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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
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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 forebears.

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
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