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Inez and I land on rough, stony ground and are ripped apart from one another as we raggedly roll across it. Dust is savagely whipping through the air all around us, and I cough and squint as I sit up. Even though Inez is only a metre or so from me, it’s tricky to make her out.

“Inez,” I croak, crawling across to remove her gag and unshackle her — the chains are held in place by a lock which is child’s play for me to pick. When I’ve freed her, she grabs my shoulders and hauls herself to her feet, eyes slit like mine against the punishing dust storm, trying to work out where precisely we are and what might be nearby.

“Are you OK?” she asks.

“I think so, but what’s happening? Why has Adil done this to us? And he crossed too! What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Inez says.

“Has he completely lost his mind?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “He seemed to have this carefully planned. Orlan and Argate must have known in advance what he was intending, because it didn’t surprise them when he stepped into the borehole. I can’t tell what he thinks he has to gain, but in his head it must all make sense.”

I stand and shield my eyes with an arm. “This is really the Lost Zone?” I ask.

“I guess so,” Inez sighs.

“It couldn’t be a trick, to fool us?”

“No,” she says, then flashes me a shaky smile. “At least we can now say we know what the Lost Zone looks like.”

“And there aren’t many who can say that,” someone booms, and we both jump with fright.

A tall figure emerges out of the swirling clouds of dust. It’s a man with long, wild, dark hair. He’s dressed in faded, tattered clothes, and is barefoot. A pair of homemade goggles cover his eyes. They’re not proper goggles, just roughly cut pieces of glass – one lens is green, the other clear – held in place by a thick line of string which passes through a few holes in either disc.

“So, who do we have here?” the man asks as Inez and I gawp at him. “Do you have names?” he presses a few seconds later, when we haven’t answered. “It’s fine if you don’t, or if you’d rather not share them with me.”

“I’m... Inez,” Inez finally wheezes, and starts to make the greet.

“No need for that,” the man stops her. “This is the Lost Zone. Souls mean nothing here, so there’s no point offering to share them.” He looks at me.

“Archie,” I tell him.

“Inez and Archie,” he grunts. “This is your lucky day.”

“Seriously?” Inez snaps.

“Oh, I know nobody dreams of washing up in the Lost Zone,” he chuckles, “but you’re lucky to have run into me. I can offer you companionship and guidance, and that is cause for good cheer. Many misfortunates never hook up with anyone when they cross, and wander alone and in distress for every second of their time in this wasteland.”

Inez and I share a bemused look, then Inez casts her gaze around again.

“There were others with us,” she says. “Have you seen them?”

“Did they cross at the same time as you?” the man asks.

“Shortly before,” she says.

“Then they’ll have come out elsewhere,” he sniffs. “Each borehole to the Lost Zone has nine different exit points over here. I bet that’s something they don’t know back in the Merge yet, hmm?”

“Nine different...?” Inez echoes. “You mean our friends can have wound up in any of nine different zones?”

“There are no zones here,” the man corrects her, “just areas, like in the Born. But other than that you’re correct. They’ll have come out in one of nine predetermined places.”

“Are those other eight spots close to this one?” Inez asks.

“No,” the man says. “The exit points from any given borehole are usually spaced out broadly across the landscape. Sometimes there can be hundreds of miles between each one.”

“Then they’re lost to us?” I moan.

“Not necessarily,” the man says. “I’m part of a small group. My associates and I maintain a watch on some of the areas where the doomed wind up. The coordinates change over time – nothing in the Lost Zone stays still for very long – but there’s a pattern to the changes, so we’re able to track them. There’s a chance your friends have been rescued and that you’ll be able to hook up with them back at camp.”

“You have a camp?” Inez gasps. This wasn’t what she expected of the fabled Lost Zone.

“It’s nothing grand,” the man says, “just a small, clear area, but we’ve marked out the boundary with rope, so it’s a relatively safe spot to rest up as a pack, without having to worry about getting separated if you take three or four steps to the left or right.”

The man looks around, smiling as if on a beach and admiring the view. “It’s easy to go astray swiftly in the Lost Zone. That’s part of its essence, to divide and isolate. It’s a harsh, unforgiving realm, and we have to be at our sharpest to outwit it. But those who’ve risen to that challenge have come to appreciate the hardships that it sets. I’ve never felt as alive as I have here.”

Inez and I share another dubious look. This guy sounds as if there are dust storms whistling inside his head as well as around it.

“So, do you want to come with me?” the man asks. “It’s not a problem if you don’t. There are many who wish to plough their own furrow here, and I’d never force my company on anyone. If you’d rather set off by yourselves, to wander blindly for the rest of eternity, just say the word and I’ll leave you be.”

“No,” Inez yelps. “Please, we’re grateful, truly we are, it’s just... this is all so new to us. Our heads are spinning.”

“Perfectly understandable,” the man coos. “That’s the way most people react when they first find themselves here. I suspect I was a trifle dazed myself in those early days, though it’s hard to recollect after all this time. Don’t worry, once we reach camp and you’ve had a chance to rest and take stock, it won’t seem anywhere near so overwhelming. Now, here are masks to help protect your eyes.”

He hands us a couple of leather strips, which we slip over our eyes and tie behind our heads. There are thin slits in the leather, just enough to see out of. It reduces my field of vision drastically, but the comfort from the whirling, stinging dust motes is instantaneous.

“That’s a lot better, isn’t it?” the man asks.

“Yes,” I smile thankfully. “Though goggles like yours would be better still.”

The man laughs. “We might kit you out with a pair one day, but it’ll depend on how you acquit yourself. Glass is extremely rare here. Hardly any windows, bottles or glass ornaments survive the fall of a realm intact, and people almost never have glass items on them when they cross. We’ve tracked down scraps over the centuries, but they’re our greatest treasure, so you’ll have to earn them.”

“You’ve been here for centuries?” I ask, my heart sinking.

“Oh yes,” he says cheerfully. “You feel them here too, not like in the Merge or the Born, where time slips by sweetly. There’s no night here, just the endless grey of a day that never alters. Mind you, the nights are no great loss, as they’d only be a drain, given the fact that we can’t sleep.”

“You don’t sleep?” I frown.

“The Lost Zone doesn’t afford us that privilege,” he says. “I missed slumber for a long time, but got used to it eventually. Being awake gives you more time to think, and thinking’s a good thing when you really put your mind to it. So to speak.”

He laughs again, then produces a length of rope and tells us to loop it around a hand. “This will keep us together,” he says. “Make sure you don’t let go, as you can get lost incredibly quickly. If you stumble and the rope slips from your hand, stop and shout for help immediately.”

“You never told us your name,” I say as he turns to start marching.

“My name?” he replies, as if startled to be asked such a question. “I had a name once, but stopped using it a long time ago – even in the Merge – and I honestly can’t remember what it was. My associates have a name for me. It’s not one I care for, but people feel that they have to call me something, so I suppose I’m stuck with it. They’ll no doubt tell you once we get to camp. Let’s leave it till then, hmm? Oh, and don’t interrupt me while I’m walking — I’ll be counting my steps, and it’ll go badly for us if something disturbs me and I lose track.”

With that, he starts walking through what I’m pretty sure is a never-ending dust storm, and we follow silently, me a few strides behind him, Inez a few behind me, each of us clinging to the rope for dear life, knowing that if one of us lets go and loses our bearings, we’ll be lost to each other – and possibly everyone else in this hellish realm – forever.
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At first it’s hard to see how the man with the goggles navigates through the dust storm, but after a while he starts to come across stray markers which prompt him to change course, and I guess these must be familiar to him.

Some of the markers look like they ended up in position randomly. They’re large chunks of buildings, trees lying on their sides, a jagged hill that I suspect was once the peak of a mountain, even a huge statue of a gargoyle. But others are rough stakes that have been hammered into place, evidence that the man and his allies are trying to bend the wasteland to their will, to impose a sense of order upon it.

The dust blows into my mouth and up my nose, causing me to cough a lot. My eyes are soon running, and I’m incredibly thirsty, but there’s no sign of any water. No mushrooms either, which makes me wonder what they eat.

Every now and then a larger piece of debris will strike one of us. It might be a rock, a log, an old boot, a tile. We get hit in the legs, arms, our backs, torsos, and occasionally our heads. The man’s adept at spotting the incoming missiles and neatly dodges most of them, but Inez and I are soon nursing an array of stinging bruises.

When a large pebble ricochets off my forehead and draws blood, I curse and shout at the man, “How do we avoid these bloody things?”

“You develop the knack after a while,” he says without slowing. “Of course it isn’t always possible to duck or weave, and you have to live with the risk that you could be killed at any instant — if a long shard of spiky marble shoots into the back of your head, you aren’t going to rise again. But that happens less often than you’d imagine. We suffer an array of cuts, scrapes and broken bones, but fatalities are surprisingly rare.”

It’s hard to tell how long we’re stumbling along, as the conditions make every minute feel much longer than it is. But eventually, maybe several hours or so after we set off, we come to a piece of rope strung between two poles and running on past them to other poles in the near but obscured distance.

“Home again, home again, jiggity-jig,” our guide chuckles, then looks back at me. “Is that rhyme still popular?”

“Yes,” I answer.

“I always considered it a piece of worthless nonsense,” he snorts. “I never had much time for poetry, least of all children’s poems, but it’s stuck in my head since I first heard it a couple of hundred years ago from a girl who wound up here and kept repeating it over and over as a kind of calming mantra. The things we end up carrying with us through our lives...”

He tuts self-admonishingly and steps over the rope, which is low enough for Inez and I to step over too.

Nothing changes once we’re past the rope – the wind still howls, blowing dust and debris all around us – but I relax ever so slightly, especially as other figures swim into view as we press on. I was worried for a while that our rescuer was a lunatic, leading us on a wild-goose chase, that the camp he’d promised existed only in his imagination. But now I can see that it’s real, along with his companions, so at least we don’t have to face this horrific situation on our own.

“I’m back,” the man booms as we draw close to a handful of people. They turn to look at him, all smiles. They’re wearing goggles or eye masks like ours, dressed as raggedly as he is, their flesh scarred and stained from the ever-swirling dust.

“You collected a pair,” a woman giggles, touching the man’s elbow, then circling close to Inez and me, studying us intently. She has long grey hair and her eyes are wide and bloodshot behind a pair of yellowish goggles. Several handkerchiefs hang from a belt around her waist, and there are knots in a few of them, which stirs some deeply buried memory and puts me on edge, though I’m not sure why.

“Archie and Inez,” our guide says.

The woman draws in a sharp breath and grabs and squeezes one of the hankies. “Archie,” she gurgles, as if my name means something to her.

“You know of him?” the man frowns.

“I didn’t until a while ago,” the woman says, staring at me in a way that doubles my sense of unease.

“But then I told her all about you,” a man says, and to my anger and disgust, King Adil steps forward out of the clouds of dust.

“You!” I roar, hurling myself at him.

Adil’s taken by surprise, and despite the fact that he’s bigger than me, I knock him to the ground and get in a few wild blows before the man with the goggles pulls me clear and holds me back.

“Let me hit him again,” I scream.

“I think not,” the man growls.

“You don’t know who he is,” I bellow.

“A guest of ours, like you,” the man says.

“He’s no guest,” I sneer. “He’s King Adil of Ruby, and he’s the reason –”

“Adil!” the man exclaims. “We meet at last!”

And to my dismay, he pushes me aside and embraces the smirking Adil, hugging him tightly.

“Hold yourself in check, Archie,” Inez murmurs, stepping up next to me.

“What’s going on?” I croak.

“I don’t know,” she says, “but I think we’re in big trouble. Say as little as you can until we figure this out and have time to hatch a plan.”

The man in the goggles releases Adil and turns to frown at me. “Times must have changed alarmingly if it’s acceptable to strike a royal these days.”

I gulp but don’t apologise. “He kidnapped me,” I say instead. “Held me as a slave. Forced me to work for him.”

The man shrugs. “He’s a king, so he can do whatever he pleases.”

I blink behind my leather mask, stunned into silence.

“I’ll have to execute you now,” the man says, drawing a knife. “I usually leave such matters to my companions, but in this case –”

“Whoa!” Adil yells as the man with the knife steps towards me.

“No, master!” the woman screeches, grabbing the hand with the knife. “You can’t kill this one. He’s the locksmith.”

“The locksmith or a locksmith?” the man growls.

“The locksmith,” the woman says triumphantly, releasing the man’s hand.

“His full name is Archibald Lox,” Adil says, wiping an arm across his forehead, blinking nervously, alarmed at how close I came to being killed. He’s wearing a pair of red goggles – they match his hair perfectly, although part of me notes that it’s not sparkling the way it usually does – and they’re more professionally constructed than any of the others I can see, which makes me suspect he brought them with him from the Merge when he crossed.

“Archibald Lox,” the man repeats, staring at me coldly. “He’s the one we’ve been waiting for?”

“I hope so,” Adil chuckles. “I’ve made a terrible mistake if he isn’t, and I’ll have a long, long time to reflect on it if that’s the case.”

The man stares at me a moment longer, then resheathes his knife. “In that case I’ll overlook your indiscretion,” he says begrudgingly to me, then raises a warning finger. “But don’t do such a thing again, Archibald. I won’t endure the striking of a fellow king.”

“A fellow...? You mean you’re a royal too?” I ask.

“A bright little thing, isn’t he?” the woman snickers sarcastically.

“He hasn’t a clue who you are,” Adil sighs. “He’s a genius when it comes to locks but oddly slow in putting two and two together in other respects.”

“Hey,” I snap, stung by the insult. “I’m not the one who willingly jumped through a borehole to the Lost Zone. If I’m slow, what does that make you?”

“Someone with a very good Plan B,” Adil laughs.

“You should be kneeling, boy,” the woman snarls, poking a finger into my ribs. “You’re in the presence of true greatness.”

“If you think Adil’s great, you’ve set the bar very low,” I huff.

“I’m not talking about Adil,” she hisses, then shoots him a quick grimace. “Sorry, sire, that didn’t come out right.”

“Not a problem,” Adil grins. “In the presence of this eminent legend, I wouldn’t describe myself as a great man either.”

“I’m talking about this king,” the woman says, touching our rescuer’s elbow, as she did when he first returned to camp. “Our light in the darkness... our prophet in the wilderness... our salvation in the doom...”

She bows low to him and pronounces his name, and suddenly everything becomes alarmingly, distressingly clear.

“Old Man Reap!”
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Inez grabs my hand and squeezes tightly. She’s shaking. Old Man Reap was the king who led the SubMerged into war with the Merged realms five hundred years ago. He was known as the scourge of the Merge. As the Supreme Regent, he had the power to bend the devisers of any realm to his will, and he used it to wage the bloodiest conflict the sphere has ever known.

Everyone thought we’d seen the last of Old Man Reap when he was exiled to the Lost Zone, but it seems they thought wrong.

Inez is staring at the long-lost king and I can read her mind. She’s wondering if she could jump him, pull his knife free of its sheath – hers must have been taken in Adil’s gloomy fortress – and kill him before anyone could stop her.

She must decide the odds are stacked too highly against her and doesn’t let go of my hand. Several men and women in goggles are standing close to Old Man Reap, and I guess they’re a selection of the generals who were banished to the Lost Zone with him. They’re some of the Merged’s most notorious killers, meaning this isn’t the time to make her play.

“We’re still waiting for the last few stragglers of our party,” Adil says.

“There are more than these two?” Old Man Reap asks.

“Oh yes,” Adil says. “One of Archibald’s friends, plus a pair of faithful associates of yours from the good old days.”

“I think I know who you mean,” Old Man Reap grins, “and they’ll be ecstatically received if I’m correct. But why bring any of the locksmith’s allies? Surely he’s the only one we need.”

“Actually, it turns out we need one of the others too,” Adil says. “As for the rest, I thought it might be useful to have them close at hand, in case Archibald needs persuading to engage with our scheme.”

“He’s not a willing member of the team?” Old Man Reap growls, treating me to a contemptuous glare.

“Sadly, no,” Adil sighs. “It took a lot of manoeuvring to get him to work for us in Ruby, and I suspect we’ll struggle to convince him to cooperate here as well.”

“A pity,” Old Man Reap sniffs. “I always assumed my saviour would be one of my loyal subjects.”

“That was almost the case a century ago,” Adil says, “when a Lox called Stefan helped me hatch the plan to restore you to your rightful position.”

“Stefan,” Old Man Reap says, sounding the word carefully. “That was his name? You never shared it with me.”

Adil shrugs. “Communicating was so difficult, it hardly seemed worthwhile to waste our efforts on names.”

“You’re right,” Old Man Reap says, “but it’s good to know it now. Is Stefan still with you? Is he one of those we’re waiting for?”

“No,” Adil says bitterly. “He was killed by his mentor a long time ago. Although, in a sweet stroke of fortune, that mentor is with us.”

“Winston’s here?” I cry.

“He is indeed,” Adil smiles, then cocks an eyebrow at the woman with the grey hair. “Would you be so good? I’d escort them myself, only I’d like to have a few words with our leader now that we’ve finally met face to face. Also, I assume you’ll enjoy jeering at our reluctant guests again. One in particular...”

The woman laughs, her eyes gleaming. “You haven’t known me for long, sire, but you already know me well. Come, children,” she says, picking a handkerchief from her belt and flicking one end into our faces. “Follow closely and behave, or I’ll have you trussed up and face down in the dirt in no time.”

My head’s in a spin, and Inez looks dazed too, but we’ve no choice other than to follow. Still holding hands, we trail through the camp after the grey-haired woman, who’s humming tunelessly, either to amuse herself or to make it easier for us to keep track of her, as it’s so difficult to see.

We pass more of Old Man Reap’s troops, sitting or standing in small groups, all of them talking among themselves. There’s a buzz in the dust-saturated air. The soldiers look excited. Some are shaking their fists triumphantly or clapping each other on the back. They’re pretty much all smiling, but tight, vicious smiles.

The woman leading us comes to a circle of eight soldiers, half facing outwards, half facing in. There are four people within the circle, two men in chains and sitting on the ground, a man on his feet, and a boy who’s standing and talking softly with the man.

Inez gasps when she sees the boy, lets go of my hand and darts towards him, crying, “Kojo!”

Two of the soldiers grab her as she tries to streak past, and hold her until the woman with the handkerchiefs says they can let her go. When she’s free, she wraps her arms around the shyly grinning Kojo, who’s stepped across to greet her.

“Hello, my friends,” Kojo says as I join them and press my forehead to his.

“We thought we’d lost you forever,” Inez weeps.

“I thought so too,” Kojo chuckles, patting my head and squinting at me — he’s been given a pair of pink-coloured goggles. “Are you crying, Archie?”

“No,” I sniff.

“Honestly?” Kojo asks. “I can’t see your eyes behind that mask, but...”

“If I am crying, it’s only because of the dust,” I laugh, then crouch to face the two men on the ground. “Winston. Cal.”

“Hello, Archie,” Winston says wearily. “I can’t say I’m glad to see you, as I hoped you wouldn’t wind up here, and assuming Adil did throw you through the borehole, I was keeping my fingers crossed that you wouldn’t be found, and would end up just another lost, wandering shadow.”

“I think I understand why,” I wince. I wasn’t able to make sense of Adil’s plan while I was his prisoner in the Merge, but now that we’re here in the Lost Zone, having teamed up with Old Man Reap, both the locksmith and Cryptkeeper in their possession... Yes, it’s becoming pretty clear to me what’s happening, and the roles that Adil wants Kojo and me to play.

“How are you, big man?” I ask Cal, not wanting to dwell on the near future just yet, as I’m sure I’ll soon have nothing else to do except dwell on it, and I want to enjoy what might be my last carefree spell with my friends.

Cal doesn’t answer. It’s not that he’s gagged – though he’s still chained tightly, the same as Winston – but he’s staring with hate at the woman who escorted us here. She stepped into the circle behind me, and Cal has barely even acknowledged my presence or Inez’s. He only has eyes for her.

“Such a venomous expression,” the woman giggles, waving one of her hankies at Cal. “I thought you might have recovered from your shock and started to warm to me again.”

“I wouldn’t warm to you in the fires of Hell!” Cal bellows, and the woman shrieks with delighted laughter.

“You’ve discovered a sense of humour since I last saw you,” she says. “That’s a line I might steal and use myself one day.”

Inez has released Kojo and is gazing at the woman with understanding and fear. “Katie?” she whispers.

And now I realise why the woman’s knotted handkerchiefs struck a warning chord within me. Cal and Inez once told me about Katie of the Knots, one of Old Man Reap’s closest lieutenants, who served him loyally and was by his side in most of the major battles. She liked to hang people and tie knots in her hankies while they were choking to death, which is where she got her nickname.

But before all that – before she’d shown her true face, when people thought she was fighting against the SubMerged invaders – she’d led a simpler life, and in those times she’d been married to... Cal.

“How are you doing, my big galoot?” Katie asks, and I recall him once telling us that was her private nickname for him.

“I told you not to call me that,” Cal barks. “Never again. That was my Katie’s name for me, and you’re not her. You’re the vile creature of the Knots, who killed some of my best friends and left me to die too.”

Katie’s smile fades and she shakes her head slowly. “No, my dear, if I’d wanted you dead, I’d have seen the job through. I knew precisely what I was doing when I stabbed you, and I stabbed only to wound, not to kill.”

“Because you loved me?” Cal jeers.

“Yes,” Katie says, and some of the fire dies away in the huge man. “We can’t help who we love, and despite everything else, my heart was still yours. But I knew we couldn’t continue as a couple, that you’d never accept me once I declared my support for Old Man Reap, so...” She shrugs. “I should have killed you, I suppose, but I’ve never regretted showing you mercy. The Merge was a sweeter place for me with you in it, even though I knew you’d never look on me with that soft smile of yours again, or call me your old girl.”

Cal’s trembling, and forces himself to look away. He doesn’t shed any tears, but I can tell he’s struggling to hold them in.

“Anyway, I’ll leave you to get reacquainted,” Katie chirps, blowing a kiss to Cal and winking rakishly at Inez and me. “Don’t say anything nasty behind my back, will you?”

With a laugh, she saunters away, Cal’s gaze rooted to her until she’s swallowed by the clouds of dust, and even when she’s vanished from sight he carries on staring, as if he can see her through any kind of covering, and across any span of distance, no matter where she goes.
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“How are you doing?” Inez asks, sitting beside Cal and crossing her legs.

It takes him a few seconds to respond – he’s still staring off through the dust clouds – but finally he drags his eyes back into focus and smiles weakly. “Sorry,” he mutters.

“Nothing to apologise for,” she says. “I imagine meeting your wife again, in these circumstances, must have been... challenging.”

He laughs at the understatement. “It was probably for the best that I was chained up and lying on my back when she came to gloat, as all the strength drained from my legs and I’m sure I’d have collapsed if I’d been standing.”

“Did you get here long before us?” I ask Cal and Winston. I’m standing next to Kojo. The man that he was talking with is still within the circle of guards, but has withdrawn to hover near its rim — it looks like he’s waiting for the right moment to either introduce himself or be introduced.

“I was brought here first,” Winston says, “maybe three or four hours ago. Cal arrived shortly afterwards.”

“What about Ghita?” Cal asks hopefully. “Have you seen her?”

“No,” Inez says.

“But Adil told Old Man Reap they were still waiting for a few people,” I say, “so I imagine they’ll bring her to us soon.”

“My poor princess,” Cal sighs. “Being imprisoned in Ruby was bad enough, but to wind up here... damned with the rest of us to rot in the Lost Zone until the end of time...”

Winston and I share a worried look. I suspect our stay here might not be that long, if Kojo and I play ball with our captors, and assuming their mad plan can actually work. But that’s not a good thing, and I don’t know how I’m going to deal with it when the matter is raised.

Faint cheers reach us from outside the circle, and Cal’s eyes widen. “Do you think that’s Ghita arriving?” he asks.

“I doubt it,” I sniff. “I’d say the cheers are for the other two people that they’ve been expecting.”

“Who?” Cal frowns.

I pull a face. “Orlan and Argate. They were allies of Old Man Reap in the war, weren’t they?”

“Yes,” Cal says darkly, then frowns. “But why have they crossed? Come to that, what’s Adil doing here?”

“We’re not sure,” Inez says hesitantly, then shares a troubled look with me, as Winston did a few moments ago, which makes me think she’s had the same dark thoughts that I’ve had.

“Let’s leave that for now,” Winston says, sensing my discomfort. “I’m sure Adil and his cohorts will soon draw us a very clear picture. In the meantime, Kojo, don’t you want to introduce your friend to Archie and Inez?”

“Oh yes,” Kojo says. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“That’s alright,” the man standing near the
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