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It doesn’t take Inez and me long to get settled in the Shackleton suite, as we’re not travelling with much luggage, so we soon head out to explore, leaving Velvet to lie down again and nap. We find a hot tub on the roof of the building, where our other roommate, Pete – a big, muscular man with lots of tattoos and a Mohican haircut – is resting with a few other players. The air’s colder here, which is perfect if you’re immersed in the hot water, but it’s chilly if you’re standing in a thin training outfit, so we don’t linger.

There are rooms with weights and gym equipment, and most of the players are already working out and talking tactics while they train.

There’s a meditation chamber, where a handful of gropsters are clearing their heads. Olivia is one of them, enjoying some peace and quiet after the stress of the registration and checks.

There’s also a kitchen with a chef, a large, red-faced, cheery Topazer who starts to talk as soon as we enter, telling us he’s happy to cook anything for us, any time we please, but equally he won’t be offended if we want to prepare our own meals.

“Why would we want to do that?” I ask Inez as we leave.

“Some people are paranoid,” she says. “They’d be worried about poison.”

I snort. “As if a chef would poison players to give his team an advantage.”

“It’s happened before,” Inez says. “We take grop very seriously, Archie. I’m sure that chef is fine, but if you ask him to whip you up something, make sure you tell him you’re not a player, just to be safe.”

We find a room that contains a few shelves with books scattered across them. “A library,” Inez whistles, quickly moving to flick through the books.

“I’d hardly call it a library,” I laugh.

“It wouldn’t qualify as one in the Born,” Inez agrees, “but books are scarce in the Merge, so this is an impressive collection.”

There’s a swimming area near the rear of the complex, three long pools, the water varying from icy cold, to normal, to heated. They’re a novelty for the visitors. Water isn’t common in most realms, so Sapphire doesn’t feature a lot of swimming pools.

“Topaz is famed for its pools,” Inez notes. “We’ll have to give these a try before we leave. You can’t visit Topaz and not go for a dip.”

“What about now?” I suggest.

Inez shakes her head. “We have to get clothes for the soirée.”

Inez explained the soirée to me earlier. It’s basically a fancy party. The royals of the various realms like to gather at the start of a Tourney, with their closest aides and allies, the idea being that if the heads of the realms mix peacefully, hopefully the supporters will follow suit.

We ask a member of staff for directions to a local seamstress. When she hears that we’re going to the soirée, she insists on escorting us and arranging the trade. Inez objects, but the woman – a nice lady called Aly, with a funny face – won’t take no for an answer.

“You’re our guests,” Aly says. “If you went and found your own clothes, I’d be accused of not doing my job.”

Since there’s no swaying Aly, we follow her out of the complex and through the streets of Niffelheim. It’s different to any other town or city I’ve visited. The streets and roads aren’t just covered in ice and snow, but created out of them, as are many of the buildings. The white material doesn’t have the dirty look that it has in cities in the Born. It’s pristine, no heavy pollutants to stain it over time.

The daylight in the kingdom must be carefully controlled, as I don’t ever catch a glare from the ice. It absorbs light rather than reflect it harshly, so I never have to shield my eyes.

The Niffelheimers that we pass are mostly dressed in furs, even though it’s not that cold, and many are sweating. Aly notices me staring and smiles. “It’s silly, isn’t it?” she says. “They don’t normally dress like this. It’s because of the Tourney.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“People from other realms have a perception of Topazers,” she explains. “They assume we dress in heavy furs, woolly hats and big boots. And in most zones we do, since the temperatures are much colder than in Niffelheim. That’s what they like to see when they come, so even though we usually wear the same clothes as the people in your realm, a lot of us have pulled out our winter gear to dazzle the tourists.”

Aly leads us to a small domed building made of ice, and introduces us to a woman called Miriam. She’s not a deviser, just someone who makes costumes.

“So you’re going to the soirée,” Miriam coos as she measures us with her fingers. “How delightful. I’ve never kitted anyone out for a soirée. I wish I’d had more time to prepare.”

“It doesn’t have to be anything special,” Inez protests, and I can tell she regrets accepting the invite. Inez has never struck me as the sort of girl who likes wearing fancy dresses. “I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

“Nonsense,” Miriam says. “I want to make sure my clothes impress, even though, model-wise, I don’t have a lot to work with. No offence intended.”

“None taken,” I smile, although I work out a few minutes later, once I’ve thought about it, that what she’s basically saying is that her clothes won’t look that good on Inez and me because we don’t look too good. The cheek of it!

Miriam’s a fireball for the next few hours, beavering away to make us look “at least semi-presentable,” as she puts it. She focuses primarily on Inez, making her try on different frocks and gowns, but I have to step in and out of several suits too. By the end I’m as annoyed as Inez was at the start.

“I wouldn’t have agreed to go if I’d known we’d have to do all this,” I growl while Miriam’s off rooting through boxes in another room. “Would it really matter if we turned up in our regular clothes?”

“Yes,” Inez sighs. “We’re representing Sapphire. If we turned up looking like our everyday selves, we’d be doing the realm a disservice.”

“Remind me never to accept an invitation to anything like this again,” I mutter.

“It’s not like we had a choice,” Inez says. “Malina wants us there. I guess it’s a way to slip us inside the palace, so that we can scout it out. I just wish she could have sneaked us in another day, when we could have done without the pomp.”

Miriam finally declares herself satisfied when Inez tries on a light blue dress with a flowery bodice and a slit down the left side, while I wind up in a suit of a similar colour, with a cream, high-collared shirt that scratches my throat and neck whenever I rotate my head. She makes some adjustments, takes up Inez’s hem then lowers it, loosens my collar then fixes it even tighter. She tests various hats and tiaras on Inez, and handkerchiefs in the pocket of my jacket.

Eventually our ordeal comes to an end. Miriam packages up the outfits and places them in boxes for us to carry. Aly tries to discuss the terms of the trade with her, but Miriam asks only that we tell people the name of the seamstress who kitted us out, to drive more business her way.

Back in our room, we grab forty winks – there’s no sign of Velvet, so she must have caught up on her sleep and gone to explore – then take our time dressing. When we’re suited up like soldiers going into battle, we sit on our beds and wait stiffly, both uncomfortable in our clothes, moving as little as possible.

Seamus eventually comes to collect us. He’s wearing a stylish blue costume with lots of white decorations, and looks far more suited to an event like this than me.

“I got to see a bit of the city earlier,” I tell the guard as he leads us through the streets, dark now that night has fallen, illuminated by gleam-filled street lamps that look like something from Victorian times.

“I heard,” Seamus sniffs. “Shopping for new clothes.” He casts a glance at me. “Better than the rags you were in earlier, I have to say.”

“Niffelheim’s a cool place,” I tell him, maintaining my smile, even though it’s an effort.

“Is that meant to be a joke?” he frowns.

“No,” I sigh. “I really like it. It’s beautiful, in a cold, dark way.”

Seamus slowly smiles. “Well, I’m glad you feel that way. Would you like me to point out some places of interest as we proceed? Indeed, if you don’t mind a longer walk, I could take you on a scenic route to the palace.”

“That would be great,” I say, and Inez agrees.

A happier Seamus leads us on a tour of the surrounding area, telling us something of its history, about the famous people who once lived or worked here. A lot of the local heroes are people who were good at climbing mountains, or swimming, or ice diving. I’ve no real interest in those activities, but coo and nod where appropriate.

We come to a small, dark igloo, which is roped off, and Seamus pauses. “That’s where Old Man Reap stayed whenever he visited Topaz.”

“Old Man Reap used to come here?” I ask.

“Quite regularly,” Seamus says. “He never stayed in the palace. He lived as one of us, wore our clothes, ate with us, spent time in some of the more hostile zones and faced the same challenges as the locals.”

“Were you here then?” I ask.

Seamus nods. “Old Man Reap made a big impression on me. I was a newcomer to the Merge, and he addressed some of us one night, told us we were the future, that we had the power to reshape our sphere. He urged us to use that power wisely.”

“You sound like you admired him,” I note.

“I did,” Seamus says, and looks at me gravely. “Old Man Reap enjoyed a lot of support here, and I’ve never been ashamed to admit that I was on his side. He was too aggressive – he should have tried to win over people with arguments rather than brute force – but he yearned to build a sphere where people felt a sense of purpose, a place that would challenge us to be as industrious as we’d been in the Born.”

Seamus stares at the igloo in deep silence.

“Did Old Man Reap go to a soirée?” I finally ask, hoping to lighten the mood.

Seamus laughs out loud, then looks guilty, as if he’s done something he shouldn’t have. “Old Man Reap at a soirée,” he chuckles, tugging his beard. “That’s something I’d have liked to see. The scourge of the Merge, cutting up a dance floor.” He laughs again, unable to help himself.

“I take it that’s a no,” I grin.

“A most emphatic no,” Seamus says. “Besides, he never came here for a Tourney. He had no interest in sports. Too many other things on his mind.”

“Like the conquest of the Merge,” Inez says pointedly.

“Yes,” Seamus replies, as if that was no bad thing, and leads us on.

He doesn’t point out any more sights. Instead he picks up the pace and cuts down a number of narrow lanes, until we find ourselves in front of the royal palace. It’s an eye-catching structure, built out of ice blocks, only three storeys tall, but wide, with large doors and windows, and lots of impressively carved columns. Different coloured patches of light swirl slowly through the walls of ice. I look for spotlights but there aren’t any, so the lights must be contained within the ice.

“The lights are there for the Tourney,” Seamus says. “One colour for each of the realms. The pink’s for Diamond.”

“But diamonds are clear,” I frown.

“Most are, or tinged with yellow,” Seamus says, “but you can get pink diamonds too. The lights will be quenched as each team’s eliminated. Hopefully there will just be a lovely yellow light at the end.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but it’ll be blue,” Inez grins, and Seamus grins too.

There are lots of guards at the entrance, vetting the guests. Each guard is dressed in white furs, topped with a cap that looks like a polar bear’s head.

We get to the door and a surly guard scowls at us. “Names?” he barks.

“Inez Matryoshka,” Inez answers.

“Archibald Lox,” I murmur.

I expect the guard to consult a list, but he just nods. “You were late additions. Are you happy to be tested by unravellers out here, or would you rather be taken somewhere private?”

“We’ve nothing to hide,” Inez says, and a man and woman step forward. The woman puts her hands on my temples, while the man does the same to Inez. They hold us for a few seconds, then release us.

“Clear,” the woman says.

“Clear,” the man says.

The guard grunts and nods at another woman, who was standing further back, in the shadows. When she steps forward, the guard points to Inez, and the woman takes hold of her hands.

“The players who are inside you...?” the woman asks.

“I left them behind in the training complex,” Inez says.

“And are there any others in there?” the woman presses.

“No,” Inez says.

The woman holds Inez’s hands a few seconds longer, then releases them and says, “Clear,” before returning to the shadows.

“Enjoy the soirée,” the guard says, and Seamus nudges us past him and the others, into the lobby.

“What was that about?” I ask Inez.

“Making sure we were really us, and that I wasn’t trying to sneak in an assassin,” Inez says. “That second woman was a truthsayer, someone who can detect if a person is lying. Royals from every realm – except Diamond, obviously – are present tonight, so the guards won’t take any risks.”

The lobby’s a large, bare room, except for oversized, ice-carved statues of what I assume to be dead Family members. There are lots of doors leading off from it, but almost all are barred, with the guests processing through a gold-framed door in one wall. We wait in line until it’s our turn, then are directed along a couple of corridors, before entering a huge room hung with tapestries and lace curtains. Several long tables are overflowing with all kinds of food and drink, and the room is packed with finely dressed people.

There are guards on this door too, but they’re only ceremonial, and they announce the name of each guest as we enter. There are light ripples of applause when some of the guests are introduced, but by and large those already in the room don’t take much notice of the new arrivals. That changes when we step forward.

“Inez Matryoshka and Archibald Lox,” a gruff man calls, and conversations die away as everyone stares at us. I feel myself blanch, not sure how to react. Then the normal buzz resumes.

“What was that about?” I croak as we step forward, Seamus abandoning us, his escorting duties at an end until he picks us up again after the soirée.

“We’re infamous,” Inez says.

“But I thought nobody cared about us,” I say. “Back in Cornan, all the songs and plays were about Ghita. You and I were hardly even mentioned.”

“That’s because the Sapphirites were only concerned about their princess,” Inez explains. “The people in this room are the movers and shakers of the Merge, the ones who run zones, kingdoms and realms. We delivered one of their own to a crucial vote which decided the alignment of a realm, and they want to know more about us, why we did what we did, and if we have plans to interfere in their business again.”

I gulp, feeling nervous. “Should we be afraid?” I ask.

“No,” she says, “but don’t offer too much information about yourself, and say as little about what happened in Sapphire as you can. If anyone presses, smile and tell them you bumped your head shortly after you came to the Merge and ever since then you’ve been rather addled.” She smirks. “You’re good at acting stupid.”

I shoot Inez a dark look, then pull my most bewildered expression (I really am good at looking dumb in this sphere, because I still have so much to learn about it), and follow her into the high society crowd.
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Everyone’s dressed like a movie star, and while my suit’s up to scratch, the others seem a lot more at ease in their clothes. I keep scratching beneath the collar of the shirt and I move stiffly, as if wearing armour. I can tell that Inez feels awkward too, by the way she blinks and prods her lower lip with her tongue. I’ve seen her stand toe to toe with royals before, as an equal, but here she looks shy and out of place.

The captains of the grop teams are present, and Inez engages a couple of them. One’s a woman called Karen, the captain of the Emerald team, and the other’s a cheerful man called Manish, from Ruby, who keeps cracking jokes. When he gets called away to talk to someone else, I say I’m surprised by how nice he is.

“Maybe he is and maybe he isn’t,” Inez grunts, then taps the side of my head. “Don’t ever be taken in by their smiles and charm. Many Rubicons are decent people, but some only act decently, and it’s hard to tell them apart.”

I spot Pitina, smiling regally. Inez points out more royals, Kings Sheng and Joona from Topaz, Queen Elisa and King Alan from Pearl, Prince Jickey from Emerald, who looks a year or two younger than me. She also names some of the nobles and briefs me on their histories. I struggle to take in all the information, but nod as if I’m making a careful mental note of everything.

Waiters and waitresses circle with plates of food, the expected nibbles as well as heartier portions — raw fish, slabs of meat, legs of lamb. It’s all been modified from mushrooms (devisers produce the raw goods, which chefs then work their magic on), but looks as real as anything I’ve had in the Born, and tastes pretty authentic too.

Wine and ale – also devised from mushrooms, so nobody will be needing a toilet break – flow freely, and there are lots of other drinks. I stick to something that tastes like elderflower cordial, while Inez sips champagne from a flute made of ice. It doesn’t melt, no matter how long she holds it, and she has it refilled a couple of times.

“You’ll get drunk if you’re not careful,” I warn her.

“Hardly,” she says. “This is only mildly alcoholic, like eating a chocolate liqueur in the Born.”

Hearing that, I try a glass of the fake champagne, but the bubbles make my nose twitch and the back of my mouth sting, so I only take a few sips. The ice of the flute is cool to the touch but not actually cold. When no one’s watching, I break off a piece with my teeth, to see if it will melt on my tongue, but it doesn’t, and I have to discreetly spit it out into my pocket handkerchief when no one is looking. (As my foster mother Rachel would no doubt tetchily but teasingly note if she was present, “You can’t take that boy anywhere!”)

Several people ask us questions about the vote of alignment. Inez answers vaguely and I just grunt. At one point, while she’s talking with a noble from Emerald, I’m tapped on the shoulder by a beautiful woman in a cream dress, who leads me aside.

“You’re Archibald, aren’t you?” she asks, smiling dazzlingly at me.

“Yes,” I say warily.

“I’m Skeen.” She has long, purple hair, matching purple eyes, plus a smattering of purple freckles. All that purple should be disconcerting, but it suits her.

“Archie,” I mutter.

“You prefer that to Archibald?” she asks, and I nod. “Then Archie it is. What do you make of the soirée, Archie?”

“It’s... nice,” I say lamely.

“A bit strait-laced?” she suggests.

I smile. “You could say that.”

Skeen drifts through the crowd, softly beckoning for me to follow, and I trail along beside her. People stare at Skeen – she’s one of the most eye-catching women in the room – and some glower at me enviously. I feel pleased to be in her company.

“Affairs like this bore me,” she says. “I’m not good at small talk. How about you, Archie?”

“No,” I chuckle. “I’m not much good at big talk either.”

“I don’t believe that,” she laughs. “You’re probably just tired of talking about the same things all the time. I bet everyone asks you about the vote, right?”

“Pretty much,” I admit.

“Well, I won’t,” she promises, and smiles again. Her smile’s so warm, I’m amazed the entire building doesn’t melt.

“Wh... where are you from, Skeen?” I ask, feeling slightly dizzy.

“Ruby,” she says, and takes one of my hands in hers. “I hope that doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

“Wh... why should it?” I wheeze.

“I heard what happened at the vote,” she says, not releasing my hand. We come to a set of stairs, carved out of ice like most of the fixtures and fittings in the palace, and she guides me up. “You must believe me, Archie, we’re not all like Orlan and Argate.”

“You know them?” I ask.

“Only by reputation,” she says, her smile fading. “I feel so ashamed sometimes, because brutes like that cast such a poor light on the rest of us.”

“They’re a grisly pair,” I growl.

“I can imagine,” she says. “You were so brave to take them on. I wish more people had your courage and stood up to bullies like them.”

“It was Inez’s call,” I chuckle, then look around. We’ve come a long way from where Inez is still talking to the noble, and are almost at the top of the staircase. I hesitate, not wanting to lose sight of my partner.

“Do you want to go back?” Skeen asks.

“Well...”

She catches me looking at Inez and tilts her head. “She’s a pretty girl.”

“Yes,” I agree, then flush. “I mean... is she?”

Skeen laughs. “It’s alright. There’s nothing wrong in admitting that you like the way a girl looks. Are you just friends, or...?”

“Just friends,” I say quickly.

“Really?” she asks. “Because the way you appear to want to be close to her the whole time makes me think you might be closer than that.”

“No,” I laugh uneasily. “It’s just... this is my first time at an event like this, and I feel lost when I’m not with Inez.”

“There’s no need to feel lost,” Skeen says. “You’re with me, and I’ve been here a few times over the years. I know the palace well. There’s a balcony on this floor, overlooking a delightful part of the city. I was going to take you there, to show you the view, but it’s not a problem if you’d rather return to your friend.”

Skeen squeezes my hand and winks. I feel my blush deepening.

“Will we be gone for long?” I ask.

Skeen points to the end of the corridor ahead of us. “It’s down that way, a left turn, another corridor, then we’re there.”

“OK,” I say, and we press on.

“How are you finding Niffelheim?” Skeen asks.

I say I haven’t seen a lot of the city, except the bits that Seamus pointed out on our way here tonight, and tell her what I can remember about them. I’m still talking when we get to an open door and advance onto a balcony.

The first thing I notice is that the view – of a square – is nice, but nothing out of the ordinary. The second is that we’re not alone. There are three men standing to our left, talking in hushed tones.

“I think we’ve disturbed a meeting,” I say to Skeen.

“Not at all,” she says brightly, and drags me forward. “Gentlemen! Hello! Do you mind if we join you?”

The three men turn and the smile which was forming on my lips freezes. One of the men is a stranger to me. The other is kind of familiar. And the third...

The third isn’t a man at all, but a teenager, and I spent quite a bit of time around him when I was in the Merge last year. Too much time for my liking. We were never friends, and when we last parted, he swore to stick a knife in my back the next time we met.

“Well, well,” the boy drawls. “Fancy running into you here, Archibald. Are you as pleased to see me as I am to see you?”

I have no answer for that. All I can do is gawp at the tall, handsome duke-to-be, and croak his name anxiously. “Kurtis?”
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Kurtis is a duke elect from Ruby. Inez had planned to use him to sneak us into the palace in Cornan, so she let him think she wanted to be his girlfriend. He was furious when he discovered the truth, and vowed to get even with us.

He’s dressed very much like he was in Sapphire, in wine-coloured trousers and a white shirt, only the material is more high-end and he’s sporting a wine-coloured jacket as well, and a black bow tie.

One of the men with him is his uncle Noah, the duke. Noah’s a large, stout man, with a crop of thick, red hair. He’s gazing at me with a nasty smirk.

I don’t know the other man, but he’s dressed in a bright red suit, with patterns of forearms and fists stitched down the sleeves, so I figure he’s from Ruby. His hair is a rich crimson colour and styled into a bouffant – it sparkles too, so I suspect it’s the work of a deviser – and he has piercing grey eyes, which are currently fixed on me and wide open with shock. In fact he seems more astonished to see me than I am to see Kurtis.

“You two know each other, I believe,” Skeen says, slipping forward and caressing Kurtis’ cheek, before sidling up to Duke Noah and kissing him.

“My aunt-in-law,” Kurtis says to me as I gawp at the canoodling couple.

“Don’t mock me,” Skeen
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