be leaving this frail old wreck of a frame behind me, so I don’t care how I look.” He moves a trembling hand up the bed and taps his head. “In here… bedlam for so long… but so much better now, thanks to Archibald.”

I smile at the king and fight back tears. “It was a pleasure to serve, sire.”

“Such a skilled Lox,” King Lloyd says. “And kind-hearted. Took pity on a dazed old sidewinder and steered him straight.” He reaches for my fingers and I take his hand. Although it trembles, his grip is firm. “Thank you, Archibald, and Inez, for guiding me out of the fog.”

He starts to cough, and it’s a horrible sound. Nora presses a handkerchief to his mouth and holds him while he shakes. We’d planned to tell him about our flight to New York from London, but it’s clear we won’t have time for stories of planes.

“The children have to go now,” Nora tells him when he stops coughing. “You need to rest.”

“Not yet,” the king gasps, and points at Dante. “I’m afraid we won’t get to play checkers again, my friend.”

“We’ll play in the next sphere,” Dante moans, unable to hold back the tears any longer.

“I wonder,” King Lloyd sighs. “Will we wind up in the same place? Will we even recognise each other if we do? You’ll hopefully live a long, happy life. If you look as wrinkled and ragged as me by the end of it, how will I know you?”

“I’ll be the one in a crocodile costume,” Dante says, and the king laughs loudly.

“Maybe that’s how they should bury me,” he giggles. “Dressed as a crocodile.”

“Is that your dying wish, sire?” Nora asks, and he scowls at her.

“Less of the sarcasm, please,” he says aloofly, then calls to Cal. “You were right, Master Riser. I should have sacked her years ago.”

“I never said that,” Cal gasps as Nora shoots him a dark look.

King Lloyd laughs again, then sighs happily. “Laughter’s such a sweet sound,” he whispers. “What a lovely way to go, surrounded by friends, all of us… able to laugh…”

The king yawns, closes his eyes and settles back into the pillows.

“You’ll have to leave now,” Nora says. “Sorry he couldn’t give you longer.”

“He gave us more than we had any right to expect,” Inez says, wiping tears from her cheeks. “Thanks for letting us in, especially when there are so many others who are much more important than Archie and me.”

“They’re not more important in my king’s opinion,” Nora says as she leads us to the door, “and his is the only one I care about.”

“Wait a moment,” Dante pants as Cal prepares to open the door.

The prince darts back to the bed and presses something into the king’s right hand. As he returns to us, weeping quietly, I spot King Lloyd’s fingers close over a small white checkers piece. By the smile that flickers across his lips, I know it’s the most precious gift he could have received. I wrap an arm around the crying prince – I’m crying too – and we return to the room of life, leaving our departing friend to the embrace of the advancing shadows.
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Now I’m feeling more the way I thought I would. Seeing King Lloyd lying there, so weak and fading, was heartbreaking. I cry for a long time, sitting on a sofa with Inez and Dante, all of us sobbing. Everyone else gives us breathing space. I guess many have been through this themselves since the vigil began.

As the tears are drying and we’re getting ready to rejoin the others, the front door opens and I look up. When I spot a scarred, white-haired man standing in the doorway, peering around uncertainly, I can barely believe my eyes.

“Winston?” I gasp, hurrying across the room, Inez just behind me. “What are you doing here?”

My mentor smiles and closes the door. “Archie. Inez. Good to see you both.”

“You too,” Inez replies, “but we didn’t think you’d come.”

“If I’m not welcome…” Winston murmurs, reaching for the door handle.

“Don’t be silly,” Inez says. “I just mean, with certain other guests present…”

She nods in the direction of Adil, who’s clocked the newcomer and is staring at the elderly locksmith with a flat expression. Winston’s pale at the best of times, but he whitens another few shades when he spots his old tormentor.

“I had to face him eventually,” he wheezes. “Do you think it’s alright for me to be here? If Nora and Cal would rather I leave…”

Again he reaches for the handle. It’s not because he’s worried that he’s intruding, but because Adil’s still staring at him. Winston hid for decades, afraid the Rubicon king would capture him again if he surfaced, yet here he is, knowing in advance that Adil would be present. It’s brave, but I can’t understand why he did it — I didn’t think he was that close to King Lloyd.

“Wait there,” Inez says, and goes to summon one of the dying king’s guardians.

Cal returns with Inez, and he’s beaming. “Winston,” he booms, pumping the old locksmith’s hand instead of making the greet. “Great to see you. We’re so pleased you came.” He pretends to look around the room at the crowd, but I know he’s really addressing Adil. “This is Winston Lox, a friend of King Lloyd’s. If anyone hassles him, I’ll drag that person out by their ears, regardless of how important they might think they are.”

Cal glares directly at Adil as he growls the last line, and if anyone didn’t know about the bad blood between the two men, they do now. We all gaze at the SubMerged king with curiosity, waiting to see how he’ll respond.

Adil’s expression doesn’t change for a few long seconds, then one eyebrow slowly rises, and a slight smiles dances across his lips. Cal nods sharply, then positions himself outside the door of King Lloyd’s bedroom, so that he can keep an eye on what’s happening here.

Inez and I lead Winston to the couch, where he says hello to Dante, and sits. He breathes out through his nose and looks at me apologetically. “This wasn’t a good idea. I should have stayed in the Crypt.”

“Why didn’t you?” I ask quietly. “Did you come to say goodbye to the king?”

Winston shakes his head. “While it will be a pleasure to see him off on his journey to the next sphere, I came to monitor the situation when he dies.”

I frown. “I don’t understand. What’s there to monitor?”

“Well, for a…” He trails off. Someone has crossed the room and is standing over us. I look up, and of course it’s Adil, poised like a cobra waiting to strike, in a dark red suit, with his sparkling, richly coiffed hair, and steely grey eyes.

“How are you, small fry?” he asks Dante, pretending that’s the reason he’s come across.

“I’m OK,” Dante sniffs, smiling up at the king who has always been nice to him, no idea of his dark, disgraceful history with Winston.

“It’s upsetting, the first time we encounter death,” Adil says.

“It should always be upsetting,” Inez says.

Adil tilts his head. “Certainly, but one learns to adjust. Perhaps you’d like to step out with me for a walk in the park, to clear your head?”

Dante nods. “That sounds like a good idea.”

“Get your jacket,” Adil says. “It’s late and there’ll be a chill in the air. Oh, and tell Orlan and Argate that we’re going, so they can tag along.”

The killers have been standing against a wall at the far end of the room, and very few people have approached them, not even the SubMerged.

As Dante toddles off to fetch his jacket and guards, Adil looks at Winston, and this time there’s no disguising the hatred. His steely grey eyes practically burn red with fury.

“We meet again,” he says, sounding jolly despite his blazing expression. “It’s been an age, hasn’t it?”

“Some might think so,” Winston says, meeting the king’s gaze and holding it. “For me it hasn’t been anywhere near long enough.”

Adil smiles thinly. “Do those scars still sting?” he asks.

“The scars you can’t see sting even more,” Winston croaks.

Some of the fire dies in Adil’s eyes. “Yes, inner scars are the worst,” he mutters. “The losses we must bear and never acknowledge in public.”

“Some lose more than others,” Winston says.

“I think we both lost equally,” Adil says bitterly.

They’re talking about Stefan, Winston’s apprentice who was in league with Adil, working on some insane plot to rescue a tyrannical warmonger called Old Man Reap from the Lost Zone. Winston loved Stefan as a son, and even though he killed the young prince who had betrayed and tortured him, he’s mourned him ever since.

What I hadn’t realised until now is that Adil apparently loved Stefan just as deeply. I thought they were simply partners in crime, but it looks as though Adil was as close to him as Winston was, and also feels that he lost a son.

“Any word from Stefan?” Adil asks, fake casually.

“I haven’t heard from him in decades,” Winston says airily.

“Strange how he disappeared without a word,” Adil says.

“Isn’t it?” Winston replies, smiling hollowly.

“You were the last person to see him, if I recall correctly,” Adil says.

“Was I?” Winston plays dumb. “Where would that have been?”

Adil scowls, not wanting to admit that he’d been involved in Winston’s torture. Queen Malina broke him out when Adil was absent from his realm, and Winston executed Stefan before he escaped. Or maybe he took Stefan with him and killed him afterwards. He’s never revealed much about the grisly details to me.

He’s obviously revealed even less to Adil, because although the king must know Stefan’s dead, I get the feeling he wants Winston to confirm it, so he can rid himself of any lingering doubts. But he’ll have to go on wanting, because Winston’s saying nothing.

“A pity we lost Stefan so early in his life,” Adil sighs. “As a prince of Diamond, he could have sustained the realm when Lloyd dies. As things stand, anyone who hasn’t fled will wind up stranded in the Lost Zone when it falls.”

Winston winces, then forces a shrug, as if it mustn’t eat him up with guilt every time he thinks about Stefan and all that he sentenced the Diamonds to when he killed their last living prince.

Adil turns his attention to me, studies me for a moment with that cold little smile of his, then says slyly, “Has he ever spoken with you about Stefan?”

Winston tenses beside me but says nothing.

“He might have mentioned him in passing once or twice,” I sniff, not wanting to reveal what I know about the evil prince’s fate.

“No more than that?” Adil hums. “I’m surprised. Given the similarities, I thought it would have been a subject of much debate between the two of you.”

“Similarities?” I frown. “You mean the fact that we were both locksmiths?”

“Well, there’s that, of course,” Adil says, “but also the fact that you look so much alike — two peas in a pod, as the old saying goes.”

“I… we… what?” I gasp, and my heart has started to thump.

“They could be twins, couldn’t they, Winston?” Adil purrs.

Winston gulps. He looks to have been caught out, and for a moment he falters, his eyes darting from the king to me and back again. Then the worried look fades and he studies me as if only just noticing my appearance. “I suppose there’s a certain resemblance,” he says, “but he’s hardly Stefan’s mirror image.”

“Oh, there’s more than a mere resemblance,” Adil insists. “The first time I saw him, for an instant I was certain it was Stefan, but Archibald doesn’t have an aura, so those hopes were dashed even before we were introduced.”

My heart’s racing now. I remember that first meeting, in the palace in Niffelheim, Adil staring at me with astonishment, asking if I knew him, if we’d met before. And later, when I was his prisoner, he spoke of us being potential allies and friends. I could never understand why he’d assume such a thing.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” I croak.

“I was treading carefully,” Adil says softly. “I didn’t know if you knew anything about Stefan, and was loath to show too much of my hand. But I’ve spoken with Cindy since she was banished from Topaz, and she shared some interesting facts about you, not least of which was that you’re not Merged at all, are you, my little Born locksmith?”

I blanch, alarmed that he’s discovered so much about me, although I should have known that Cindy wouldn’t keep my secrets to herself. She’s probably told him about my strange crosshairing and zizzing talents too.

“I tried the subtle approach when you were my guest in the ice caves beneath Niffelheim,” Adil says, and I snort with disbelief, remembering how I suffered at the hands of a mind reader called Kerwin.

“You have a twisted definition of subtle ,” I snap.

“I was far subtler than I’ll be if I ever get my hands on you again,” Adil growls, then looks at Winston, and seems genuinely puzzled when he asks, “How do you account for their similarities?”

“I’m no expert in these matters,” Winston says.

“Is Archibald a descendant of one of Stefan’s relatives?” Adil presses. “Could he perhaps be a reincarnation?”

“I’d imagine it’s nothing more than coincidence,” Winston sniffs, “but if not, I’d say the former’s far more likely than the latter.”

“Although if he was Stefan reincarnated, that might explain Archibald’s way with locks,” Adil notes.

Dante returns and tugs at the king’s shirt. “I’m ready,” he says.

“Just a few seconds more,” Adil says, smiling as the boy trots back to Orlan and Argate. The smile’s still in place when he looks at Winston again, but his voice is cold as ice. “I didn’t think I’d feel resentful towards you. So much time has passed, I thought I’d be able to forget and move on, should our paths ever again cross. But this meeting has stirred up painful memories.” He leans in close. “There must be a reckoning. If a prince was murdered, the culprit must be punished.”

“Good luck with that,” Winston murmurs, and Adil’s features darken.

“You –” he snarls, reaching out to throttle the locksmith.

“I’m sure you’ll respect the peace, sire,” Inez says sharply. “This is King Lloyd’s time, and we all parked our personal grudges at the door. It would be a shame if I had to call Cal to intervene.”

Adil relaxes and clears his throat. “Of course,” he says. “Forgive me. The past has long fingers and sometimes reaches out to tweak us unpleasantly.”

He nods at Inez and me, tips an imaginary hat to a shaking Winston, then goes to collect Dante and take him for a late-night stroll in Central Park.

“Well,” Winston croaks, “that went better than I thought it would.”

He leans his head against the wall, shuts his eyes and waits for his breath to settle and colour to return to his cheeks.

I need time to settle too, so I say nothing until my heartbeat’s back to normal. When I’m feeling calmer, I ask Inez if I can have a few minutes alone with Winston, and she leaves to talk with some of the others.

“When I first met Adil, he asked me if we’d met before,” I murmur, and although Winston doesn’t look at me, I know he’s listening. “And he spoke a few times of us working together in the future, making me wonder, if reincarnation’s real – as you suggested it might be – if I’d maybe worked for him in a past life. That’s troubled me for a long time, and now I learn I’m Stefan’s spitting image…”

“You think you might have been Stefan?” Winston asks softly.

“Do you ?” I throw back at him.

“Possibly,” he says, raising his head to look at me. “It crossed my mind the first time I saw you, because you do look very alike. And the way you could pick locks, without having been taught…”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” I hiss.

“Tell me first why you were troubled by the thought that you might have been an ally of Adil’s if you’d lived before,” Winston counters.

“Isn’t it obvious?” I croak. “Adil’s a bad man, who’s done a lot of bad things. If I was on his side… if I was evil in a previous life…”

“…you think you might be evil again?” Winston finishes when I falter.

“If I was Stefan,” I moan, “maybe there are wicked genes lying dormant inside me, waiting to be activated like my lock-picking skills.”

Winston shakes his head. “No, Archie, you’re not evil.”

“You didn’t think Stefan was evil either,” I point out.

“I was wrong about him,” Winston admits, “but he fooled all of us. He was a sly, cunning piece of work. You’re not cruel like he was.”

“What if I turn?” I whisper.

“You won’t,” Winston says firmly. “Stefan was rotten from the start, but you’re pure. That was clear to me from the moment we met. When you’ve seen evil up close, as I did with Stefan, you know what to look for moving forwards. I’ve never seen evil in you, not even a hint.”

He leans back and lets out a long breath. “I never mentioned your resemblance because I didn’t want you to feel that the deck was stacked against you. We know our souls depart for other spheres when we die, but perhaps some return to the Born at some stage, to tread there again as reincarnations of their earlier selves. If that’s happened in your case, it’s a cause for hope, not fear.”

“How do you reckon that?” I snort.

“The Merge exists to give people who are murdered a second chance,” Winston says. “If reincarnation’s real, that surely has to be about second chances too. I can’t see why the spheres would return a soul to the Born just so that person can continue to do evil. It’s more likely you’ve been sent back – if you’ve been sent back – to make amends for past sins, to do right this time round, to prove yourself worthy of moving on to whatever spheres lie beyond the pair that we’re familiar with.”

“You make a good argument,” I smile, “but you can’t know for sure.”

“We can only rarely know anything for sure ,” Winston says, “but our hearts tell us when we’re doing right and when we’re doing wrong. Some of us choose to ignore those messages, but the heart always knows. When I saw you picking the lock outside my workshop a couple of years ago, I watched you for a long time — there were no windows, but the borehole acts like a two-way mirror, allowing me to look out from within. I was remembering Stefan, seeing so much of him in you, wondering if I should run away or work from my side to stop you opening the lock. I even wondered if I should kill you, as I’d killed Stefan.

“But my heart urged me to give you a chance. And after we’d chatted, it felt that I could trust you. More than that, it told me I should be grateful, because I did wrong when I killed Stefan. Heaven knows I had good reason to strike him down, but I shouldn’t have. When you end a person’s life, you rob them of the chance to change and reform. If there really is a part of Stefan in you, I’ve got to hope that I’ve been given a second chance too. A chance to support and guide you, and maybe – just maybe – you can be the saving of a pair of hot-blooded fools who both did wrong a long time ago.”

I think about that in silence, then sigh. “You’re taking a big gamble on me.”

“Maybe,” Winston smiles, “but it’s already paid off. Without you, Sapphire would be a SubMerged realm. Hiroto would be a prisoner and Adil’s operatives would be brainwashing him to do their bidding. Even if you do nothing else of note for the rest of your life, you’ve more than justified my decision to treat you for who you are, not who you might – might – have once been.”

“I hope you’re right,” I mumble, “because if you’re not… Do you remember the Departed’s most recent message to Kojo, all those decades ago when Stefan was still alive and secretly working against the Merged?”

Winston nods slowly. “ ‘Beware the locksmith called Stefan.’ ”

I gulp. “The Departed were worried about your old apprentice. Maybe they’re worried about your new one too.”

“I doubt it,” Winston says. “After all, they’ve said nothing so far about Archibald Lox.”

“Maybe they think one warning was enough,” I sniff.

Winston shakes his head, but he doesn’t smile, and I see that despite all that he’s said, he’s troubled too. We don’t say much to one another the rest of the night, just sit there quietly, reflecting on who we are, who we once were, and who we yet might become.
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Late in the night, when we’re all yawning, Prince Jickey invites Winston, Inez and me to bed down in the suite where he and Omolara are staying, among the rooms on the other side of the corridor.

Omolara has already gone to bed, so Inez curls up on a couch in the living room – “This is perfect for me. Born beds are too soft.” – while Jickey leads Winston and me into his room, which is kitted out with a pair of bunk beds.

“I put in a special request for these,” Jickey chuckles, clambering up onto one of the top bunks. “I liked the idea of moving between them, trying a different bed every time I slept.”

We get a good night’s sleep and eat in the suite in the morning with Omolara and Inez, before heading back to King Lloyd’s room to wait again for the end.

I mingle with more of the royals over the course of the day. It’s nice to chat with my ally from last year, Malina, though things are a lot cooler when Queen Gaia asks how I’m doing — she was the one who arranged for Hiroto to be kidnapped by Orlan and Argate. Gaia keeps the conversation polite, but doesn’t detain me for long, which is fine by me.

Pitina brings Daku over to meet me. The Aboriginal king has a warm smile, and winks as he makes the greet. “We’ve met before,” he says, “but things were a bit tense that day, eh, Archibald?”

“Of course,” Pitina says, as if she’d forgotten. “In Ruby, wasn’t it?”

I smile but say nothing, wary of saying the wrong thing and activating the poison that will be forever coursing through my veins.

“Archibald has a habit of popping up in the unlikeliest of places, at the strangest of times,” the queen says.

“Not necessarily a bad habit,” Daku laughs, then asks what I’ve been up to since he last saw me.

I feel like I can talk freely with the king, which is unusual. Normally with the SubMerged, I’m careful about everything I say, but Daku doesn’t behave like most of his people.

“Do you mind if I ask something rude?” I say after a while.

“I won’t know until you ask,” Daku grins.

“You seem more Merged than SubMerged to me. I was wondering why you side with them instead of us?”

“What’s wrong with them ?” Pitina growls, but Daku shakes his head at her.

“It’s a fair question, eh?” He scratches the back of his neck. “As a royal of Ruby, I can’t deny that I feel duty-bound to align myself with the citizens of the realm I help sustain. It’s not so clear cut in other realms, where people – and by extension, their royals – can swing from Merged to SubMerged and back again, but Ruby has always been SubMerged.”

“Have any Rubicon royals ever chosen to be Merged?” I ask.

“A few,” he says, then shakes his head, “but they tended not to last too long once they made their feelings known, eh?”

“So you’re worried you’d be killed if you switched alignment?” I murmur.

“It’s certainly a consideration,” he admits, “but it’s not the only thing that binds me. I’m proud of my Aboriginal heritage, but my people have had a hard time of it in recent centuries. We used to be nomads, at one with nature and the rhythms of the Born. There’s a lot to be said for that, but it made us easy prey when Europeans came, and we struggled to adapt as the world changed swiftly around us.

“A lot of the Merged enjoy easy-going lives, and I guess that’s fine to a point, but I prefer the more purposeful thrust of life in Ruby. There are things I don’t agree with, directions some Rubicons take that occasionally sit uneasily with me, but I think it’s better to work on making positive changes from within, rather than chip away from without, eh?”

“The SubMerged are more open to debate than you might imagine,” Pitina says to me. “There are those who paint us as monsters, and I won’t deny that some of us are overly zealous, but the vast majority are decent, honest people, who believe that we should demand more of ourselves in the Merge, not simply drift along aimlessly through the centuries.”

“You should spend more time in Ruby,” Daku says. “If you got to know us better, you might find we have more in common than you assume.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I grunt.

Daku chuckles. “I can see you’re going to take some persuading, but I won’t give up. We could do with a Lox of your talents in Ruby. I’m going to try and win you over to our cause, eh?”

“As long as you let me try to win you over to the Merged cause at the same time,” I grin, and Daku snorts with laughter.

“It’s a deal,” he says, and we smile as we shake hands.

In the afternoon, Jickey introduces me to Queens Zalika and Sora of Emerald, who are with King Bassam and Queen Elisa of Pearl. I’m looking forward to speaking with them, as I know nothing about those two realms, but just as we’re beginning to chat, the door to King Lloyd’s bedroom opens and Cal emerges with the frail king in his arms.

A hush falls and everyone gathers around the bedding that Nora’s arranging in the middle of the room.

“This is how it’s often handled,” Inez whispers, having joined me after spending much of the morning mingling with others. Winston also slides up by my side.

When Nora has finished with the bedding, Cal lays down the king and they make him comfortable. He’s in a suit, and they place a diamond-topped cane between his hands. I think that makes him look like a tap dancer, but several people mutter their approval and say this is how they recall him in his prime.

A couple of doctors hover nearby, checking the king every so often to determine his status. Apart from them, no one approaches, not even Nora and Cal, who stand among the others, heads bowed, expressions solemn.

“What if he lasts for hours?” I ask Inez quietly.

“He won’t,” she says. “They wouldn’t have brought him through if the end wasn’t close. The doctors have a lot of experience of this kind of thing.”

King Lloyd’s breathing grows shallower, and there are long pauses between each breath. The pauses grow more and more extended, and a stillness settles over him. He looked to be at death’s door when I saw him yesterday, but now it’s clear that he’s been claimed, and this is simply his body going through its final rumblings.

The king’s breath catches and holds, and everyone tenses. The doctors move to his side and run their tests. As they’re doing that, his aura starts to fade. Many in the congregation have closed their eyes and are gritting their teeth, hands clenched into fists. From the reports I’ve heard, the falling of a realm is a hard-hitting affair that shakes the Merged to the bone – most are left feeling dizzy, bruised and sick – so they’re preparing for a rough ride.

The Born doctor – a middle-aged man with a stethoscope around his neck – sighs and looks resignedly at his Merged counterpart as he steps back from the king. The Merged medic – a woman who looks a lot younger than him, but is no doubt much older – frowns and tests the king again. The aura has now fully disappeared.

“Hannah?” the Born doctor says.

“I don’t understand,” the woman called Hannah croaks.

“We have to call it,” the Born doctor says.

Hannah stares at him with bewilderment. The Born doctor leans down to check the king again, then nods firmly. “I’m sorry, but it’s over,” he says as he stands.

I sniff unhappily, but everyone else just stares at the man with the stethoscope, who looks uneasy in the face of all the attention.

“Don’t blame me,” the doctor says weakly. “I’m just the messenger.”

“Hannah?” Nora snaps.

The Merged medic gulps, then nods. “It’s true. He’s dead.”

People around me start to mutter. Some look angry. Others are scared.

“You’ve made a mistake,” Cal huffs. “Check him again.”

Hannah shakes her head. “There’s no point. He’s dead.”

“He can’t be,” Cal says.

“But he is,” Hannah says, shrugging helplessly.

As Cal gawps at the doctor and the volume of the muttering increases – a couple of people are already shouting – I turn to Inez and mouth the question, “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” she answers aloud, staring at King Lloyd with confusion.

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” I ask.

“Apparently,” she says.

“But we knew that was going to happen,” I note. “Why are people surprised?”

Inez finally looks at me. “Because of what hasn’t happened.”

“What do you mean?” I frown.

“It should be instantaneous,” she says. “The second his heart stopped, Diamond should have exploded. King Lloyd is its last royal. The realm can’t survive without him. As he died, it should have fallen, and the shockwaves should have reverberated around the spheres.”

Inez pauses, looks at the dead king again, then back at me. “That hasn’t happened. King Lloyd has died but Diamond still stands.”

And although that sounds like brilliant news to me, by the chaotic hubbub in the room, you’d think we’d just been informed that the end of the world was nigh.





THREE — THE MYSTERY
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It’s a long time before people start to calm down and focus on how Diamond can still be standing despite the death of King Lloyd.

“Perhaps it’s not Lloyd at all,” Adil says, eyeing the corpse suspiciously.

“A doppelganger?” Daku frowns. “Someone remoulded to look like him?”

“That’s no doppelganger,” Nora says stiffly. “I’ve been with my king every day for more years than I can count, and virtually every waking minute since we came to the Born. Nobody could have replaced him.”

“They could have done it when you were asleep,” Adil says.

Nora starts to retort, then pauses. “No,” she croaks.

“It’s possible, isn’t it?” Adil persists. “He slept in a room by himself?”

“Well, yes, until recently,” Nora acknowledges.

“There could have been a borehole in the room,” Adil says. “Someone could have slipped through and replaced him with a lookalike.”

“You think someone abducted him?” Queen Gaia asks.

Adil shrugs. “Perhaps. Or he might have fled the nest voluntarily. Let’s not forget that he was always free-spirited, and he’s been full-on mad for many decades. Who knows what he might have done, or why?”

Nora shares a look with Cal, who sneers to show what he thinks of the suggestion. “No,” she says, firmly this time. “Someone could have been remoulded to look like him, but nobody could have acted like him. I’d have seen through the disguise.”

“Skilled actors can be taught to mimic a person’s behaviour,” Malina says.

“No,” Nora says again.

“Even if they could,” Cal grunts, “you all seem to be forgetting his aura. You can’t build an aura around someone who isn’t Family, can you?”

“Oh,” Adil says, his face dropping. “Do you know, in the heat of the moment I did forget.”

“I’d still like to check,” Pitina says, and nods at a couple of men who are standing near the back of the crowd. They step forward and everyone else shuffles back a step or two.

“Unravellers,” Inez says softly. “They’ll have been circulating since the royals started to arrive, checking everyone was really who they appeared to be.”

“Two of our finest,” Pitina says, “one Merged, one SubMerged. Will you allow them to test the body?”

Nora glances at Cal again and he shrugs. “They can’t do any harm to him now.”

Nora nods at the unravellers and they bend and lay hands on the corpse. Nothing happens. Then they start examining him, actively striving to determine if he’s been remoulded. Everyone watches in silence.

After about five minutes, one of the unravellers pulls away and shakes his head. The other man works on for a further couple of minutes, but in the end he too gives his head a brief shake and steps away.

“You’re certain?” Adil asks.

“Even if I can’t undo a remould, I can detect it,” the unraveller says. “This is King Lloyd. I’m certain.”

“As am I,” the other unraveller says.

“Then what are the alternatives?” Adil asks, addressing the question to the room in general.

There’s a lengthy silence. Then Ghita says, “Might the realm have fallen quietly? I’ve been told there were shockwaves when Malachite, Jade and Amethyst fell, but perhaps it was different this time. Can someone check if Diamond’s actually still there?”

“I’ll do it,” Cal says, heading for the door. “There’s a borehole nearby.”

“Wait,” Nora stops him. “If the realm’s fallen, and you cross…”

Cal tugs at his moustache. “If it’s fallen, the borehole should no longer be active.”

“But if it is, and you wind up in the Lost Zone…” Nora’s clearly worried for him.

Cal sniffs. “There’s no way of telling unless someone crosses, and as the king’s bodyguard, I’m the one who should take the risk. It wouldn’t be fair to ask anyone else to chance it.”

“I’ll go with you to the borehole,” Jickey says, “to bring back word if you cross but don’t return.”

“I’ll come too,” Daku says, and they hurry from the room. Nora looks anguished, but Cal doesn’t lob any comforting (potentially final) words her way. He’s only able to focus on the job to hand.

“Assuming the realm hasn’t fallen,” Ghita says as the door closes, “there’s only one other possibility — there must be an activated royal that we don’t know about.”

“Impossible,” a tall woman with long dark hair says.

“I know the anointers usually introduce inheritors to the Merge,” Ghita says, “but surely sometimes –”

“There’s no usually about it,” the woman huffs.

“Easy, Luana,” Malina says. “We have to discuss this. If the realm hasn’t fallen, someone has to be keeping it going.”

“Maybe the Diamond anointers activated an inheritor without informing the rest of us,” Adil says, and the room erupts into uproar.

“What are they arguing about?” I ask Inez as people yell at one another and point accusing fingers.

“Luana’s an anointer,” Inez explains. “When a new royal’s identified, anointers make first contact with them, explain about the Merge, answer any questions the inheritor might have, then guide them across when the time is right for activation. That’s been the norm as long as anyone can remember, except in Ruby, where the royals handle the task themselves.”

Inez lowers her voice. “The SubMerged royals don’t agree with the custom. They think all Family members should deal with activations, like they do in Ruby, as that allows them to get to know the inheritors personally, and gives them the option to not activate them if they’re not judged a good fit.”

“You mean, if a SubMerged royal like Pitina could tell an inheritor was going to be Merged, they wouldn’t activate them?” I guess.

Inez nods. “Pitina, Farkas and the others are constantly trying to undermine the anointers. If they find out that they’ve secretly activated an inheritor, and hidden the new royal, it will give them even more of a reason to demand reform.”

“Couldn’t an inheritor have simply wandered into the Merge by accident and been activated?” I ask.

“The Born don’t accidentally wander into the Merge,” Inez snorts.

“I did,” I remind her.

Her eyes widen as she thinks about that.

I glance at Winston. He’s very calm, looking around with a small smile. I have a dark thought and give his hand a tug. He looks at me questioningly.

“Could this have anything to do with Stefan ?” I mouth the name silently.

“How could it?” Winston frowns.

“I know you believe you killed him,” I murmur, “but people sometimes survive savage assaults.”

“There was nothing savage about what I did,” Winston says steadily. “It was cold and calculated. After what he told me, about working to rescue Old Man Reap… it wasn’t just revenge. Stefan had to be removed from the equation, for the sake of everyone in the Merge.”

“So you definitely killed him?” I ask.

Winston sighs. “Yes. But if anyone quizzes me about Stefan – Adil, for instance, might try to use this as an excuse to interrogate me – you’ll understand if I play dumb. If I admit my sin, I’ll face execution, as killing a royal is the most heinous crime imaginable in the Merge.”

“What do you think has happened?” I ask.

Winston shrugs. “I doubt it’s an anointers’ plot, so I’d guess an inheritor entered the Merge on their own, as you suggested to Inez, and was activated without anyone knowing. That’s the verdict the rest of them will come to in the end, and when they do…” He winks. “They’ll be like a pack of dogs after a bone!”

Before I can ask what he means, Cal returns with Jickey and Daku. “Diamond’s still there,” Cal says cheerfully as they enter, much to Nora’s relief.

“I crossed too, to confirm it,” Daku says. “The realm stands.”

“Was there anything different about it?” Pitina asks. She looks more troubled than the rest of the royals.

“Not that I could sense,” Daku says. “I didn’t stay long, but it seemed exactly the same as the last time I was there.”

Everyone starts muttering again, trying to work out how this could be.

King Bassam of Pearl clears his throat. He’s a middle-aged Arabic man with a wide, easy smile. “Before we accept the obvious,” he says, “it’s worth considering whether the rules might have changed.”

“What rules?” Gaia asks.

“The rules of existence,” the king says. “The realms have always relied on their royals, but perhaps the Departed have found a way around that, allowing the realms to exist independently of Family members. It would be worth sending a delegate to the Crypt, to determine if there have been any recent messages from our brethren in the spheres beyond.”

“I just came from the Crypt,” Winston says. “There had been no messages.”

“But Lloyd was alive when you left,” Bassam says. “Perhaps the Departed were waiting for him to die, so they could check that the realm was still standing before informing us of the change.” He shrugs. “It’s highly unlikely, I grant you, but there’s surely no harm in checking.”

“Agreed,” Adil grunts. “A couple of us will pay Kojo a visit when we leave. But assuming the Departed haven’t found a way to make us redundant, we’re left with what Bassam calls the obvious answer — an inheritor either strayed into the Merge accidentally, or was led there by someone who wishes to keep the royal’s identity a secret.”

“If so, it wasn’t an anointer,” Luana says, still bristling from Adil’s accusation.

Adil waves a dismissive hand at her. “If an agent in the Merge was involved, they could have hidden the royal in any of the realms. It might have been done with the newcomer’s permission, or perhaps they forced him or her to comply.”

“You suspect foul play?” Queen Sora asks.

“Not at all,” Adil says. “I’m just saying it’s a possibility. If that’s the case, we’ll probably never find the royal, until and unless their captor decides to release them. On the other hand, if an inheritor wound up in the Merge by chance, maybe they returned to the Born, daunted by the knowledge of the burden they must shoulder, and unwilling to commit to their role.”

Adil’s eyebrows furrow and he muses aloud, “I suppose there’s even a chance they might not know what they are or how much depends on them. Knowledge should come automatically to an inheritor when they’re activated, but perhaps in this case it didn’t. The new royal might know nothing about their responsibilities.”

“A Family member alone in the Born,” Malina murmurs.

“Without ties or allegiances,” Daku says.

“Neither Merged nor SubMerged,” Gaia sighs, and I see people’s eyes light up around me.

“If you gain the support of the realm’s only surviving royal,” Jickey says with a wry chuckle, “you’ll gain control of Diamond — and if the newcomer knows nothing of the Merge, winning them over to your way of thinking should be a cinch.”

“We have to find this person,” King Oki barks. “We’ll send search parties to the Born, thousands of operatives, with orders to root out the reluctant royal.”

“If he or she is there,” Adil cautions.

“Will we organise a coordinated effort?” Queen Elisa asks, grinning as she says it, obviously already anticipating the answer. “We could divide the continents between us, pool our resources, share our findings with one another.”

“A sound proposition,” Adil says, and he’s grinning too, “but I think we Rubicons can handle our own search.”

“As can we Topazers,” Malina laughs, then raises a glass to her adversary. “To the victor the spoils!”

Adil grabs a glass and returns her toast. Then the royals and their allies break up into little groups and withdraw to various corners, avidly discussing the upcoming search, where to start and how to organise it.

And in all the hubbub, the corpse in the centre of the room is all but forgotten. The king is dead. Long live… who ?
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Cal and Nora arrange for King Lloyd’s body to be taken away. There’ll be a burial in due course, but hardly any of those who gathered for the death will attend. That’s not because of what’s happening with Diamond. Funerals are simply of no real interest to the Merged. They came here to witness a king’s passing. Now that his soul has moved on, they don’t care what happens to his corpse. Bodies aren’t very important in the Merge, where they’re seen as temporary vessels for the spirits that will survive them and take new forms in other spheres after death.

The royals and their cohorts are still busy discussing how best to search for the mystery Family member. By the sound of things, they’re just going to send loads of people to wander the Born, in the hope that one of them spots a stranger with an aura. As flaky as that might sound, the Merged do have a tendency to cross paths in the Born, so they’re reasonably confident of finding their person, unless, of course, there’s no one there to find.

“Should we get involved in the search?” I ask Winston. We’re in the kitchen with Inez, helping ourselves to snacks.

“Not unless we’re asked,” he says, “and I doubt we will be. We have no specific skills to bring to the table.”

I scratch an elbow. “I wonder if the Departed will intervene? They could speak to Kojo and point the search teams in the new royal’s direction.”

Winston wrinkles his nose doubtfully. “They’ve never meddled in anything like this in the past. If it was the last standing realm, perhaps they’d act, but other realms have fallen, with never an averting whisper from the Departed.”

“So will you return to the Crypt?” I ask.

“No,” he says. “I had a chat with Zalika and Jickey earlier. One of the old Crypt boreholes in Emerald has been rediscovered. They want me to travel with them and show them how to open it. I was wondering if you’d accompany me.”

“Why?” I frown. “You don’t need me. I know you can’t open the locks yourself, but you can walk the royals through the process, and they’ll be able to open it.”

“I wouldn’t assume that’s a certainty,” he says. “Each Crypt lock that I’ve worked on has been slightly different, and I’ve a feeling I’m eventually going to run into one that I won’t be able to help the royals manipulate. These locks are your specialty, not mine, and I suspect I’m going to have to call upon you for help at some point. That might prove to be the case with this one, so since you happen to be on hand…”

“I dunno,” I mutter. “I don’t want to be away from home too long.”

“It’s fine either way,” Winston shrugs, “but you haven’t been to Emerald and it’s a fascinating place. They’re expanding rapidly at the moment, the biggest makeover in the Merge since King Lloyd started building skyscrapers. It’s a rare chance to see a realm transform in a short space of time.”

“Can I think about it?” I ask. “I was going to stay for the funeral. I know that’s not a big deal to you guys, but it matters to me.”

“Of course,” Winston says. “In fact I’ll hang around to keep you company. I don’t mind spending a few days in New York, and I’m sure it won’t make any difference to Zalika and Jickey.”

“What about you?” I ask Inez. “Will you help search for the new royal?”

“I suppose so,” she says, “unless something else comes along.”

It’s almost as if Inez muttered a spell, because seconds later Pitina steps into the kitchen and nods cordially at us. She’s dressed in a business suit and steel-rimmed glasses, but there’s something different about her hair, which I only notice in the bright light of the kitchen. It’s normally grey and curly (except when she dyed it blue for the Tourney), but it’s been restyled, and is a light brown colour. She should look younger with the revamped hairdo, but she’s weary and the flesh beneath her eyes is puffy.

“Strange times,” the queen says, pouring herself a glass of juice.

“It was certainly a turn-up for the books,” Winston says mildly, and I get the sense again that of all the people here, he was the least surprised by what happened when King Lloyd died.

“They could be searching for this new royal for years,” Pitina says, staring off into space. “Maybe decades.”

“Even longer if the mystery royal is in the Merge,” Inez notes.

“In the meantime, Diamond stands.” The queen’s hand quivers and juice sloshes over her fingers. She doesn’t notice.

“Are you alright?” Winston asks.

“I haven’t been sleeping well recently,” she sighs.

“Because of King Lloyd?” Winston asks.

She shakes her head. “If anything, that proved a welcome distraction. It’s given me time to think and reassess. And with what’s happened now…” Pitina’s gaze snaps into focus and she smiles tightly at Inez. “I have a job for you, camel, if you’re open to working for me.”

Inez is startled but masks it well after a brief panicked twitch. “I work for all sorts of people,” she says diplomatically. “You wouldn’t by any stretch be my first SubMerged employer. But I only accept jobs that appeal to me.”

“Fair enough,” Pitina says, then hesitates. “I’d rather not discuss it here. Would you be prepared to travel with me to Sapphire?”

“Sure,” Inez says, “but could I ask why you’ve come to me ? You must have used plenty of camels for jobs in the past, people who are sympathetic to your cause.”

“There’s a reason,” Pitina says evasively. “When I explain about the job, you’ll understand why you’re my first choice.”

“It sounds intriguing,” Inez says.

“It’s certainly different,” Pitina says with a short laugh. “I doubt you’ll have ever accepted a consignment like this one.”

Inez makes a growling noise, glances at me, then back at the queen. “I was going to stay in New York until King Lloyd’s buried. Can this wait until then?”

“You’re staying for the funeral?” Pitina asks, surprised.

Inez nods. “Is that a problem?”

Pitina thinks it over. “No, I can wait. It’s been a long time since I dallied in New York. It will be nice to hit the shops and galleries. You never know — with more time, I might change my mind again and not need you at all.”

On that vague note, she dries her fingers on a sheet of kitchen towel, then heads back into the main room.

“How come you’re staying?” I ask. “I didn’t think the Merged were into that kind of thing.”

“We’re not,” Inez says, “but I don’t want to desert you.”

“It’d hardly be desertion,” I chuckle. “I’m with Winston, and even if I wasn’t, I could easily find my way home by myself, through boreholes. I’m a big boy now.”

“How our little cherub’s grown,” Inez coos to Winston, and they laugh. “You’re right, Archie, you can manage by yourself, but I stole you away from London, and I want to lead you back. I wouldn’t rest easily, wondering if you’d made it home without incident, especially since Orlan and Argate are on the loose in the Born.”

“You think they might come after me?” I ask uneasily.

“Probably not,” she says. “They seem to have their hands full babysitting Dante. Still, I’d like to stay for the funeral, then see you safely home before washing my hands of you.”

“Actually, I might not be heading home straightaway,” I tell her. “I’m thinking of travelling to Emerald with Winston, to work on a Crypt lock.”

“What about your foster parents?” Inez asks.

I shrug. “If I decide to go with him, I’ll ring and tell them. They won’t be happy, but it’ll be fine. I don’t have to accompany Winston, but I’ve been wanting to see Emerald for a while, and this seems as good an excuse as any to visit.”

Inez considers that, then clicks her tongue. “If Pitina’s job leads me elsewhere, I’ll bid you adieu and leave you to your own devices, but if we don’t have to part, I’d like to stick with you until you return to London, whether that’s after New York or Emerald. But if you decide to stay on, are you happy to come to Sapphire with me before you head for Emerald, so that I can find out more about Pitina’s job?”

I look to Winston for his opinion. “I’d be delighted if Inez stayed with us,” he says. “She’s always good company. And there’s no rush, so we can certainly squeeze in a detour to Sapphire.”

“OK,” I smile at Inez, and in that instant my mind is made up. I’ll be heading for Emerald after the funeral, and after I’ve called George and Rachel to jokingly tell them that this might be a good time to rent out my room. “It’ll be nice to travel with you again. It’ll be like the old days.”

“ Old days ,” Inez snorts. “It’s only been a couple of years.”

“I know that’s not much to you,” I tell her, “but it’s a lot to a simple young Born like me.” Then I wink, feeling properly happy for the first time since she popped up in London and told me that our old friend was dying.
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King Lloyd is buried in Green-Wood Cemetery, a sprawling, lovely old graveyard in Brooklyn, with beautiful views across the river to Manhattan. The king chose a plot in the shade of a crypt many decades ago, which is to be decorated with a small, glass, skyscraper-shaped statue, no inscription.

Cal and Nora are present, but the rest of the mourners are Born, mainly men and women who worked for him, maintaining his business interests. He was a wealthy man, though he had little to do with the running of his empire. I imagine most of these people have no idea the Merge exists — to them he was just a rich, eccentric old guy who liked to keep a low profile.

Cal chats with a sad-looking man and woman at the end of the service. He pointed them out to me earlier as the king’s great-great-grandnephew and -niece. (“Give or take a great or two,” he’d chuckled.) They do know about the Merge, and have been closely involved with the bankers and lawyers in the king’s employ over the years, making sure that dividends from his various companies were paid out to his modern-day relatives, even those who knew nothing about him.

“Do you have relatives in the Born?” I ask Pitina, who came to the cemetery with Winston, Inez and me. She knows that Winston and I will be joining Inez and her on their trip to Sapphire, and she had no objections.

“Certainly,” she says, “though I have nothing to do with them. I’ve spent most of my life in the Merge, so I’ve long out-lived those who were around when I was a young woman. I don’t feel any real connection to those who’ve come along since.”

“Are most Family members like that?” I ask.

“It varies,” she says. “Some of us make our home in the Merge and live there for centuries. Others lead fairly normal lives on this world and only occasionally cross spheres.”

“Do royals usually tell their relatives about the Merge?” I ask.

“Again, it varies,” she says. “If you have a spouse and children, it’s hard not to share that part of your life with them. On the other hand, if you’re young when you’re activated, without too many ties to this sphere, it’s easier to say nothing. I kept my Merged activities a secret and gradually distanced myself from my family and friends.”

“Is it strange when you come back?” I ask.

She nods. “But it’s a fascinating strangeness.”

“What would happen to you if you were killed?” I ask, and Inez digs an elbow into my ribs.

“The questions you pester people with,” she growls.

Pitina laughs. “It’s alright. I’ve heard about Archie’s accident, so I understand why he asks questions like a Born.”

That’s my cover story, for all but my closest friends and allies. Inez tells people I bumped my head when I was delivered and my brain has never quite worked right since. Although, now that Adil knows the truth about me, I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to get away with the deception.

“Murdered royals are delivered to the Merge,” Pitina says, “but the people who deliver them – we call them midwives – immediately escort them to the nearest fires of release, before their personalities settle.”

Winston can see I’m confused, so he elaborates. “Our senses are scrambled when we’re delivered, and it takes a few days for our brains to adjust. But we can walk almost from the moment we arrive, and can be led around like sheep while we’re in that addle-headed phase, so the midwives guide the royals to the fires and… well… push them in, I suppose.”

I stare at Winston, Inez and Pitina with horror, but they only chuckle.

“It’s not as barbaric as it sounds,” Inez says. “There’s no pain. Their bodies just dissolve and their souls depart for the next sphere.”

“It’s something the royals agreed to many thousands of years ago,” Pitina says, “and we’re informed about the custom when we’re activated. It used to be awkward if a Family member was killed and returned as a Merged — they no longer had an aura, the power to command devisers, or any real claim to control, but many people still viewed them as royalty, which sometimes led to discord and fighting with the followers of other royals, especially among the SubMerged. After much discussion, the Families agreed to issue orders to the midwives, and every murdered royal since then has been discreetly moved on as soon as they wind up here, before they regain consciousness.”

“Old Man Reap wanted to change that,” Winston says. “No doubt he was thinking of his own mortality, and he tried to bring the midwives back under the control of the royals — they’ve been free to operate independently since the deal was struck. If he’d won the war, he would have had a second chance to bend the Merge to his will, even if we’d managed to kill him at some point down the line, but thankfully he lost, and the midwives have been left in peace, to go about their duties as they see fit.”

Winston looks at me as if he’s thinking of saying something else, then sniffs and returns to admiring the view.

Cal finishes chatting with the Born and heads over to us, linking up with Nora along the way. Both have been crying. They know beyond doubt that their king has started a new life in another sphere, but it’s still sad when you lose someone that you’ve loved for a very long time.

“I’d forgotten how horrible funerals are,” Nora says lowly. “It’s much better when a person’s body simply dissolves.”

“I’m not so sure,” Cal says. “I’ve enjoyed talking about him with those who came to pay their respects.”

Nora pulls a face. “I’ll be glad to get back to the Merge. We have to stay in the city a while longer, to tie up loose ends, but as soon as we’re done with our business, I’m out of here, and I don’t think I’ll ever travel this way again.”

“What will you do when you return home?” I ask them.

“I’ll resume my job as Ghita’s bodyguard if she still wants me,” Cal says.

“And I’ll stay as close to this handsome ox as I can,” Nora says, giving Cal a hug. “I might apply for a job in the royal household in Cornan – I have a lot of experience in that field – but not for a while. I fancy a career break. It’s been a long time since I didn’t have to think about work as soon as I woke up.”

We stand in silence after that and watch as the grave’s filled in. When Nora starts crying again, Cal gently leads her away, and the rest of us follow. At the cemetery gates, Cal and Nora climb into a car and head for Manhattan. They don’t look back as they drive out of sight, and we don’t wave after them.

“So,” Pitina says, “are we ready?”

“Yes,” Winston says.

“Yes,” Inez says.

“Yes,” I echo, then whisper a final farewell to the spirit of the good King Lloyd — my otherworldly friends might not do goodbyes, but I’m all for them. Then the four of us mosey along in search of a borehole back to the Merge.





FOUR — THE PIT
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It’s comforting to be back in Cornan, the capital of Sapphire. I’ve spent more time here than anywhere else in the Merge, and it’s the closest thing to a home that I have in this other universe.

We slipped through four different boreholes before winding up on the outskirts of the forest city, from where we make our way on foot through the tree-lined streets to the palace.

Pitina’s recognised by most of the people that we pass, who all smile or wave at her. Family members are generally beloved by everyone in their realm, even if their political beliefs differ. The sphere can’t exist without the royals and the Merged are forever grateful to the small number of Born who keep their universe spinning.

The queen stops to talk with some of her people, chatting about various subjects, from the weather (one woman wants more rain) to trade (a man would like to open a glass-making plant) to the vine rats (a couple complain that the rats are becoming a nuisance, that their numbers should be whittled down).

“Pitina often wanders and talks to people like this,” Inez says as we wait for her while she’s listening to a girl who’d like to see more theatrical troupes invited to the city.

“It’s why she’s such a good leader,” Winston says. “She genuinely listens to what people have to say.”

“You think she’s a good leader, even though she’s SubMerged?” I ask with some surprise.

He shrugs. “Pitina isn’t cut from the same cloth as an extremist like Adil. We don’t share a lot of the same views, but we can debate our differences agreeably. If all of the SubMerged were like her, we’d never have to worry about war or hostile takeovers again.”

I have my doubts about the queen – I haven’t forgotten how she threatened to build a prison to punish Pol, a friend of mine – but I keep them to myself since it wouldn’t be polite to criticise her on her home turf.

We eventually make it to Canadu, the enormous tree at the heart of Cornan, which houses the palace and government offices. We’re cleared by the guards on the gate – they check everyone carefully, even their queen – and head in. I expect Pitina to guide us up to the Cuckoo’s Nest at the top of the tree, but instead she takes us down to a collection of underground corridors and cells, where guards stand watch at a succession of doors.

Pitina marches steadily through the subterranean complex. I don’t think Winston or Inez has ever been down here, as they look as uneasy as I feel. This whole area puts me in mind of the cells beneath Niffelheim where Adil held me captive and had me mentally probed.

“What is this place?” Winston asks after we’ve passed another checkpoint.

Pitina sniffs. “Hugo calls it the dungeon. It was built long ago, ahead of a visit by Prince Ash. You know about him?” she asks me.

“Yes,” I say. “He lived in Topaz thousands of years ago, and loved mazes.”

She nods. “The royals thought it would be nice to provide him with living quarters that were designed like a maze. They were all Merged at the time, but Hugo likes to joke that one must have been secretly SubMerged and slyly built this as a place where other Family members could be held and tortured.”

“Hugo might have a point,” Winston murmurs.

The queen tuts. “We wouldn’t torture Merged royals if we took over the realm. We’d simply throw them out of a window in the Cuckoo’s Nest.”

She chuckles to show she’s only pulling our leg, but Winston and I don’t join in. We’ve both been locked up and tortured in the past, so for us it isn’t a joking matter.

We pass one final checkpoint, then find ourselves at a large wooden door, where Pitina stops and looks at us sheepishly.

“I had this room specially prepared,” she says. “A deviser discussed the matter with the camel I was using, and we created a pit to his precise measurements. We couldn’t be sure the transfer would work, but to our relief we got it almost exactly right. The pit was a fraction deeper than it needed to be, but that wasn’t a bad thing. We’re still not sure its walls will hold in the long term, but I don’t think that’s going to be an issue now.”

“I don’t understand,” Winston says, speaking for all of us. “What is this room? What was your pit built to hold?”

“Blood,” Pitina says cryptically. She starts to elaborate, then shakes her head. “It will be easier to show you than explain,” she says, then opens the door and holds it ajar for us.

I share a worried glance with Winston and Inez. Winston rubs a few of the scars on his cheeks, then sighs and tilts his head to indicate that he’s willing to trust the SubMerged queen. Inez nods to agree with him, then both of them look at me. I gulp and stare at Pitina. If she was smiling, I’d be wary, but she looks oddly ashamed. Whatever’s in this room, it’s not something she’s proud of.

“Like I’m going to start turning away from mysteries at this stage of the game,” I say sourly to Winston and Inez. They both chuckle, then all three of us enter and Pitina glides in after us, closing the door and sealing us in.

Powerful torches filled with gleam are set in the walls, but it’s gloomy in spite of their glow, because of all the blood.

The blood fills a pit that covers most of the floor area. A path runs around it, and while the path’s quite wide, it feels narrow, because I know this isn’t ordinary blood. This liquid has been taken from a river of blood, and it’s one of the most destructive forces imaginable — if I stumbled, and a foot or hand touched the blood, I’d be sucked in and my body would unravel within seconds.

The reason I’m so sure of the blood’s source is that there’s a boat floating on it, with a man on board.

The boat’s little more than a rough-looking collection of logs bound together with rope, rectangular in shape, with a slightly angled bow. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was a ramshackle craft that was going to come apart at any minute, but I’ve travelled on these boats before and know it’s far sturdier than it appears.

The man on the boat is a steer. He’s dressed in faded blue robes, with bare feet. He’s crouched in the centre, head bowed, so I can’t see his silver eyes (all steers have silver eyes), just a patch of dark hair.

“You come to me again, even though I asked for privacy?” the steer says bitterly. “You are nothing if not persistent, Pitina.”

The steer’s voice is familiar and my eyes widen, but Inez is one step ahead of me. She’s already turning on the queen as I gawp, the fire of anger in her eyes.

“How could you do this?” Inez explodes, and the steer’s head snaps up. “Forget the fact that I didn’t think something like this even could be done. Why would you steal him away from his river and his realm?”

“Inez?” the steer asks, confused. “Archie? What are you doing here?”

“I’d like to know that too,” Inez snorts, then makes a quick greet to the steer.

I make the greet too, and add a meek, “Hello, Preston. Nice to see you again.”

Inez and I sailed on Preston’s boat the first time I came to the Merge. He was a steer in Diamond, King Lloyd’s old realm. The steers sail the rivers of blood and offer rides to anyone who wants to cross zones. Most are confined to specific rivers and can never stray from them, so I’m not sure how Preston ended up here.

Preston’s standing now. He returns the greet, but vaguely, and I wonder if he thinks he’s dreaming.

“Preston was my life partner long ago,” Pitina says to a bewildered Winston. Her cheeks are red and she keeps her gaze lowered. “Our paths parted when I aligned myself with the SubMerged, and he became a steer. Like all steers, he was assigned to a realm, and ended up in Diamond, though I only found that out a couple of years ago, when Inez delivered a message from him.”

“He granted us passage on his boat when Archie first followed me here from the Born,” Inez explains. “As payment, I agreed to tell Pitina that he was in Diamond and would be lost when it fell.”

“He should have said nothing,” Pitina sobs. “It would have been better if I hadn’t known.”

“I still loved you,” Preston says softly. He’s walked to the edge of the boat to be closer to us, as close as he can get, because a steer can never leave his craft — he’d die if he set foot on the path around the pit of blood. “I wanted you to know that I missed you, and hoped we could meet again in the spheres beyond. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I thought you might see it as a chance for a fresh start, that perhaps you would follow me when King Lloyd died and the realm fell.”

Pitina laughs sickly. “If only it were that simple.”

Preston frowns. “I don’t understand.”

The queen lets out a jagged breath and looks up. “I couldn’t strike him from my thoughts,” she says to us. “It tore me apart, knowing he was sailing those doomed rivers, helplessly waiting for the end. I thought, if I rescued him, perhaps he could choose a new stretch of river in Sapphire.”

“But he was bound to Diamond,” Inez frowns.

Pitina makes a clicking noise with her tongue. “People assume the steers can’t cross realms, because that’s the impression they give, but they aren’t confined to a realm by force. They choose to stay where they’re placed.”

“It’s not a choice as you would define it,” Preston growls, and I can tell they’ve had this argument before. “The blooders direct us and we obey their laws.”

“But you’re not obliged to,” Pitina says, before I can ask what a blooder is. “You could steer in Sapphire and suffer no punishment.”

“It’s not about reward or punishment,” Preston says stubbornly. “The rivers flow and we flow with them. We are their servants, not their masters.”

Pitina tuts angrily, looking more her usual self. “What sort of an argument is that?” she asks. “If you have the power to leave a falling realm, you should. You’d have been a servant of the Lost Zone once Diamond fell.”

“What of it?” Preston retorts. “Better to serve faithfully and endure exile than flee and live as an outcast among my kind.”

“The other steers don’t care what you do,” Pitina shouts. “They wouldn’t stop you working elsewhere. You admitted that yourself.”

“You don’t understand,” Preston mutters, a steely spark in his eyes.

Inez clears her throat to stop the argument. “How did you bring him here?” she asks. “A steer can’t be taken from their boat.”

“It was difficult,” Pitina says, unable to hide a proud smirk. “As I’m sure you know, the rivers of blood are created by creatures called blooders. No one’s ever seen a blooder – they live within the network of blood and never emerge – but they carve channels through the land and line the sides and floors with a special secretion as they go, to contain the deadly blood that flows after them. Without that lining, the blood would eat through the walls of any container.

“It took a lot of experimenting,” Pitina continues, “but we finally managed to cut out sections from a dried-up river of blood in an abandoned zone, and spliced them together to create a giant tub here.”

“There are dried-up rivers of blood?” Winston asks.

“They’re rare, but they exist,” Pitina says. “When we’d created our pit, I travelled to Diamond with a camel and searched for Preston, summoning steers in different zones, trying over and over again, until we hit the right river and he responded. When he eventually materialized in front of us…”

“…you snatched him,” Inez says icily.

Pitina grimaces but nods. “The camel sucked in Preston, his boat and a good heap of the blood beneath it. We couldn’t be sure what would happen inside the camel, if the blood would eat through the inner zone that it had been directed into. The camel knew he might die, but he was fascinated by the mechanics of the transfer and was happy to run the risk.”

“I was sealed inside a vacuum,” Preston says, bristling at the memory. “There was no land, just a pool of blood somehow floating in space, my boat perched atop it precariously.”

“We brought him here,” Pitina says, the pride fading from her expression. “The camel expelled the blood into the pit, along with the boat and Preston. The walls of the pit held, and he’s been here ever since.”

“A prisoner,” Preston sneers, and if looks could kill, Sapphire would be one queen down this evening.
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“I only wanted to save you,” Pitina says as Preston continues to glower at her. “I hoped I could reason with you and convince you not to sacrifice yourself.”

“You had no right to remove me from my realm,” Preston barks. “If you’d truly wanted to discuss options, you could have done that in Diamond, from the bank of the river. You weren’t interested in a debate, just in making me do your bidding.”

“Well, if you hadn’t been so pig-headed, I wouldn’t have had to steal you,” Pitina barks back. “You only became a steer to spite me, because you knew I thought it’d be a waste of your life.”

Preston’s face drops. “Do you really believe that?” he croaks.

Pitina hesitates. “No. Sorry. I only said it because I was angry.”

“I didn’t become a steer to hurt you,” Preston says. “When our relationship ended, I was ready to depart this sphere. I meant to hurl myself into a river of blood, but a steer spotted me and invited me onto her craft. We talked for a long time, and she asked me to consider a life on the river. I felt wounded and alone, but my wounds healed as I studied, first under her, then others, and the steers provided me with a home, comfort, a destiny.”

“I’m grateful to the steers for that,” Pitina says, “and I have nothing but respect for them.”

“Then why didn’t you show me any respect when you kidnapped me?” Preston asks with a rueful chuckle.

“I guess love trumps respect,” Pitina says, and the pair share a sad smile.

Preston looks around the cell. “I have to hand it to you — this was a stroke of genius. I wouldn’t have thought it possible to imprison a steer.”

“This isn’t a prison,” Pitina says, “just a holding cell. I planned to set you free as soon as you…”

“…surrendered to your demands?” Preston says when she falters.

“I didn’t make any demands,” Pitina snaps. “I offered you alternatives, asked you to consider other paths.”

“There are no paths in my world,” Preston says, “merely bends in the river.” He nods at the pathway around the pit. “I’ve been tempted to set foot on that. A single step and I’d be gone, beyond your reach forever.”

“Why didn’t you?” Pitina asks. “You were going to die in Diamond or the Lost Zone anyway, so what difference would it make?”

“None to me,” Preston says, “but I knew it would pain you, and I feared that pain would turn to anger. I’ve always hoped we’d reunite in the spheres beyond, but some divides can’t be overcome. If I’d hardened your heart to me…”

“You could never do that,” Pitina says, and she’s crying again, but she doesn’t look miserable this time.

Preston tries to speak but can’t. He waits until his throat is clear, then nods at the rest of us, who’ve been watching awkwardly, feeling like intruders. “Why have you brought these people here?”

Pitina wipes tears from her cheeks and composes herself. “I knew I’d done wrong from the start,” she whispers. “I’d pretty much made up my mind to release you even before I went to the Born for King Lloyd’s death, but what happened there convinced me that I needed to set you free as soon as I could.”

“I don’t understand,” Preston frowns. “King Lloyd isn’t dead. I would have felt the realm fall.”

“He is dead,” Pitina assures him, “but the realm stands regardless.”

“How?” Preston gasps.

“We’re not sure,” she says, “but we assume there’s an unknown inheritor, one who’s been activated in secret or by accident.”

Preston stares at her with disbelief, then looks to us for confirmation. Inez nods to let him know it’s true, and his frown slowly turns into a smile. “Then there’s hope for the realm. Diamond might survive.”

“Perhaps,” Pitina says. “A massive search for the elusive royal is underway, and we’ll have a better idea of the state of play if we find him or her, but for the moment the realm stands, suspended in a strange place, neither Merged nor SubMerged. We don’t know what’s going to happen. If the royal can’t be found, who’ll run Diamond? How will its alignment be determined? Who will its devisers answer to?”

“This has never happened before,” Preston notes.

“We didn’t think it could happen,” Pitina laughs, “just as we never thought a steer could be abducted. We’re in the middle of an age of shocking firsts.”

The pair share another smile. Preston reaches out to her, and she reaches for him, but both allow their hands to fall by their sides before they touch.

“So you’re going to release me?” Preston asks.

“That’s why I brought Inez,” Pitina says. “I could have used my original camel, but I didn’t think you’d take kindly to him.”

“Too right,” Preston growls. “If I ever see that cur again…”

“Mind you, Inez hasn’t accepted the assignment yet,” Pitina says, looking to Inez with an arched brow. “What say you? We’ve proved a steer can be safely transported, but just because one camel came through the process unharmed, it doesn’t mean there aren’t risks. I’ll understand if you’d rather not be part of this.”

“And leave the glory to another camel?” Inez smirks. “We’re making history here. I won’t even ask for payment.”

“You’ll ride for free in Diamond from this day forth,” Preston smiles, then looks at Pitina again, his smile fading. “I know why you did what you did. It was wrong, but I love you all the more for it.”

“And I love you for holding true to your calling,” Pitina says.

“You could follow me to Diamond,” he says. “If its royal doesn’t show, perhaps you could take over.”

“And run it as a SubMerged realm?” she purrs, a twinkle in her eye.

Preston winces. “Perhaps that’s not such a good idea.”

Pitina laughs, then looks at the steer longingly. “Can I come onto your boat, to say goodbye?”

“No,” Preston says, and she looks hurt. He smiles to show he means her no harm. “If I allowed you to board, I don’t think I could bear to let you go again. It will be easier if we keep our distance.”

“You’re right as always,” Pitina says, then heads for the door. “I’ll leave this to you,” she calls over her shoulder to Inez, her brusque shield back in place, acting as if she’d never let us see the real, conflicted, lonely woman behind it. “I have other affairs to attend to.”

Then the queen’s gone, and Inez turns her attention to the task of transferring the gently weeping Preston out of his cell and back to his realm.
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Since Inez’s job won’t take much time, Winston and I decide to travel with her to Sakkara, the capital of Diamond, so we wait around while she loads up with Preston, his boat and the blood in the pit. I’m incredibly nervous – if just a drop of the blood strikes her skin, she’s finished – but a calm Inez acts as if she’s done this hundreds of times before.

She starts by boarding the boat. Standing in front of Preston, she touches her forehead with her index fingers, then pulls faces until her flesh shimmers and white light ripples through it. “Put your hands on my head,” Inez says, and Preston obeys.

“What does this do?” he asks.

“It assigns you to a specific zone and records where you are,” Inez says. “That makes it a lot easier for me to find and release you. Otherwise I’d have to open up the zones one by one until you popped out.”

Inez pulls more faces until the light fades, then steps off the boat and pulls up her shirt, baring her stomach. She runs an index finger round her belly button three times clockwise, then four times counter-clockwise. Then she traces some squiggly shapes across her flesh, before covering her navel with both hands.

“Ready?” she asks Preston.

He gulps, but nods.

Inez quickly moves her hands apart and stretches out her arms. A large, pink cone of light flies from her stomach and broadens out to sweep across Preston and his boat. As soon as he’s fully encompassed, Inez makes a jerking motion with her hands, towards herself, and the steer, his boat and most of the blood beneath it shoot out of the pit and disappear into Inez’s body along with the light.

Inez lays her hands back over her belly button, pulls another set of faces, then runs her index finger round her stomach again, before lowering her shirt and sighing with relief.

“I hope I don’t have to do that too often,” she says, shuddering as she looks down into the pit at the small amount of blood that got left behind.

“Will he be OK in there?” I ask.

“He should be,” she says.

“And you’ll be alright too?” Winston asks with concern.

“I assume so,” Inez says, “but let’s not waste any time. I don’t want that blood inside me any longer than necessary, in case something goes wrong.”

Letting ourselves out, we’re guided back through the complex by a guard who was given instructions by Pitina to help us, and he also directs us to a borehole to Sakkara, so that we can quickly cross realms.

There are people on the streets when we step out of the borehole, which surprises Inez and me. The last time we were here, this was a ghost city. Now, while it’s hardly buzzing, there are quite a few people strolling around, and some are working on the windows of skyscrapers, treating them to a long overdue clean.

Winston hails a young woman who’s wiping a row of downstairs windows in a nearby building. She makes the greet and he returns it.

“Welcome back,” the woman says, putting her cloth aside and wiping sweat from her brow.

“Excuse me?” Winston replies.

“You’re a returning Diamond, aren’t you?” she asks and Winston shakes his head.

“No, we’re just passing through,” he says.

“Oh.” She shrugs. “Well, you’re welcome anyway. I’m Nari.”

We introduce ourselves, then Winston asks what’s going on. “Where have all the people come from? What are they doing here?”

“They’ve come from the other realms,” Nari says. “People have been streaming out of Diamond for decades but the tide’s turned. A few came home after the Tourney last year, inspired by the players, figuring they should honour their brave efforts in the matches by returning to fall with them. But the majority have returned since news of the mystery royal broke.”

“People have already heard about that?” Inez asks.

“Word’s spreading like wildfire,” Nari says cheerfully. “I was living in exile, in Topaz, but as soon as I heard that the realm had survived King Lloyd’s death, I made a beeline for Sakkara.”

“But we know nothing about this new royal,” Winston says uneasily. “We don’t know if it’s a child or an old-timer, Merged or SubMerged. We’re not even sure a royal exists — there could be some other reason why the realm hasn’t fallen.”

“So what?” Nari laughs. “It’s standing and that’s all that matters.”

“But it could fall at any moment,” Winston says.

“I doubt it,” Nari says. “But even if it does, what of it? Topaz was fine, but it never felt like home. I fled Diamond because all seemed lost. Now that there’s hope, I want to do what I can for my realm. If it falls while I’m here… well, I won’t lose any sleep worrying about that.”

Winston looks troubled, but ends the conversation there, and we make our way to a river of blood, where Inez sets to work on freeing the enclosed Preston and his boat. Standing on the bank, she lifts her shirt again and pulls a series of faces, then runs a finger around her navel, before covering it with her hands. She yanks them apart, creating another pink cone of light, which stretches over the river.

Inez sucks in her stomach wall. She stands, quivering, for a few seconds, then makes her stomach bulge abruptly. Preston shoots out from inside her, astride his boat, which is adrift on a pool of blood. The boat splashes down into the river and the blood drops around it. We all take a few quick steps back, to avoid any deadly ricocheting drips.

The boat rocks wildly from side to side until Preston extends a hand, and it settles itself. He turns to smile at us. “That was an enjoyable journey,” he says.

“I’m glad you had a good time,” Inez says, quenching the light and lowering her shirt. “I kept worrying that the zone would leak and I’d be destroyed by the blood, but as long as the customer’s happy…” She winks to let him know she’s joking.

“It looks like you’re going to be busier than you were before,” I tell the steer, waving a hand at Nari and the others.

“So many people,” Preston whistles. “What are they doing here?”

“The Diamonds are returning,” Inez tells him. “They’ve decided the realm is safe again, and lots are coming home.”

“The fools,” Winston growls, and we look at him oddly. He coughs and mutters, “They don’t know how long it will hold. Maybe there is a prince or princess, young and healthy, secreted away in the Merge, who can sustain the realm for centuries to come. But it could just as equally be someone who was activated long ago, living in the Born, old and feeble, close to death.”

Preston nods. “It’s a gamble, but I’m sure each of them is aware of the risk.”

“They shouldn’t have returned until we know more about the situation,” Winston says stubbornly.

“Perhaps,” Preston says. “Then again, is it better to live a short, happy life than a long, unhappy one? Those people left when the realm looked doomed. They know there’s still a chance it might fall. The fact that they’re returning makes me assume that upon reflection they’ve decided they would rather run the risk and die in their own realm than thrive in another. I think that’s admirable.”

Winston rolls his eyes. “You’re tied to this realm by the rivers. If you had your freedom, would you stay?”

“Probably not,” Preston says, “but I’m not a true Diamond. I didn’t choose this realm — it was chosen for me by the blooders.”

“Will you do me a favour?” Winston asks. “Any passengers that you pick up, will you tell them to use their common sense and get out while they can?”

Preston laughs. “I won’t put it to them that bluntly, but I’ll remind them of the dangers, in case they forgot in the excitement of the moment.” He turns to Inez. “I know you waived payment for transferring me here, but if I can repay you in any way in the future, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I’ll bear it in mind,” Inez smiles, then nods at the river. “Is it good to be back?”

Preston blinks. “It feels neither good nor bad, just… right .”

With that, he drifts out into the centre of the river and floats off downstream, away from the city. We watch him for a while, silent and thoughtful. Then Winston grunts and turns.

“Come on,” he says. “The Diamonds might feel at ease here, but I don’t trust the buffers of this realm. Let’s hotfoot it before they fall and crush us all.”

Inez and I laugh, but follow him as he goes in search of a borehole that will lead us towards our destination in Emerald.





FIVE — THE MIDWIVES
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On the outskirts of New Agartha, the capital of Emerald, stands a huge inverted Mayan-style pyramid. It’s as if an ancient god in the Born had taken one of the step pyramids and mischievously turned it upside down, leaving it there to bewilder future archaeologists.

There are no gods in the Merge, but there are an awful lot of devisers, with the power to shape the zones any way they please. The Karen Condor pyramid (named after the current captain of the realm’s grop team, who I saw in action at the Tourney last year) is the handiwork of some of those. As we’re climbing the interior staircase, Jickey tells me how the pyramid was planned and built, but I quickly tune him out and just nod and make interested little noises. I’ve become good friends with Jickey, but he can be a bit dry when he’s talking at length about a subject that he loves. Sometimes you have to let him warble on to the end of a lecture, then connect with him again on the far side.

Inez and Omolara have come with us. Winston stayed behind, and waved us off with a sniffy, “I was never a fan of adrenaline sports, even as a young man, and I’m certainly not going to take them up in my dotage.”

We’ve come early in the day, as the pyramid gets really busy later. The royals could pull rank and push to the front of the queues, but they don’t like to do that, so we rose shortly after dawn and punted our way across on the canal system which snakes through New Agartha.

The canals of New Agartha aren’t like those you’d find in Venice. For a start, they’re not filled with water. Since the Merged don’t need water, it’s nowhere near as common here as it is in the Born. They can make it if they want to, as they did in Niffelheim, where they froze the majority of it, but they generally do without, or settle for small pools or streams.

In New Agartha, when they started building canals a long time ago, they dug a few shallow trenches around what was then no more than a small town, and installed lots of thin, smooth logs near the base of each trench. They then built flat-bottomed boats with slightly curved ends, very likely based on the design of the craft that the steers use on the rivers of blood.

The Merged punters use poles like their Born counterparts, but these are shorter, and you push against notches in the tops of the canal banks rather than against the trench bed. There’s one other big difference — unlike punts in the Born, these can go fast .

I wasn’t expecting the speed the first time I rode in one, and stood near the front of the boat, looking around, anticipating a gentle journey. I was thrown backwards when we set off, and if a wildly cackling Jickey hadn’t caught me, I’d have landed on the logs and limped away winded and bruised, with perhaps some broken bones to boot.

If you want to push the punts to their limits, you can hire boats that are manned by professionals, punters who’ve been remoulded to squeeze the most out of the craft, but most Emeralds propel themselves around on their own craft or make use of the communal punts that are free to everyone. That’s what we did this morning, taking it in turns to push, chatting leisurely as we zipped along at a nice old speed. (Faster when Jickey or Omolara were punting, as the locals have developed a knack for it that a visitor just can’t match.)

New Agartha’s a city of wonders, dotted with pyramids of many differing styles, impressive towers, columns, amphitheatres and more, but the Karen Condor stands out regardless. It’s one of only three inverted pyramids, and it’s the biggest and most colourful of the select bunch, every level inset with a mixture of fantastical carvings and exotic mushrooms and flowers. It’s perched on top of a hill which was constructed to showcase it, so you can see it from almost anywhere in the city.

We entered through a small, arched door in the pyramid’s base, the only modest feature of the whole beautiful, crazy thing, and set off up one of the three staircases that wind through its innards.

We pass various rooms and galleries as we’re climbing. There are lots of gaming rooms, for wrestling, boxing, fencing and the like, along with a few reserved for less popular activities like reading (I spy the tiniest of libraries, which despite its minuscule size is notable, because books are scarce in the Merge) and swimming (there’s a pool, by no means Olympic length, but the largest I’ve spotted outside of Niffelheim).

You could spend a few weeks exploring the various levels of the pyramid – and in among all the talk of buttresses, keystones and quoins, Jickey says that some regular visitors have never been to the top – and there are already a good few people drifting around, squeezing in an early morning swim or scaling some of its climbing walls. But we’ve come to visit the famous uppermost level, so we head straight up, not stopping except every now and then to catch our breath.

Eventually we huff up the final flight and emerge into daylight in the middle of the last thing I’d have expected if I hadn’t been forewarned — a grop pitch.

It isn’t one of the realm’s larger pitches, and there’s no room for a huge crowd, so it will never host any matches of great import, but the view is what the word spectacular was invented for, and it comes as no surprise when Jickey says almost every gropster of note in the realm has made a point of playing here over the last couple of decades since it opened for business.

On match days the staircase is covered once all the players and supporters are in place – no latecomers are admitted – but there’s no game today, so we’re free to come and go as we please.

We start by wandering close to the edge of the pitch, to gaze out over the city from the top (which is the inverted bottom) of the pyramid. There are no boundaries, so we’re careful not to stray too close to the edge.

“Isn’t this dangerous when there’s a crowd?” I ask, holding a few paces further back than the others, having never been a fan of heights.

“They erect nets when there’s a match,” Jickey explains. “They rest under the pitch when not in use. The nets were kept up all the time when the pyramid first opened, but they spoiled the view, so they were removed.”

“You wouldn’t get away with a health and safety breach like that in the Born,” I note.

“That’s why the Born’s such a boring place,” Omolara laughs. “We trust people to use their common sense. There’s only been a handful of accidents, and they were all idiots who were fooling about on the rim of the pyramid. If you dance that close to the edge, this high up, you can’t have any complaints if you trip and go flying to your doom.”

I shiver, imagining the horror of falling such a great distance and having so much time to contemplate the end. Then I push the grisly thoughts from my head and focus on the cityscape. Vines of all sizes crisscross the city, as they do everywhere in the Merge, snaking through the air, burrowing into the ground, and twisting around buildings, but the immediate area has been cleared of them, so that people can really make the most of the view.

New Agartha is almost like a theme park of Ancient Born attractions, as most of the significant buildings are modelled after landmarks from times long past. There are pyramids styled after those in Egypt and South America. Temples that would have looked at home in Athens two or three thousand years ago. Roman columns and amphitheatres. More temples, but sprawling complexes inspired by those in China, India, Japan, Cambodia and other countries. Persian castles and giant gates. Several ring forts of standing stones, like those in Stonehenge, only on an even grander scale.

There are some relatively modern buildings in among the mix – the odd medieval castle or Renaissance palace – but they’re very much the exception, and apparently most of those are due for demolition or a facelift in the near future.

Some of the buildings are as old as they look, having been built back when the Ancient civilizations were in their prime, but the majority, like the Karen Condor pyramid, have been built within the last half century, when the royals responded to pleas from their people to start what’s become known as the great expansion. Things normally move far slower in the Merge than in the Born, where time isn’t a pressing concern, but every so often a realm undergoes sudden, abrupt changes. It happened in Diamond when King Lloyd got it into his head to build a series of skyscrapers, and it’s happening at the moment in New Agartha, and across lots of other zones in Emerald too.

We go on a stroll of the perimeter, checking out the city from all four sides. Some people spot Jickey and Omolara, and get very excited, finding the pair of royals of far more interest than the view. They don’t bother the prince and princess though — there are no autograph hunters in the Merge, and selfies (mercifully) have no place in this camera-free universe.

“I’m surprised that guards don’t come with you on trips like this,” I remark.

“They try to,” Omolara laughs. She’s wearing a simple but beautiful green dress, lace or some such material, and looks as much like a model as she did when we first met in New York. “They don’t like us wandering by ourselves, especially since what happened with Ghita a couple of years ago, and Dante and Hiroto last year, but it hasn’t yet got to the point where they insist on accompanying us.”

“I hope it never does,” Jickey sighs. “I couldn’t be doing with all the hassles that royals in the Born have to deal with. If I’m ever not free to swan around as I please, I’ll step back from my duties and spend the rest of my days in Mexico, visiting as many cenotes as I can before I die.”

“Can you stop being a royal?” I ask. “I thought, once you were activated, it was for life.”

“Oh, I’d still be a Family member,” Jickey says, waving a hand at his aura. “I’d carry on maintaining Emerald along with the other royals, but I could resign from all official business and play no part in the running of the realm.”

“I don’t think they’ll ever limit our freedoms,” Omolara says. “The Merged rely on us for their existence. Even during the war, the SubMerged never targeted royals. Old Man Reap wanted to make the other Families bow to his rule, but he didn’t want to eradicate them, as that would have destroyed their realms.”

“They might not come for your heads,” Inez sniffs, “but they could kidnap you like they did with Hiroto, to prevent you from working against them, or to try and brainwash you. I don’t think it would be a bad thing to travel with a few well-trained guards whenever you’re out and about.”

Jickey and Omolara roll their eyes. This clearly isn’t the first time they’ve had this conversation, and I half-expect one of them to snap at Inez, “Who made you our mother?” or even, “You’re not the boss of us!”

Instead something catches Omolara’s eye and she pauses. “Now that’s a sight you don’t see every day,” she murmurs, pointing off into the distance.

At first I don’t see anything unusual. She’s gesturing towards a building a long way off that looks like the Colosseum, but with a number of arched bridges crossing its top, all of them home to small houses and shops.

Then I realise it’s not the building that she’s drawing our attention to, but the ground outside. A river of blood runs up to the Colosseum and stops in front of it. I guess they built the building in that spot so that people could get a lift to it with a steer, as there don’t seem to be any canals nearby. But as I watch, I see that the river of blood is lengthening, extending away from the Roman-style building.

“What’s happening?” I frown. “Has it burst its banks?”

It’s terrible news for anyone in the vicinity if it has, because the blood of those rivers is about the most toxic substance known to either the Born or the Merged. If you even touch it, you’re sucked into the river and disintegrated within seconds.

“No need to panic,” Jickey says. “It’s a blooder. This is a rare day. I’ve only seen a blooder at work twice before in all my time in the Merge.”

I recall Pitina telling us about blooders when she took us to see Preston, how they create the rivers and live inside the blood.

“I wish I could see a blooder in the flesh,” Jickey sighs. “I’d love to know what they look like. The steers have probably seen them, but they never talk about their masters.”

“I guess the blooders are always at work somewhere,” Inez says, “but because of the limitless size of the realms and the countless number of zones they contain, it’s rare to spot a new stretch of river being created. Like Jickey, I’ve only seen this a few times over my four centuries in the Merge.”

“How do they do it?” I ask. “They’re not throwing any dirt around. It’s like the river’s just eating its way through the land.”

“It is,” Jickey says. “The blooders secrete a sealant that lines the beds and walls of the rivers and stops the blood from sizzling through. When they want to extend a river, they wipe clear the sealant from the place where it stops, allowing the blood to flow on and eat through the soil ahead of it, dissolving everything in its path. The blooders flow along with the blood and apply layers of fresh sealant to the newly forming channel.”

“We could go watch it in action from close up,” Omolara says. “It wouldn’t take us long to cross the city.”

Jickey considers it, then shakes his head. “There’s not a lot to see, even if you’re standing right next to it. Besides, I know how eager Archie was to come here, so I don’t want to disappoint him.”

I treat the smirking prince to a withering look and curse the day I ever mentioned the fact that I didn’t like heights.

The upper level of the pyramid was built with grop in mind, but it wasn’t long before thrill seekers saw another use for it during the spells between games.

People in hang-gliders are launching themselves from all four sides, soaring round the pyramid and its supporting hill, catching wind currents which have been devised specifically for this purpose and are local to the area. They rise high into the sky above us, whooping and cheering as they go.

Cables run from the four corners down to the ground, at a variety of angles, some almost vertical, others more gently pitched. You can attach yourself to one of those and swoop or sail to earth, depending on your preference.

There’s a primitive-looking roller coaster on one side, that loops over the edge and turns you upside down in your carriage. It’s all gravity-controlled (or whatever it is that passes for gravity in the Merge), as they have no engines. It hasn’t opened yet for the day, but its operators are testing it, and a line of happy customers has already formed.

We’ll be hitting the coaster later – Jickey says it’s a must-do – but first we head for a spot where a few vines lie curled in spiral mounds. These aren’t like the long vines that we can see in the distance, many of which you can crawl or even walk through. These are narrower, like ropes, and have been grown and harvested for their suppleness and elasticity.

“Hey, Abdel,” Jickey says to a young man standing next to the vines. His face has been remoulded to look like Horus, the falcon-headed Egyptian god. Facial remoulds are far more common in New Agartha than they are in Cornan. Loads of Emeralds have changed their appearance to resemble gods or spirits of times long past. Some have even tweaked their heads to look like monuments — pyramids and obelisks are the most popular, with some foreheads stretching a metre or more above a person’s eyes. It threw me at first – I couldn’t stop gawping for a couple of days – but now I pay little attention, unless I spot something truly outlandish, like a guard I saw yesterday who’d remoulded her head into the shape of a circular temple, her eyes, mouth, nose and ears looking extraordinarily like little windows.

“Back again, my prince?” the Horus-headed Abdel grins. “You come so often, I’m starting to wonder if I should offer you a job.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Jickey chuckles, then introduces Abdel to Inez and me. He makes the greet, which we return, but he must know Omolara pretty well, because he just nods at her and she nods back.

“Who’s first?” Abdel asks, taking hold of the end of a vine.

“Archie?” Jickey says with fake sweetness, and I gulp.

“What about payment?” I ask.

“Abdel and I have a long-standing arrangement,” Jickey says.

“Let’s just say I get an invite to all the best parties at the palace,” Abdel winks.

“You don’t have to do this,” Inez says when I hesitate.

“We won’t tease you if you decide to give it a miss,” Omolara says.

“Oh yes we will,” Jickey laughs.

“I should have kept my big mouth shut,” I grumble, taking a step forward to look over the edge at the ground far, far below.

“If you don’t include the hill, it’s probably not as tall as the cliff in Canadu that we climbed,” Inez whispers in my ear.

“I know,” I moan, “but the plan was to not fall on that occasion.”

Inez shrugs. “There’s not much I can say to comfort you. If you want to do it, we’ll cheer you on. If you’d rather not, that’s fine too.”

I gulp again, then ask Abdel to tie my ankles to a vine.

Abdel works quickly – a bit too quickly for my liking, as I’d prefer if he spent longer checking the knots – and a minute later I’m trussed up and good to go.

“You’re really going to do it?” Jickey hoots.

“Just watch me,” I growl, trying to sound brave.

“I’d advise you not to look down,” Abdel says as he steps away from me.

“Don’t worry,” I grin shakily, shuffling forward and sneaking another look at the ground. “I’ll be…”

I stop. The ground looks a lot further away than it did a minute ago. It’s as if the pyramid sprouted another fifty levels while I was being hooked up to the vine.

“I told you not to look,” Abdel tuts.

“I’m fine,” I wheeze, feeling my head spin and my stomach turn.

Five minutes pass – well, it feels like five minutes – and I’m still staring.

“Archie?” Inez says.

“I’m fine,” I wheeze again.

“Come on back,” Abdel says. “I’ll untie you. Maybe you can try again later.”

“No,” I groan, still staring at the ground, unable to move.

“Hey, Archie, it’s no big deal,” Jickey says, sounding worried now. “I was only kidding about teasing you. You really don’t have to jump. We’ll find something else to do, alright?”

“No, I’m… I’m fine,” I say through chattering teeth, then turn my head and blink at Abdel. “The other end of this is definitely tied on tight?”

“I imagine so,” Abdel chuckles, “but I’ll double check while you’re on your way down.”

“Funny guy,” I growl, then close my eyes, roar, “Geronimo!” and hurl myself off the edge of the upside-down pyramid, screaming at full volume as my stomach flips and I hurtle towards the ground.

And that’s my introduction to the crazy, mind-blowing, bowels-emptying world of high octane bungee-jumping, Merge-style!
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The buzz is incredible once my heart has stopped thumping, and I hurl myself off the edge of the pyramid a few more times over the course of the morning, much to Jickey’s delighted approval. I try the roller coaster too, but that seems tame after the nerves-shredding bungee-jump.

We return to the palace in the afternoon, where Winston’s waiting for me with Queen Zalika in the room where the Crypt borehole is being kept. They found the lock in an oasis in a zone which used to be a holiday spot for some long-dead royals. It was a free-standing, life-sized but elongated bust, carved out of marble, which they transported here and placed on a pedestal. The face looks like those I found in London and Sapphire, and the lock opens pretty much the same way too, although as Winston told me in New York, each lock operates in a slightly different fashion, so it was just as well that I came. It would have taken Winston a few weeks to map out its secrets, whereas I was able to fly through the process in a matter of hours.

“You’ve come on so much,” Winston murmured when I first opened the lock and the floating, white, rectangular panel of the borehole appeared in the face’s place.

“I have a good teacher,” I laughed.

“Some things can’t be taught,” he replied, looking at me with admiration but also a touch of unease. It’s a look I’ve seen quite a few times over the course of my apprenticeship.

I’ve been spending the days since then teaching the royals how to open the lock. They can’t do it anywhere near as swiftly as I can, so it’s been a slow process. I’ve been training them one at a time, based on their availability, as they have to fit it in around their other duties, and at the moment they’re all busier than ever, helping to coordinate the search in the Born for the mystery Diamond royal. First was Queen Sora, then Omolara, then King Frederico, and now Zalika.

Some learn quicker than others – Sora breezed through it and only had to be shown a move once in order to memorise it, while I had to show Federico each step at least four or five times – but in general it takes two or three days, instead of the week or two that Winston spent with each of the seven Topaz royals.

(He didn’t travel to Ruby to teach their royals. Instead, Daku visited him in the Crypt and brought the lock with him. Winston taught Daku, who returned and taught the other Family members of the SubMerged realm. Winston would never voluntarily travel to Ruby again, not for all the mushrooms in the Merge.)

I started work on the lock with Zalika yesterday and we made great progress, in part because she’s a quick learner, but also because I’m learning more about it each time I fiddle with the levers and tumblers. We’d have finished by now, except she had a meeting this morning – no doubt concerning the hunt for the elusive royal – which is why I went bungee-jumping with Jickey and the others.

I quickly run through the steps that we covered yesterday – Zalika remembers them all – then start guiding her through the next stages. It really is a most ingenious contraption, in a different league to any other lock I’ve worked on. There’s still a lot about it I don’t understand, not least why it opens for me when it should only ever open for a royal.

We spend a couple of hours on the lock, then Zalika has to stop to attend another meeting. I offer to work on it later with her – we’re close to the end – but she’s not sure how long the meeting will last, so we arrange to meet first thing tomorrow.

Winston’s sitting in a chair and studying the lock when I turn back to him after Zalika exits. He’s not touching it, just staring at the face.

“Would you like me to guide you through it again?” I ask. “I’ve clocked a few more shortcuts. We’d be able to go much quicker now.”

“I’m sure we would,” he grunts, but shakes his head. “I’ll let you give me another tutorial at some point, but not today.”

“What’s wrong?” I ask when he carries on staring at the face.

“Nothing,” he says.

“Something’s troubling you,” I disagree. “You’ve looked worried ever since we came to Emerald and I started working on the lock with the royals.”

Winston sighs. “You’ve come so far in the last year. It wasn’t that evident in the Crypt, when we were working every day on locks that I was familiar with. It’s only now, as I see you weaving your magic on this, that I realise just how far you’ve outpaced me.”

“Only on this lock,” I laugh with embarrassment. “I’m still way behind in every other way.”

“Don’t be so sure of that,” he says seriously, turning to train his gaze on me.

“So, what, you want to start taking lessons from me now?” I joke.

“Maybe,” he says, and smiles.

“It’s a good thing, isn’t it, that I’m learning so quickly?” I ask.

“It’s wonderful,” Winston huffs.

“Then why the worried looks?” I ask softly.

“Because of what comes next,” Winston says, the smile fading from his lips. “You know I suspect things about your abilities that I’ve yet to reveal. You’ve been very patient and not pressed me too hard to show my hand, but we’re getting to the point where I’ll have to lay my cards on the table, and things will never be quite the same for us once I’ve done that.”

“Now I’m starting to worry,” I chuckle uneasily.

“It will all be good,” Winston says. “Just… different.” He looks at the face again, then coughs and shakes his head. “Have you any plans for tonight?”

“No,” I say.

“No midnight bungee-jumps?” he purrs.

“Not unless you come with me,” I grin.

Winston shudders, then says, “Remember when we were talking about midwives?”

I have to think for a moment, but then I recall a conversation I had with him and Pitina. “They’re the people who accept delivery of new arrivals to the Merge and prepare them for their lives here.”

He nods. “Every Merged has first-hand experience of the midwives, so I think it might be a good idea to pay them a visit. You saw how we depart this sphere when you went to study the fires of release in Niffelheim last year. You should also have a clear understanding of how we enter the Merge and begin our lives afresh.”

“Inez has mentioned delivery a few times, but only in passing,” I tell him.

“You’d like to find out more?” he asks.

“I suppose,” I shrug.

He grunts. “Then it’s lucky for you that I’ve been meaning to pay a visit to the midwives of New Agartha. Follow me and we’ll further your education.”

The palace is a dizzying mix of architectural styles, incorporating sections of pyramids, temples and castles. It’s more sprawling than the other palaces I’ve been to, and new generations of royals continue to add to it, building a wing here in the style of an early Arabian mosque, an extension there inspired by an Irish mound-covered tomb.

It’s easy to get lost, but the chaotic layout doesn’t faze Winston. He marches through the various levels and buildings, taking corners without pause. After a while I spot little signs on the walls, like the scratches on ogham stones, and realise there must be marked paths. I wish I’d known about them before, as I might have explored more eagerly — there was one day when I didn’t even go for breakfast for fear that I’d take a wrong turn and not be able to find my way back.

We end up in a bare courtyard on the very edge of the palace, surrounded by plain stone walls, no decorations or fancy embellishments, except for a rather drab looking monolith in the centre of the yard.

“This stood here before the palace was built,” Winston says as we head for the monolith. “In most realms, the midwifery zones are situated well away from palaces and other official buildings. Like the fires of release, they’re normally located in out of the way spots. Birth and death are largely private affairs in the Merge, much as they are in the Born.”

“The fires of release in Niffelheim weren’t private,” I recall. “Lots of people went there to watch the departees stepping into the flames.”

“Those are an exception,” Winston says. “Spectators gather because the flames look so stunning out on the ice. But even in Niffelheim there are other, more isolated fires for those who don’t want to depart the sphere in front of an audience. The baths of New Agartha are also an exception. A long-forgotten royal insisted on building the palace around the exit from the baths, and although the monolith could have been easily moved since then, the Family members have opted to leave it here and work around it.”

“What are these baths ?” I ask. “I thought we were going to see the midwives. If you’d said we were going for a dip, I’d have borrowed a pair of swimming trunks.”

Winston chuckles. “Nobody goes swimming in these baths. You’ll see what I’m talking about once we cross.”

We reach the monolith and Winston tells me to walk around it. All four faces are the same, inset with grey panels that are crossing points to another zone. But there’s something different about these panels.

“What’s missing?” Winston asks when I’m back by his side.

“Locks,” I mutter. “There aren’t any.” Although most people can’t see a lock on an open borehole, a locksmith can always see or sense its outline.

“These are single-sided boreholes,” Winston says. “They’re quite rare. Generally speaking, we build boreholes with locks on both sides, so you can open or close them in either zone, but in certain cases they’re devised to only open from one side, like the boreholes to the Lost Zone.”

As he’s talking, the panel to our left flashes a bright green colour and a man steps out. Ignoring us, he takes the path to an arch at the far end of the courtyard, which must open out into the city beyond. I spy guards standing there, with their backs to the yard. They part as the man gets close – they hear him coming, as the paths are littered with tiny stones which create a small crunching sound as you walk across them – and let him pass without glancing at him.

“So these are one-way boreholes?” I ask.

“No,” Winston says. “You can cross through them from here, but only if someone on the other side opens them for you. The midwifery boreholes are like this in most realms. They used to be open to traffic from both directions, but were altered after the war with Old Man Reap.”

Old Man Reap was a Rubicon royal who assembled a massive army and invaded the Merged realms about five hundred years ago. It was the biggest war there’s ever been in this sphere, with a body count to match many of the Born’s bloodier battles. He was finally defeated and banished to the Lost Zone, but his name still strikes fear in many of the Merged.

“We’ve never seen a brute the match of Old Man Reap,” Winston says softly as two more people step through the boreholes of the monolith and head for the exit. “As I told you before, he was a Supreme Regent, meaning he had the power to bend every realm’s devisers to his wishes.”

“That’s right,” I murmur, remembering a talk we had last year. “You said there was a royal like that in every generation, and all the devisers had to obey their command. Who has that power these days?”

“Old Man Reap still has it,” Winston says. “He’s not dead, just stuck in the Lost Zone. That’s how we know for sure that he hasn’t died. If he had, the power would have resurfaced in another royal.

“It wasn’t just his power that made Old Man Reap different,” Winston goes on. “It was the way he thought, the tactics he employed, the dark moral abysses he was prepared to plumb.” Winston points at the monolith. “One of his twisted strategies, as he swept across the realms, was to take over the midwifery zones and install his own operatives.”

“Why?” I frown.

“To prevent future rebellions if he succeeded in conquering the Merge,” Winston says. “Everyone’s delivered through zones like this. With his own teams running the various operations, he’d have been able to assess each new arrival. The SubMerged would have been welcomed. The others would have been slaughtered.”

I stare at Winston, aghast. “He’d have murdered them as they were delivered?”

Winston nods sombrely. “Can you imagine it? You’re killed in the Born, you re-form here, and even before your head has properly cleared, you’re executed again and cynically dispatched to whatever sphere lies beyond.”

“Old Man Reap sounds like a real piece of work,” I say sickly.

“He was long gone before I set foot in the Merge,” Winston says, “and for that I’ll be eternally grateful. I’ve faced enough problems with Adil and his kind. If I’d had to deal with the scourge of the Merge as well…” He shivers and touches the scars on his cheeks, as he often does when his thoughts turn to his troubled past.

“Your assistant Stefan was trying to bring that monster back,” I sniff.

Winston gulps and nods again. “After the war, the midwives hired locksmiths to adjust the boreholes, so they could only be opened from one side. That stopped any future tyrants from taking a page out of Reap’s book. It’s not foolproof – traitors among the midwives could admit SubMerged troops if they were so inclined – but the zones are far more secure than they were before.”

A boy my age exits the monolith and sets off at a sprint for the wide open zones of the Merge, whooping as he runs. We watch him with little smiles, and once he’s gone, Winston steps forward and lays a hand on the borehole in front of us.

“This is like ringing a doorbell,” he says. “They’ll be alerted to my presence and someone will have a look. If that person doesn’t recognise me, a superior will be summoned, and should pass me for clearance.”

“Why will they let you…?” I stop as the answer comes to me. “It’s because you’re a Lox, right?”

Winston winks. “The locksmiths who worked on the midwifery boreholes guarded their secrets, but nominated replacements before departing the Merge, and showed them how to manipulate and maintain the locks, so that the midwives would always have trustworthy Loxes to turn to for help.”

“Is that the real reason you’re bringing me here?” I ask. “Not just to show me what the delivery system’s like, but to clear me with the midwives, so that I can work for them when you’re gone?”

Winston grins. “You see through me like a sheet of glass, Archie.”

“You could have just told me that in the first place,” I huff.

“Yes,” he says, “but you know how much I relish my little mysteries and reveals.”

I laugh. “You’re a weird old dude, Winston Lox.”

“Yes,” he giggles, “but don’t judge me too harshly, because you’ll most likely end up a weird old dude too one day, if you live long enough.”

As we’re chuckling, the borehole turns a deep green colour and Winston removes his hand from its surface. “They’re receiving guests,” he says. “Are you ready?”

“Maybe I should nip back and type up my CV,” I deadpan.

“No need,” he purrs. “My recommendation should be good enough for them.”

He steps through the borehole and disappears. I shake my head, still smiling, then step through after him to check out the place where the afterlife begins.
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I find myself in a dusky zone where the sky is a mix of deep purples and reds, the sort of sunset that many artists have painted but which I’ve never seen in person. We’re near the edge of a small lake, ringed by grassy banks, with clusters of simple huts set further back. Beyond those, enclosing the zone in a perfect circle, is a purple buffer that blends perfectly with the colour of the sky. Unusually for zones in the Merge, there are no vines running through the place. I guess that’s to do with the security situation that Winston told me about.

Men and women in flowing green robes stand close to the lake – some are even in it – or move between the huts. A thin woman with long hair tied back in a ponytail is standing close by, waiting for us. The sleeves of her robes are rolled up, and her hands and arms are stained a curious light green colour. When I look again, I notice that many of the people have rolled up sleeves and the same dyed arms.

“Winston,” the woman beams, making the greet.

“Amity Lee,” Winston smiles, returning the greet, then steps across to clasp her hands.

“You’re looking well,” the woman called Amity Lee says. “Happier than the last time I saw you.”

“The last couple of years have been good,” Winston admits, then nods for me to advance. “This is Archibald Lox – Archie – my apprentice.”

“Is he now?” Amity Lee says, studying me seriously.

“Um… hi,” I say awkwardly, fidgeting under her gaze.

“A new apprentice?” Amity Lee murmurs, and there’s a strangely accusing sting to her tone.

“I thought I was done with those,” Winston says with a forced laugh, “but Archie turned up at my door one day and barged in. I haven’t been able to get rid of him since.”

“Hey, you’re the one who pressed me into studying with you,” I huff. “I’d have been more than happy to return to my foster parents and school, and try to put all thoughts of the Merge behind…”

I wince and stop. I’m not supposed to let strangers know that I’m Born. I’m annoyed that it slipped out, but if Amity Lee notices, she doesn’t mention it. Instead, echoing Winston, she says, “He turned up at your door?”

“It’s a long story,” Winston says, “involving a camel, a princess, a couple of killers and a vote of alignment. I’ll tell you more later. Archie knows nothing about midwives, so I promised to give him a tour, if that’s alright. I can also show him the locks and how they work, in case you want to accept his services as my replacement when I give up the ghost and depart this sphere for real.”

“You’d trust this boy with our safety?” Amity Lee asks, turning her attention on Winston, looking at him as oddly as she was gazing at me a moment ago.

“Absolutely,” Winston booms.

“After what happened with your previous assistant, I thought you might not dare offer the services of another,” Amity Lee says stiffly.

Winston coughs and stubs the ground with his right foot. “Your diplomatic skills haven’t improved since we last parted,” he mutters.

“I’m a midwife, not a diplomat,” Amity Lee says, reminding me of something Inez once said to Ghita. Strangely enough, her bluntness makes me warm to her, even though she’s looking at us disapprovingly.

Winston sighs. “I brought Stefan here on several occasions,” he says to me. “It seems I’m not going to be allowed to forget my mistake.”

“You recommended Stefan to us and appointed him as one of our protectors,” Amity Lee says. “By your own admission, you misjudged him horrendously. Do you expect us to trust you again?”

“It’s a fair point,” I say before Winston can defend himself. “Especially as I look so much like Stefan, which I assume is the reason you’ve been staring at me.”

“A dead ringer,” Amity Lee nods. “There are minor differences, no aura of course, and the look in your eyes is very different, but when I first saw you, I thought the past had returned to haunt us.”

“Maybe it has,” I say softly.

“Archie, no,” Winston wheezes, but I ignore him.

“We don’t know why I look like Stefan,” I tell Amity Lee, “if I’m a relative or a reincarnation, or what. But I’m not just like him in appearance. I have his skills with locks too, and they’re skills I can’t explain, they just popped up in me one day when…” I take a deep breath, then decide there’s no point trying to hide anything from her, since I’m sure she clocked my slip a minute or two ago. “…when I found out about the Merge.”

“You’re Born,” she says, a statement, not a question.

I nod solidly.

“A Born locksmith who looks like Stefan but who isn’t – according to his master anyway – the danger that Stefan was.” She smiles thinly. “How curious.”

“The spheres abound with curiosities,” Winston says sullenly, looking like he wishes he’d never brought me here.

“In your shoes, I wouldn’t trust me either,” I tell Amity Lee. “Winston says I’m nothing like Stefan, personality-wise, but I’m not so sure. I worry that there’s a darkness beneath my surface, waiting to bubble up and take control. So I think it’s for the best if Winston doesn’t show me the locks, not unless I can one day prove to you – and myself – that I’m worthy of your trust.”

“Quite the speech,” Amity Lee says, then smiles sweetly at me for the first time since we started talking. “You’re off to a good start with me, Archie. I never took to Stefan. I sensed something devious in him from the beginning, though I didn’t mention that to Winston until after his betrayal.”

“You should have spoken up sooner,” Winston growls, stroking his scars.

“I didn’t want to hurt your feelings,” Amity Lee says. “You loved that boy as if he was your son.”

“Damn my feelings,” Winston says heatedly. “If you’d told me of your suspicions, I’d have –”

“– stormed out of here in a huff and never returned,” Amity Lee stops him. “Then where could you have sheltered after you killed him?”

“He told you about that?” I whisper as Winston falls silent and looks aside.

“There was a time when he told me everything,” Amity Lee says, then cocks an eyebrow at me. “You look shocked, Archie, but it’s not that unusual for husbands to speak openly with their wives.”

“For… with… what ?” I wheeze.

Winston clears his throat and grins at me sheepishly. “Oh, didn’t I mention that Amity Lee and I…?” he says weakly. Then he gestures at the glowering midwife and squeaks, “Archie, meet the missus.”
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We’re sitting close to the lake of delivery, watching the new arrivals. There’s been a sad, steady stream of them since we sat down, people who’ve just been murdered in the Born, turning up to begin their new life in the Merge.

Each one forms in the same way, beneath the greenish waters of the lake. They bob to the surface, fully stretched out on their backs, eyes closed, hands crossed over their chests, naked. As a body surfaces and the green liquid drips from their faces and torsos, four midwives close in. Each takes an arm or leg, and they float the newcomer gently to shore, where they help them step onto the bank.

Once the newly delivered Merged is on land, two other midwives wrap a large towel around them. They towel the person dry and quietly tell them where they are, welcoming them to the Merge, assuring them that any pain or stress of their killing is a thing of the past, they’re safe now. When their legs are steady, a midwife leads them to one of the huts, where they can dress and rest.

They’ll remain for two or three days – sometimes even longer – as their brains adjust. The midwives fill in any blanks they might have, and chat with them about the different realms and zones, and where they might prefer to live — people are delivered to the different realms through some mysterious process of assignment that’s beyond the understanding of the midwives, but while many choose to settle in the realm where they’re delivered, everyone has the freedom to determine their own homeland, and plenty set off for distant pastures. When they’re ready, they walk through the borehole, out of the courtyard, and never look back.

The green stains on the midwives’ hands and arms are a result of fishing so many bodies out of the lake. They could wash after each delivery, but they prefer not to, and the depth of staining is a badge of honour, a visible sign of how long they’ve been here, selflessly serving the delivered.

I’ve taken all that in while we’ve been sitting by the lake, Amity Lee and Winston explaining it to me gradually, while my brain’s been spinning. The midwife left us a few minutes ago, to deal with some small issue, and I finally train my gaze on Winston, who still looks rather sheepish.

“It’s a lovely sky, isn’t it?” he says. “It never changes. They don’t have day and night here, just this soothing twilight. They experimented with various shades in the past, and this is what works best with the delivered.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask. “About you and Amity Lee?”

He sighs. “I never found the right moment. We’d always lived largely separate lives, because of our work. I came here when I returned from Ruby, and spent many months recovering under Amity Lee’s watchful eye and gentle hand, but I couldn’t stay forever – this didn’t feel like home – so in the end I left, and our paths have diverged ever further since then.”

“Are you divorced?” I ask.

He sniffs. “We don’t do marriage and divorce like in the Born. Amity Lee and I were husband and wife, but there was never any ceremony, so if we decided to stop being a couple, we’d just… stop.”

“And did you?” I ask. “ Stop ?”

He scratches his head and frowns. “As strange as it might sound, I don’t know. We’ve seen each other occasionally over the decades, but nothing final has ever been declared. The state of our relationship wasn’t really relevant when I was living the life of a recluse in the wrap zone, but now that I’m back in the Merge, I suppose it’s an issue we’ll have to resolve sooner or later.”

Amity Lee returns with another midwife, a man with the sleeves of his robes rolled down. He’s cradling a baby who looks like it can’t have been more than a few days old when it was killed. I shiver, distressed that there are people who would take the life of such a young, innocent child.

“You have a destination in mind?” Amity Lee says to the man.

“Rwanda,” he says. “I lived there when I was Born. It will be a good place to base myself, at least to begin with. I might travel when the girl is older.”

“Stay in touch,” Amity Lee says. “Let us know if you need anything. Come back any time you like, if you’re missing us.”

“I will,” the man smiles. “This is my first mission. It will be strange, I’m sure, but I’ll tough it out as long as I can.”

“It’s not a contest,” Amity Lee says. “Nobody will criticise you if you want to return early. You wouldn’t be the first chaperone to throw in the towel after a day or two.”

“Oh, I’m sure I’ll last longer than that ,” the man laughs, then heads for the borehole to the courtyard.

“You know we don’t age in the Merge?” Amity Lee asks me once the man is out of earshot.

“Of course he does,” Winston huffs.

“Chaperones take babies and infants back to the Born,” Amity Lee says, “and live there with them until the children are old enough to make their own decisions about how they want to live in the Merge.”

“They’re some of the noblest of people,” Winston says softly.

“How come?” I frown. “They’re just babysitters, aren’t they?”

Winston snorts. “Don’t let the chaperones hear you say that, or they’ll chase you out of here in a furious mob!”

“It’s not just the babies who age in the Born,” Amity Lee explains. “The chaperones age too. If Mihigo – the young man I was talking with – stays five years, or ten, he’ll age that number of years.”

“The Merge grants us as much time as we wish to prepare for our departure to the spheres beyond,” Winston says. “When one of us agrees to act as a chaperone, he or she surrenders that gift. They have to live in the Born – no easy thing for us – and age naturally, and eat and drink the way the Born do, and live by the limits of that sphere.”

“It’s maybe the most testing challenge a Merged can face,” Amity Lee says. “Mihigo masked it well – he’s trained a long time for this – but like anyone on their first mission, he’s petrified.”

“How did you get into this?” I ask. “Were you a midwife in the Born?”

“No,” Amity Lee says. “You could say it’s a calling. I’d been in the Merge for half a century before it even crossed my mind. One day I was thinking about what I’d like to do with my time, and my thoughts turned to midwifery. I signed up for a trial period, enjoyed it, and have never regretted my decision.”

“A good midwife’s every bit as gifted as a good locksmith,” Winston says. “Not everyone arrives in the Merge ready to leap to their feet and carry on with their life. The traumas of our murders get washed away in the lakes as our new bodies form, but some of us need therapy and guidance to truly recover, and the midwives provide all of that and much more.”

“I should hire you for our next recruitment drive,” Amity Lee laughs.

Winston laughs too, then purses his lips. “Actually, now that we’re on the subject of the good work that you do, are you guarding any prematures at the moment?”

“Why do you want to know?” Amity Lee replies cagily.

“I thought it would be something interesting to show Archie,” Winston says.

“We don’t normally talk about prematures with visitors,” Amity Lee frowns.

“Then forget I mentioned it,” Winston smiles.

Amity Lee studies Winston suspiciously, then looks at me and shrugs. “They’re not a secret, as such, but most of the Merged don’t know about them. I won’t demand your silence, but I’d appreciate it.”

“I can certainly keep a secret,” I tell her, “but if you’d rather not show me, that’s fine too.”

“No, let’s go,” Amity Lee says. “Winston wouldn’t have asked without good reason, regardless of the fact that he’s trying to look so innocent.”

“I don’t have an agenda,” Winston protests. “I just –”

Amity Lee waves him silent. “Have you ever noticed how he likes to work in sly, mysterious ways?” she asks me with a smile.

“Oh yeah,” I laugh. “It drives me mad sometimes.”

“Imagine what it’s like if you’re married to him and have to deal with it all the time,” she murmurs.

I fake a shiver, while Winston pretends to fume. Then Amity Lee leads us off to have a look at the intriguingly named prematures.
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We stroll past the huts and away from the lake towards the buffer. As we draw closer to the wall of purple, I spot another handful of huts, much like those near the lake, but coloured to blend in with the buffer, which is why I didn’t notice them until we were almost upon them.

Midwives sit in the doorways of three of the huts. Each of them stands to study us warily as we approach, and they only relax when Amity Lee makes some hand signals.

We stop outside one of the guarded huts and Amity Lee has a hushed conversation with the midwife, a woman in the green robes common to everyone who works here, but with a large sword hanging from a scabbard strapped across her back.

When the guard’s satisfied, she steps aside and we enter the hut. From their name – the prematures – I’m expecting a baby in some kind of incubator, but I’m greeted with an entirely different scene.

A small pool has been scooped out of the ground inside the hut and filled with green liquid from the lake. A middle-aged man is lying in the pool, his head resting on a pillow, his arms floating by his sides, eyes closed, breathing shallowly.

“Who is he?” I whisper.

“We don’t know his name,” Amity Lee says. “He’s been with us six years.”

“That’s longer than normal,” Winston says.

Amity Lee grunts. “Most prematures are only with us for a matter of days, but given the medical and technical advances made by the Born in the last century, it’s not as rare as it was for some of them to go months, even years or decades, before final delivery.”

“I don’t understand what I’m looking at,” I say, gazing at the man who appears to be asleep.

“An oversight,” Amity Lee says, bending to brush some of the green liquid off the man’s chin.

“Sometimes a killer in the Born botches the job,” Winston says, “and their victim ends up in a coma instead of dying straight away.”

“It usually happens when a person’s struck over the head and left to die,” Amity Lee says, “although it can also result from choking, poisoning and other methods. If there’s a chance of recovery – plenty of people emerge from comas to live long, happy lives – the person’s spirit remains in their Born body, and nothing forms here until they die over there.”

“Our souls know when there’s hope for our bodies, and when they’re a lost cause,” Winston murmurs. “They hold tight if they sense a chance of recovery, or flee like rats deserting a sinking ship if the game’s truly up.”

“That’s an undiplomatic way to put it,” Amity Lee purrs, teasing Winston for his earlier remark, “but apt enough. If the soul is sure that the brain will never function again, a replica of their body is delivered here, and we should be able to pull the person out and set them on their path in the Merge.”

“But it doesn’t work that way,” Winston says.

Amity Lee sighs. “Consciousness doesn’t follow until the Born dies. Even though the person’s technically dead, and their spirit has crossed spheres to create and reside in the copy of the body here, the mind of the deceased doesn’t cross from the Born until that original body takes its final breath and expires.”

“How come?” I frown.

The midwife shrugs. “As I said, we think it’s an oversight. When the Departed built the Merge, people didn’t last long in a coma in the Born, so it wasn’t a problem. If a person was attacked and wound up brain-dead but alive, their new body formed and bobbed about for the few days that it took them to die, then their mind followed and they emerged from the lake after no more than a brief delay. It was such a minor issue, we assume they didn’t consider it worth fixing.”

“But then, many thousands of years later, the Born got better at keeping people alive for longer when they were comatose,” Winston says.

Amity Lee nods. “The lakes sustain the bodies of the delivered for as long as they float in the liquid, so we used to simply keep them close to shore and wait for them to revive. But as some began to last for longer, it became a nuisance. This is one of the Merge’s largest lakes of delivery. Most – in Emerald and the other realms – are much smaller, and although there were never many prematures to deal with, they could get in the way if you had two or three in a small lake at the same time.

“So we came up with the idea of these containment pools,” she continues. “We can easily transport the liquid around the delivery zones – although if we take it outside, it loses its life-sustaining properties – and it works as effectively in the artificial pools as it does in the lakes.”

“Is it weird for the people when they finally recover?” I ask, staring at the man in the pool, wondering where his Born body is, if he has any idea that he’s been split in two across a pair of universes.

“It usually takes them longer to adjust,” Amity Lee says. “There’s a period of confusion, maybe as much as a week or two, but they never have any memory of their time spent in a coma, and when they leave us, they’re pretty much the same as any other Merged.”

We fall silent and study the man in the pool for another minute or so.

“Any other questions?” Winston asks.

“No,” I say.

“You’re certain?” he asks, looking a touch disappointed.

“Is there something you want the boy to ask?” Amity Lee purrs.

Winston scowls, and I catch a shifty roll of his eyes that I’ve noticed before, at times when he’s been talking about…

“It’s the Balance, isn’t it?” I groan.

“He’s told you about that nonsense?” Amity Lee snorts.

“I’m glad the two of you think it’s so ridiculous,” Winston huffs.

Winston believes there’s a force in the universe that works to keep things evenly balanced, and that if we interfere with it directly, it can work against us. So, when I was on my mission with Inez to deliver Ghita to the vote of alignment, he didn’t tell me about the overlapping cliff that helps support the Cuckoo’s Nest in Cornan, in case that mysterious force felt compelled to provide our enemies with information to help them stop us. It seems far-fetched to me, but Winston takes it seriously.

I look around the hut, and at the man in the pool again, trying to work out what Winston wants me to ask, but I can’t think of anything. I cock an eyebrow at Amity Lee, who’s smiling at her husband in a knowing way. “Have you any idea what he wants from me?”

“I do actually,” she says, “but he’d hit the roof if I spoke out of place.”

In the end I shrug. “Sorry, but if there’s something specific you want me to take away from this, you’ll have to drop another clue or two.”

Winston sighs. “Never mind. I guess it’s not the right time.” He steps out of the hut, and Amity Lee and I follow. As we’re walking towards the lake, he says, “Do you think you can find your way back through the palace by yourself?”

“Probably,” I reply, even though I’m sure I’ll have to stop a few times to ask for directions — I wasn’t paying that much attention on our way here.

“Then would you mind if I didn’t return with you? I’d like to stay a while longer and catch up with…” he lowers his voice, as if making an ominous announcement, “… my wife .”

Amity Lee slaps his hand and they share a warm smile.

“Will I see you in the morning or are you staying longer than that?” I ask.

“Oh, I’ll be back before breakfast,” Winston says. “I want to sit in on the rest of your session with Zalika, and Jickey’s up next. I learn something new every time I watch you in action.”

“The master learning from his student?” Amity Lee murmurs.

“It had to happen eventually,” Winston says.

“Perhaps it’s time to retire and depart this sphere,” Amity Lee says.

“Not yet,” Winston says, looking at me, then over his shoulder at the hut that we’ve left. “I might have a trick or two still to show this young hotshot,” he grins, then waves me off.

I study Winston and Amity Lee as they head towards the lake, walking close to one another but not actually touching. It must be odd, being married but not seeing each other for so long. Then again, when I think about it, it’s not really that different to my relationship with George and Rachel. I thought nothing of ringing to let them know I wouldn’t be home for weeks or longer, and they weren’t too bothered. Maybe Winston was right, and I am destined to become a weird old man like him.

Trying to decide whether that’s a good or a bad thing, I make my way to the borehole and cross to the courtyard, where I leave behind the eerie twilight world of the midwives and set off in search of my bedroom.
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Winston’s snoring in the bed beside mine when I wake up. He must be tired, because he’s normally awake before me. I’d like to let him sleep in, but I know he wants to be present when I’m working with the royals on the lock, so I give him a few shakes and he yawns and sits up.

“A late night?” I ask.

He yawns again, then nods. “I had a long talk with Amity Lee. Then another long talk. And another.” He laughs ruefully.

“Are you still husband and wife?” I ask.

“I’m not sure,” he mutters. “I know a lot about locks, but women have always been a mystery to me. Amity Lee and I never enjoyed what most would call a normal marriage. The strange set-up worked for a long time, but maybe it’s stretched beyond its snapping point. She said we’d have to start living together properly if we wanted to try and keep the relationship going.”

“Hardly an unreasonable request,” I point out.

“I know,” he sighs.

“Does this mean you’ll be moving out of the Crypt?” I ask.

“Possibly, but not just yet,” he says. “I’m mulling things over and need a bit more time.”

“What if she doesn’t want to wait?” I ask.

Winston scratches his head, looking confused. “She did say she wouldn’t wait forever,” he admits.

“You could always try, and if it doesn’t work, move back in with Kojo,” I suggest.

Winston snorts. “She said that too. You’re sounding like her echo.”

“Well, if it’s so obvious that even a child like me can see it…” I smile.

Winston returns my smile, then shakes his head glumly. “I’ve a lot to think about. Once I’ve got those thoughts in order, I’ll return and we’ll no doubt talk again for hours on end, then see how things stand.”

He gets up and stretches, then we head down for breakfast in one of the dining rooms which are dotted around the palace. You can pick mushrooms almost anywhere in the Merge and feed yourself on the go, but it’s nice every now and then to eat food that’s been devised and cooked by professionals to resemble the sort of meals you get in the Born.

We head for the room with the Crypt lock when we’re done. Zalika’s already there, doing some form of yoga while waiting for us. Winston settles into his chair, and when Zalika’s ready, we quickly work our way back up to the point where we were at close of play yesterday, before I walk her through the final level.

The last level of every Crypt lock requires a verbal key. Instead of flicking levers and rolling tumblers with your fingers, you have to make noises and spout nonsense words, whistle and tweet, growl and click your tongue, all in a very specific order. It took me ages the first time I did it, but it’s much quicker now, and Zalika’s a natural, able to mimic me perfectly. It takes less than an hour to breeze to the end, and the face of the lock transforms into a floating panel of pale white light.

“That’s it,” I beam. “The borehole’s open for business.”

“I can step through?” she asks nervously.

“If you want,” I nod. “Most royals like to cross when they open it, to say hello to Kojo and check out the Crypt, but it’s not a rule.”

“Will you and Winston come with me?” Zalika asks.

“We will if you want,” Winston says, “but you’ve nothing to fear. Kojo will be delighted to see you, and he can answer any questions you might have.”

Zalika gulps, then chuckles. “Look at me. My knees are shaking.”

“It’s not an uncommon reaction,” Winston tells her. “The Crypt’s a strange place. It’s part of the Lost Zone, and that often freaks people out when they first cross. The statues… its history…”

Zalika sniffs. “But the statues are the heads of my ancestors, and it’s my history. I must embrace this moment, not tremble before it.”

With that, she steps into the borehole and vanishes.

Winston and I remain in the room while Zalika’s absent, enjoying the peace and quiet. Winston dozes and I play with some locks that are lying around. Zalika’s gone a good while, and is smiling when she returns.

“What an incredible place,” she sighs. “And Kojo’s so sweet. I wanted to wrap him up in a big fluffy blanket and bring him home with me.”

“I’ll tell him that the next time I see him,” I grin.

“Don’t!” she gasps. “Imagine him living there by himself for all that time, and so much of it in the dark. Heartbreaking.”

I nod soberly, remembering the day we found Kojo, how delighted he was to see real, living people. The isolation would have driven anyone else mad – I suspect most would have thrown themselves into the thin moat that rims the Crypt, filled with the terrible liquid of the rivers of blood – but Kojo took it in his stride.

“I’ll be able to open the borehole any time I want now?” Zalika asks me.

“Let’s check,” I say, reaching into the light and making a few gestures to close the borehole. When the panel of light disappears and is replaced with the stretched face, Zalika goes to work. I have to correct her a couple of times, but otherwise she opens the lock all by herself, and fairly swiftly too.

“Cool,” I whistle as the borehole springs back into life. “You did that faster than any of the other royals, and with almost no guidance. Have you ever thought about studying to be a locksmith?”

Zalika laughs. “With everything else I have on my plate? Hardly!”

Then she closes the borehole – I don’t need to direct her, she just copies what I did the last time – and heads off about her business, while Winston and I stretch our legs and go looking for Inez.

We don’t run into the camel – one of the guards says he spotted her leaving with Omolara not long after breakfast, to hit some markets – but we do spot Jickey playing a game that’s a lot like bowls in one of the palace’s courtyards. We wait until he’s finished, then Winston asks if he’d like to start work on the lock.

“Zalika opened it already?” Jickey asks.

“She flew through it,” I smile. “You’ll have to be at your sharpest if you’re going to beat her time.”

“I didn’t know it was a contest,” he says, cracking his knuckles. He looks oddly nervous. It’s strange, the effect the Crypt has on people. It excites some royals, but unnerves others.

We make our way back to the room with the marble bust, and I set to work on it, guiding Jickey through the early steps. He’s distracted and makes lots of mistakes, so we keep having to restart.

“Sorry,” he says as he goes wrong again.

“That’s OK,” I tell him. “We’ll take as long as we need. Just relax and let your fingers operate by themselves. You’re tense but there’s no need to be.”

“I used to be quite good with locks,” Jickey says. “One of my friends long ago was a Lox. I’d practise with him, and it became something of a hobby. He said I’d never make a proper locksmith, but had a lot of talent for an amateur.”

“What went wrong?” I joke, but Jickey doesn’t laugh.

“I haven’t touched a lock in years,” he says, staring at the elongated woman’s face, as if scared of her. “ Decades .”

“You might be overthinking this,” I say, “trying too hard to anticipate what’s coming next. Just relax and follow my lead. Everyone gets it eventually.”

Jickey reaches towards the lock again, then hesitates and sits back on his haunches. “Could I just watch for a while?” he asks. “I always find it mesmerising, watching a master in action. That might settle me.”

“I’m only an apprentice,” I chuckle. “We should let Winston at it if you want to see a true master at work.”

“As far as that lock goes, there’s only one master in this room,” Winston protests, “and it isn’t me.”

“Go on, Archie,” Jickey says. “Put on a show and inspire me.”

I snort, but since Jickey’s all thumbs at the moment, I figure I might as well do as he asks, so I fall to work on the lock and zip through its various levels, aiming to beat my best time and open it faster than ever. My fingers become a blur as I tune out the world around me, finding shortcuts which I hadn’t noticed before, speeding along like a world-class athlete who’s in the process of breaking a record, totally confident in his abilities, powering ahead at full steam.

I reach the final level and make a series of soft noises, discovering shortcuts here too. This level took hours the first time I tried it, and I was hoarse when I finished. Today it’s a matter of minutes, and my throat isn’t even dry when I’m done.

As the borehole opens, I step back and pretend to wipe sweat from my brow. “Phew!” I whistle, then take a bow as Winston theatrically applauds.

Jickey claps too, but only after a pause. He’s staring at me with something that’s so close to awe, it might almost be misinterpreted as fear. “That was incredible,” he whispers.

“Aw shucks,” I laugh, waving away the acclaim.

“You were on especially fine form,” Winston says.

“I’ve been working on this lock for ages,” I shrug. “I could probably open it in my sleep now, and that’s not much of an exaggeration.”

Jickey reaches out to the borehole and lets his fingers drift into the white light. Then he slowly pulls them back and studies the digits as if looking for wounds.

“Come on,” I say, collapsing the borehole, so that the lock appears again. “I’ve done enough showing off. Let’s start over, and try to go with the flow this time.”

But Jickey still can’t focus. He’s in a strange frame of mind and keeps making basic errors that even Federico didn’t make. I’ve been patient with all the royals – Winston’s remarked more than once that I’ll make a good teacher if I want to take on apprentices in years to come – but I start to get frustrated. I’d looked forward to working on the lock with Jickey and thought it was going to be fun. I’m disappointed that he’s struggling so helplessly with it.

“No,” I snap when he rolls a tumbler the wrong way for the sixth time in a row. “This isn’t good enough. You’re not listening to what I tell you.”

“I am,” he sighs, “but it’s not sinking in.” He shoots me a weak smile and mutters, “Sorry.”

“No,” I grimace. “ I’m sorry for snapping. I shouldn’t have. I didn’t even do that with Federico, and he was an extremely trying student.”

“I can imagine,” Jickey laughs. “Federico thinks he knows everything, and hates taking lessons.”

We grin at one another, and any tension that was forming between us dies away in an instant.

“Maybe Winston should instruct you,” I say. “I guess friends don’t always make the best teachers.”

“You’re not doing anything wrong,” Jickey says. “I just can’t get my head straight today. Maybe I had weird dreams last night, or not enough sleep, or too much sleep. How about we leave it and try again tomorrow?”

“That’s fine by me,” I say.

“Me too,” Winston yawns. “I definitely didn’t have enough sleep. If you two are finished for now, I’m going to go grab forty winks. Maybe even fifty.”

As Winston lets himself out, Jickey looks at the lock one last time, shudders, then says quietly, “Do you remember when I told you about the cenotes?”

My mind goes blank, until I recall Jickey mentioning them when we were in New York, waiting for King Lloyd to die. “Sinkholes, right? You said you and King Lloyd used to swim in them in Mexico.”

“That’s right,” Jickey says. “They’re a Mexican specialty, but you find them in other places, and we even have some here in Emerald. I don’t have anything else to do this afternoon, so how about we head for my favourite cenote and spend a few hours floating on our backs and diving in?”

“Sounds good to me,” I say, and we wander off to pick up some towels and swimming trunks — there’s a stash of them in a storage room, even a few sets of goggles, though he says we won’t need those, as the water in the cenote is crystal-clear.

We’re heading for the exit when we cross paths with Inez and Omolara, who are returning from the markets with their purchases, laden down with several outfits, plus a new pair of boots for Inez.

“Where are you guys off to?” Omolara asks.

When Jickey says we’re going to a cenote, Omolara groans and says she wishes she could come too, but she has to work — more teams are being sent to look for the royal who’s keeping Diamond active, while others are due to report back.

Inez chuckles and says, “I’m free, if you don’t mind me tagging along.”

I expect Jickey to say that’s fine, but to my surprise he’s oddly reluctant. “You’d need a swimsuit,” he says, “and we don’t have time to wait for you. I can’t be gone for too long.”

“I thought you said you had nothing on this afternoon,” I remind him.

“I remembered something while we were looking for swim gear,” he says.

“You won’t have to wait,” Inez says. “I keep some swimsuits and towels stashed in one of my smaller inner compartments. I love an occasional lazy swim, and I stumble across some dreamy lakes and pools in the course of my travels, so I learned long ago to always be prepared, as it’s sooooo embarrassing when someone catches you skinny-dipping.”

I laugh at that, but Jickey doesn’t look happy.

“It’s fine if you don’t want me to come,” Inez says, noting his frown. “I wouldn’t have invited myself if I’d thought it was going to be a problem.”

Jickey sighs, then rolls his eyes. “Of course it’s not a problem. Take no notice of me. I’m in a weird mood. My brain’s all over the place.”

“Great,” Inez chirps, then raises an eyebrow at Omolara. “Would you mind taking my clothes and boots back to my room?”

“Some princess I am,” Omolara snorts, “lugging other people’s shopping around for them.” She winks and says, “Have fun,” then the three of us head out into the city for a leisurely afternoon that promises to be a lot more relaxing than my bungee-jumping trip to the upside-down pyramid a few days ago.
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We stroll through the city, cutting down side streets, until we come to a bazaar of stalls set beneath the arched ceiling of a tunnel a couple of hundred metres long. There isn’t much footfall and the traders are either sitting behind their tables and relaxing, or chatting with their neighbours.

Jickey stops about two-thirds of the way along, at a borehole set in a wall. It’s sealed with quite a complex lock, but he opens it within a minute.

“Why couldn’t you have done that with the lock in the palace?” I tease him.

“I’ve opened this dozens of times over the years,” he laughs, then slips through. Inez and I follow and find ourselves in a town styled in a similarly ancient way to New Agartha, but on a far more modest scale.

We wend our way to an obelisk in a deserted square, one side of which is inset with a borehole like the one in the bazaar. There’s another tricky lock to deal with, and even though he’s familiar with it, this one takes Jickey several minutes to open. When we cross, we’re suddenly in a barren desert, the light blue sky above us very much like the sky in the Born, albeit without a sun or clouds, and lots of thick vines crisscrossing the heavens.

We’re standing by the edge of what looks to be a dried-up canal, though it’s hard to see why there’d have been a canal here, as I spy no city or town in any direction.

“Where did this link to?” I ask Jickey as we start walking parallel to the canal.

“I’ve no idea,” he says. “It could have been anywhere in the Merge.”

“The canal crossed zones?” I ask.

“It wasn’t a canal,” he says. “It was a river of blood.”

“A dried-up river of blood?” Inez whistles. “Those are rare.”

“Do you think this might be where Pitina got her section from when she set out to trap Preston?” I ask, recalling her telling us how she created the tub to hold the corrosive blood.

“I’d say it’s more likely she harvested it in Sapphire,” Inez says.

“Who’s Preston?” Jickey asks.

“A long story,” Inez says, “and not ours to tell.” She digs an elbow into my ribs. “Lucy Looselips!”

It takes us half an hour to walk to the sinkhole, but it’s worth the trek. It lies at the end of the old river of blood, a large hole in the ground, running down thirty or forty metres to a pool of clear water. Thin vines sprout from all around the rim and dangle down close to the water – some actually dip into it – like the world’s most impressive bead curtain.

“Beautiful,” Inez murmurs as we stare down at the pool.

“It was formed by the liquid from the river of blood,” Jickey says. “The river either came to a natural finish here and the end wall eroded, or the blooder who was making it stopped abruptly — I guess it could have retreated from some kind of a threat, or perhaps it died. Either way, on those rare occasions when a river of blood breaches its barriers, the blood retracts out of the zone, so that it doesn’t seep everywhere and cause widespread destruction, but there’s usually a small amount of spillage, and that’s what happened here.”

“Is the sinkhole safe?” I ask.

“Sure,” Jickey says. “This happened a long time ago. Actually, a friend of mine – the locksmith I was talking about back in the palace – told me about it. It was just a big hole in the ground then. I asked some of my devisers to add water and tendrils, basing it on one of my favourite cenotes in Mexico. That’s why there’s almost never anyone here, as very few people know of its existence. I should spread the word, but I love having a secret bolthole when I want to escape from everything.”

“We’ll say nothing about this to anyone,” Inez smiles. “Thanks for bringing us.”

Jickey guides us to the start of a spiral staircase which snakes down to the cenote floor. It’s gloomy and cool when we get there, and I start to have second thoughts about going swimming.

“Is the water cold?” I ask.

“Don’t be a coward,” Jickey laughs. “You must be hot from the walk. It’ll be refreshing.”

“I don’t mind refreshment,” I mutter, “but I was never a fan of ice-cold water. I prefer indoor pools to lakes or rivers or – perish the thought – the sea off the English coast.”

Jickey laughs again, then tells me not to worry. “The water’s set to a constant temperature, cool but not cold. It’ll give you a little shock when you jump in, but you’ll adjust within seconds and it’ll be lovely after that.”

Inez walks round the bend of the path that encircles the pool, to change into her swimsuit, and Jickey starts changing too.

“I should have brought a wetsuit,” I grumble, slipping out of my clothes and pulling on the pair of blue trunks that I picked up at the palace.

We push through the curtain of overhanging vines when we’re ready, and find Inez already waiting for us by the pool, wearing a one-piece costume that’s almost the same shade of blue as mine.

“Snap!” we say at the same time.

“It’s a terrifying thing,” Inez chuckles, “to think we have the same taste.”

“Just shows we both have a good eye,” I laugh, though in truth I know nothing about fashion. I chose these trunks because they were the first pair that fit.

“Here we go,” Jickey shouts, diving in and swimming out to the middle before resurfacing. “It’s freezing!” he screeches. “Don’t jump, Archie! Run!”

I pull a face at him, then dive straight in. My body tingles as I’m immersed, but it’s already pleasant by the time I break the surface, and I turn onto my back and smile up at the sky.

“Oh man,” I sigh, floating slowly out to where Jickey’s treading water. Inez must have dived in immediately after me, as she’s still underwater.

“It’s heavenly, isn’t it?” Jickey says.

“Amazing,” I admit.

Inez comes up near the far curtain of vines and grabs onto them, hauling herself partway out of the water. “I want to give up my job and live here for the rest of my time in the Merge,” she whoops.

“Nothing’s stopping you,” Jickey grins. “There are mushrooms even in the desert, so you won’t go hungry.”

“Will these things hold if I climb a little higher?” Inez asks, giving one of the vines a tug.

“They’re as secure as steel cables,” Jickey says. “If you’re a confident diver, you can climb to the top and dive in from the rim. The water’s deep enough, so you won’t hit bottom.”

Inez looks towards the top of the cenote and shivers. “I’m not that brave,” she says, then pulls herself up two or three metres, jumps in and swims across to us.

We have a wonderful time swimming around, floating on our backs, climbing partway up the vines and jumping in. Jickey tells us that the cenote in the Born that this one’s based on is teeming with tiny fish, but there was no way to replicate those over here.

We have a contest to see who can hold their breath the longest. Inez easily wins — she must have lungs the size of hot-air balloons. Then we stage a series of races, and Jickey wins most of those.

“I guess I’m going home with the wooden spoon,” I grimace after our latest race. “I used to think I was a good swimmer, but I must be out of practise.”

“Poor Archie,” Jickey giggles. “I feel bad for you. Tell you what, there’s a way to redeem yourself and walk away from this a winner. Follow me.”

Jickey swims to the edge of the pool and I follow. Inez stays where she is, drifting blissfully.

The path around the pool isn’t level, rising and falling over the course of its loop. In some places it almost touches the water, in others it’s a couple of metres high. We’ve leapt off a few of its peaks, but I haven’t been to this section before. The wall rises about a metre above the water, and as I draw closer, I spot a borehole set in the rock, an almost perfect square, at least a quarter of it beneath the waterline.

“See anything?” Jickey purrs, knowing that although the wall looks blank to him, as a locksmith I must be able to see the inactive borehole.

“What’s this doing here?” I ask, touching the wall, so that the borehole lights up and becomes visible to everyone.

“I don’t know,” Jickey says. “One of my devisers must have installed it when they were working on the original sinkhole. I stumbled upon it by chance years ago, when I touched the wall in the right spot while resting. I’ve often tried opening it, but the lock defeats me every time — although I haven’t tried too hard, as I come here to swim, not to pick locks. If you fancy having a go, I’d be fascinated to find out where it leads.”

“Give me a few minutes,” I mutter. “If it’s not too complicated, I’ll pick it. If it’s going to take hours, I’ll leave it be.”

The lock’s situated just above the waterline. It’s little more than a small hole, but when I rest my fingers on it, it widens to accommodate them, as many Merged locks do.

I feel inside the lock and a picture starts to quickly form inside my head. “I’m disappointed,” I tell Jickey. “This isn’t difficult. It’s a lot simpler than the locks you opened on our way here.”

“I was shown how to open those,” Jickey says, lazily kicking away from me, out towards where Inez is floating.

“Don’t you want me to show you how to open this one?” I ask.

“No,” he says. “I just want to know where the borehole leads. Maybe it links up with another cenote, or acts as a shortcut back to the palace.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I grunt, then get to work, flicking switches and moving levers around. As I said to Jickey, it’s straightforward, so I don’t know why he struggled with it.

I pause a couple of times to dip beneath the water – my wet shoulders were getting cold from the exposure to air – but even with those short breaks it takes me less than three or four minutes to roll the last tumbler. The borehole glows orange and I push back from the wall, using my feet to propel myself out towards Jickey and Inez.

“There,” I say. “All done.”

Jickey stares at the orange panel. It’s probably just the way the light is catching him, but he looks a touch sickly to me.

“Go on,” I say. “You wanted to find out where it leads. Stick your head through and see what’s on the other –”

A scream cuts me short. It’s an inhuman howl, the kind that would drain the warmth from the hottest of days. And it’s coming from the borehole.

“Archie!” Inez cries, her head snapping up. Like me, she clearly recognises the source of the scream, because it’s not the first time we’ve heard such a sound.

“No!” I moan, starting to swim back towards the borehole, hoping to shut it before my worst fears are realised.

But there’s no time, because even before I’ve taken a few strokes, a face presses through the borehole from the other side and a nightmarish creature slides into view. Its skin is wrapped tightly around its skull, and its lips are peeled so far back from its gums that its teeth look more like fangs. It has only the vaguest outline of a nose, and its ears are sorry-looking flaps at the sides of its head. Its tiny eyes are sunk deep in its sockets and they glow a pale yellow colour.

It’s a hell jackal, one of the crazy, vicious beings that form when a Merged starves and undergoes the most savage of transformations. An unnatural killer through and through, hotwired to tear apart anything in its path.

As we stare with horror at the shrieking hell jackal, two more appear behind it, jostling for space, snarling at each other. The first hell jackal turns to yap at them, and for a moment it looks like they’re going to fight, which might allow me enough time to swim across and close the borehole before they clock us.

But then they catch our scent – their eyesight isn’t the strongest, so I’m not sure they can see us – and fall silent. Their faces focus on the spot where the three of us are treading water. The one who was screaming falls silent. I hear them hissing, their pinched-tight throats making a small rattling noise as air wheezes up from their shrivelled lungs and out of their mouths.

Then, like three synchronised snakes, they slither forward, out of their own zone, through the borehole, and into the pool where we lie trapped and defenceless, fish in a barrel, perfectly lined up to be ripped apart and swallowed raw.
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