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We cross swiftly through several zones, careful not to leave a trail, before making camp outside a town in a place far from Suanpan.

Dermot and the others hold a short ceremony in memory of the eight thesps who were killed in the avalanche, but they don’t mourn the way people would in the Born. Life and death are different here. The Merged know for a fact that the souls of the slaughtered have moved on to another sphere, so the loss hasn’t caused them undue grief, and to my relief no one blames me for the role I played in the disaster.

Inez is eager to travel on, but Dermot tells her they’ll need to stay here a while. They lost some of their key performers on the cliff, so they’ll have to rejig their repertoire. They act out scenes from various plays in their shows, and because of the losses they have to ditch some of those and come up with others to replace them. They also have to source outfits and props, since they left everything behind.

Inez is frustrated, and we have a short chat about maybe splitting from the thesps and heading on by ourselves, but since I don’t know where we’re going, or why, it’s pretty much a one-sided conversation — I think she just needs to hear herself making her arguments out loud.

In the end Inez decides that the benefits of staying with the thesps outweigh the inconvenience of the delay, and we quickly settle into the life of a traveling troupe of actors.

I do away with my school uniform, in order to look like one of the team. Maiko kits me out in a brown, buttonless shirt, dark trousers and light brown shoes, a grey jumper with red flecks for if we wander into any cold zones, and two jackets, one thin and light, the other thick and furry.

There are twenty-six surviving members of the company, and for the following week they’re crazy busy. While the actors rehearse furiously, the others explore the town and beyond, rustling up items that they can use in the show. Every day they come back with costumes, cutlery, furniture and more, which they store in hand-pulled caravans that they managed to locate on the second day.

I’m still figuring out how trade works in the Merge. From what I’ve gathered there are no fixed rules, and it varies from zone to zone. For instance, if a zone doesn’t have a deviser who can make shoes, a good pair of boots might be worth more than a house.

Cal, Inez and I chip in as best we can. Inez assists Maiko in making clothes and costumes, some for the actors, others for trade, while Cal and I head off with the bulk of the troupe each day to help cart back new items.

I get paired with a guy called Kamran. He’s a few years older than me, and he rustles up unusual props for the plays, replicas of kettles, telephones, rugs, guns, swords. It’s tiring but fascinating work, and it allows me to observe a wide variety of Merged and learn fascinating nuggets about them.

Every day is an education. I find out that the Merged can’t have babies — there’s no reproduction in this sphere. As Inez told me, nobody ages, so in theory you could live in the Merge until the end of time itself, but most move on (the term they favour for when they die) after a few decades or centuries.

Injuries inflicted in the Born heal when people reform in the Merge. If one of your hands was chopped off in your old life, it’s restored. If you had a disease like Alzheimer’s, your brain is cleansed. But natural infirmities carry over, so if you were born without a leg, you won’t grow a new one.

One of the biggest revelations comes when I comment on how good everyone’s English is. When Kamran stops laughing, he explains that people are speaking a mix of languages, from different time periods, and the Merge translates for us.

I also learn that we’re bound for Cornan, which is the capital of Sapphire, and I finally get an inkling of what Inez’s mysterious mission might entail.

Inez has refused to tell me anything about that. She says the less I know, the better it will be for both of us if I get captured. But I know it has something to do with a missing princess, and a sketch that the thesps are working on helps fill in a few of the blanks.

I watch them rehearsing late one evening after I’ve got back from a foraging trip with Kamran. They perform a mix of sketches, some from the Born (weary students who think they’ll escape Shakespeare when they die are in for a shock!) but others that they’ve written themselves.

Tonight’s piece is a satire about a missing princess, and I guess it must be the one at the heart of Inez’s plans. In the sketch, a detective is questioning Rubicons (another name for the SubMerged, since most of them live in the realm of Ruby), accusing them of abducting or killing the princess.

I’m sitting close to a pair of thesps called Maria and Tino, and they start chatting about the scene.

“They’re going to love this in Cornan,” Maria says.

“I’m not so sure,” Tino says. “They might not want to be reminded about their troubles this close to the vote.”

“Is the princess in the sketch a real person?” I ask.

“It’s Princess Ghita,” Maria explains, “one of Sapphire’s royals.”

“What happened to her?”

“Ghita’s one of four Sapphirite royals,” Maria says. “There are two kings – Hugo and Farkas – and a queen.”

“Pitina,” Tino growls.

“Farkas and Pitina are allies of the SubMerged,” Maria says, “and they want to change the alignment of the realm.”

“Alignment?” I echo.

“Sapphire’s a Merged realm,” Tino explains, “but if there were more SubMerged than Merged royals, they could change the realm’s alignment, and then everyone in Sapphire would have to live by the laws of Ruby.”

Maria nods glumly. “Any Family member can demand a vote of alignment. When that happens, all the realm’s royals gather – it has to be within a year – and decide whether to keep the current alignment or switch it. If most vote for change, everyone has to respect their wishes.”

“Hang on,” I stop them. “There are nine members in a Family, right?”

“At most,” Maria says. “Usually it’s less.”

“And you’re saying that if a majority of those vote to become SubMerged, the whole realm has to change?”

“Nobody can contest a royal decree,” Tino says morosely.

“That’s crazy,” I protest. “Surely people can refuse to go along with them.”

Maria shakes her head. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“Why not?”

“Devisers are compelled to do whatever a royal tells them,” Tino says, “and since they can do whatever they want with their realms, we have to follow their lead, or they’d wipe us out.”

“So royals can force you to obey them?”

“Pretty much,” Tino says.

“But they don’t,” Maria smiles. “Most respect the wishes of their people.”

“But not in Sapphire,” I note, and their faces cloud over.

“The threat of change has been on the cards a long time,” Tino says. “Pitina sided with the SubMerged ages ago. Then Farkas went that way too.”

“Do many royals change allegiance that way?” I ask.

“Most don’t,” Tino says, “but there’s nothing to stop them doing so if they feel that SubMerged laws would work better for us. It’s like Born politicians who switch parties — unusual, but far from unheard of.”

“And do any of the SubMerged royals swap sides?”

Tino snorts. “There have been a rare few over the millennia, but the Rubicon royals assassinate those who, in their view, betray the cause, so, you know, if the stray royal or two has the occasional doubt, they tend to keep it to themselves.”

“For a while it didn’t matter about Pitina and Farkas,” Maria says. “Hugo and Ghita stood firm, and there were two queens on their side. Then the queens died. One was old and her passing came as no surprise, but the other was young. It looked like an accident, but...”

She shares a dark look with Tino.

“You think she might have been killed?” I ask quietly.

“There are rumours,” Maria says hesitantly.

“Some call them facts,” Tino says heatedly.

“Anyway,” Maria shrugs, “that left Hugo and Ghita. You need a majority to effect a change of alignment, so we still thought we were safe.”

“Then Farkas called for a vote,” Tino says. “We were surprised but relaxed about it, until Ghita went missing.”

“What do you think happened to her?” I whisper.

“That’s what the sketch is about,” Maria says.

“I know, but what do you think?”

Maria sighs. “I think the SubMerged killed her.”

“I don’t agree,” Tino says. “I think she’s gone into hiding and is hoping to turn up to cast her vote, but the odds are against her. I’ve heard tales that the SubMerged have sent killers like Orlan Stiletto and –”

“Orlan Stiletto?” I cry.

“You’ve heard of him?”

I nod mutely.

“According to the stories, Orlan and his kind are hunting high and low for her. If they catch her...” He draws a finger across his throat.

“This princess,” I mutter. “Have you ever seen her?”

“Not me,” Tino says.

“Or me,” Maria adds. “She travels a lot.”

“Can Family members be other things?” I ask. “Like, could one of them also be a locksmith or actor?”

“Of course,” he says.

I nod slowly, wondering if Princess Ghita might also be a camel?

I ask around over the next few days, but nobody here has ever seen the princess and they don’t know much about her, except she’s Italian or Spanish, looks like a teenager, and has been in the Merge a few hundred years.

Maybe I’m putting two and two together and getting five, but the killers were after Inez... her mission involves helping a princess cast her vote... she’s the right age and ethnicity. She told me she’d been killed in the Born, but maybe that was a smokescreen.

The more I think about it, the more I convince myself that Inez must be the missing royal, but I know she’ll deny it if I ask her, so I keep my theories to myself and carry on with my chores.
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The following week, the thesps declare themselves ready for action, and we trek through a series of boreholes that eventually lead us to a hill overlooking the city of Cornan.

It takes a while to cross, because there are so many of us, and we have to get the caravans through one at a time. Inez is worried that the borehole might be guarded, so she hangs back — if necessary, she, Cal and I will take a detour and find a more isolated entry point.

To our relief, there are no guards, and Cal nips back to tell Inez that the way is clear. While I’m waiting for her, I step up next to Oleg, who’s studying the city through a pair of binoculars. He offers me the binoculars and I thank him.

Cornan is a sprawling jungle set around a group of hills. Huge trees sprout from the ground, and with the aid of the binoculars I can tell that people live in them, as windows and doorways have been carved into the trunks.

There are houses built into the tops of many trees, nestled among the branches. One, the largest and most elaborate, sits atop the tallest, thickest tree, which stands in the centre of the city like a beacon. I guess that’s the palace.

Walkways have been built between trees at various levels, and I spot locals bustling along them. Rope ladders hang from the walkways, for people who want to get on or off along the way.

Vines entwine the city and rise into a blue sky above. The vines twist round the walkways and trees, as well as the hills, and there are people using them as paths. In a few places I even spy small houses or shops built atop especially wide vines.

It’s hard to make out the city floor, but I catch glimpses of buildings, roads, paths and parks, like you’d find in a normal metropolis. There are lots of tents too.

“Why so many tents?” I ask Oleg as I return the binoculars.

“For visitors like us,” he says.

“Aren’t there hotels?”

“Yes, but nowhere near enough to house the crowds that have come for the vote.”

He wanders off and Inez takes his place beside me. It’s a very different Inez, and I still do a double take when I catch sight of her.

One day, while the actors were rehearsing, Maiko took Inez to visit a remoulder. Remoulders are devisers who can change a person’s shape and appearance, by partially melting their skin and bones into a putty-like substance, then restyling it. They can tweak the colour of the hair and eyes too. Inez now has a shock of red, curly hair, thick red eyebrows and loads of freckles. Her skin is a few shades lighter and her eyes are blue. Her nose is wider and flatter, and her ears are a different shape. She’s also swapped her regular clothes for a long white dress and sandals.

Inez catches me staring and tuts. “Stop doing that. The wrong people might notice you noticing me.”

“Sorry,” I say, “but you’re so different.”

“Well, you’d better get used to it, and quickly,” she says. “And don’t forget that my name is...?”

I roll my eyes and mutter, “Mary Fitzpatrick.”

“Very good,” she smiles.

“I’m not dumb. I can remember your fake name.”

“I know,” she says, “but the more you use it, the more naturally it will come to you. It’s easy to call out a person’s real name, for instance if you thought I was about to trip or be hit by something flying through the air.”

“Don’t worry,” I sniff. “I won’t say a word if I see an accident coming.”

Inez punches my arm.

When we’ve all crossed, we wind our way down into Cornan. The city is packed with merry people, trading, pitching tents, performing, eating and drinking, or just strolling around.

“How come everyone’s so happy?” I ask Inez as we traipse along in search of a place to park up.

“It’s a joyous occasion,” she says. “People have come from all over the Merge. Old friends are meeting after maybe decades or centuries apart. There’s so much to see and do. Why wouldn’t they be happy?”

“But the vote of alignment...”

She makes one of her growling noises. “There’s a saying in the Merge — don’t let tomorrow’s sorrows sour today’s pleasures.”

Dermot’s at the head of our small convoy, helping haul the lead caravan along, and he’s becoming increasingly frustrated. He’s been to Cornan several times, and played in different areas, but his favourite spots have all been taken.

“I wish we could have come sooner,” he says to Maiko.

“It will be fine,” she soothes him. “There are crowds everywhere. We’ll draw an audience no matter where we perform.”

“I wish I had your faith,” Dermot sulks. “It won’t surprise me if we end up in a cave, performing to a handful of rats.”

“I thought there were no animals in the Merge,” I whisper to Inez.

“He doesn’t mean those sorts of rats,” Inez says, but before she can explain, a man with a face shaped like a crescent moon steps forward and halts us.

“Thesps?” the man asks officiously.

“Yes,” Dermot says.

“Do you have a company name?”

“No.”

The man tuts. “You actors don’t make it easy for us, do you?”

Before Dermot can reply, the man points down the road. “Take the third left, then the second right. Go over a hill and take the first left at the fourth junction. Follow the road round and you’ll find a patch with the code 173T. That’s your lot.”

“You can’t tell us where to go,” Dermot huffs.

The man with the moon face smiles thinly. “That’s the other thing about actors — you want to make your own rules. Well, you might have noticed that it’s bedlam here, so we’ve introduced strict camping laws.”

“But I don’t want –” Dermot starts to argue.

The moon-faced man blows a whistle and a giant steps out from where he was lurking behind a tree. And I mean a real giant, not just a big man like Cal. He must be five metres tall, with fists like wrecking balls.

“Is there a problem?” the giant growls, and it’s the sound of thunder rolling across the heavens.

“I don’t know,” Moon Face says with fake sweetness. “Do we have a problem?”

Dermot mutters something beneath his breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing,” Dermot sighs. “We’ll camp in lot 173T.”

“Wonderful,” the man beams. “Would you like the directions again?”

“I can remember,” Dermot says, and pushes past in a huff.

I gawp at the giant and the moon-faced man as I’m passing. The giant is like something out of a fairy tale, and so is the man, whose face is the shape and colour of a perfect crescent moon, even with little craters. He has a tiny nose, and his eyes and lips are a pale white colour.

I glance at the red-haired Inez. “Has he been remoulded like you?”

“Yes,” she says, “but I suspect his is permanent. A remoulder usually tweaks your bones and flesh into a shape that will fade after a few weeks or months, but some can twist your body into a form that will last as long as you live.”

“Is the giant a normal person who’s been remoulded too?” I ask.

“Yes, and that change is definitely permanent,” Inez says. “It takes weeks or months to remould someone to that extent — you have to take it one small step at a time, and I’ve heard it’s very painful. You’ll spot other people with moon faces – it’s a bit of a craze here – but not many giants. They tend to stick to zones which have been devised for them, with oversized houses, doors, chairs and so on.”

“Are they savage, like the giants in stories?” I ask.

“No,” Inez snorts. “They’re the same as the rest of us, just bigger.”

“Couldn’t we hire a giant to sort out Queen Pitina and King Farkas?” I joke.

Inez sighs. “If only life was that simple.”

We press on, following the grumbling Dermot as he leads us towards our camping site.
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Lot 173T is a large, cleared field. A stage has been created from the roots of a nearby tree, and a few vines cut through the air above it, which will allow us to hang a curtain and lighting. There’s plenty of space for the caravans, and also lots of room for an audience, assuming we can attract one.

“Not bad,” Dermot admits grudgingly. “Not bad at all.”

Having sought permission from Dermot, Inez takes off not long after we arrive, telling me she has to go meet some people. She offers no more information than that, and by this stage I know better than to ask.

The rest of us spend the next few hours setting up while the actors rehearse. We unload the caravans, storing costumes, props and sets behind the stage and arranging everything so that we can access it swiftly when needed.

I pick up a typewriter – it doesn’t work, but the keys clack when you press them, which sounds good in the show – meaning to move it closer to the stage.

“What’s that?” someone asks.

I look around but can’t spot anyone. “Hello?” I call.

“What is that thing?” the voice comes again, from somewhere overhead.

I look up and spot a small, dirty boy hanging from the vine above me. He can’t be more than nine or ten years old and is dressed in rags. He has strange-looking hooks attached to his hands and feet, and has jabbed them into the vine.

“Well?” the boy snaps when I stare at him wordlessly.

“Sorry?”

“That thing,” he says impatiently. “What is it?”

“A typewriter.”

“What does it do?”

“It –” I start to answer.

“It’s a bomb,” Kamran growls, appearing beside me to scowl at the boy.

“You can’t fool me,” the boy sneers.

“No fooling,” Kamran says. “You see those buttons? If you press one, it blows up in your face. The noise would burst your eardrums.”

The boy sticks out his tongue at Kamran, then looks at me again. “I’m Pol. What’s your name?”

“Don’t tell him,” Kamran says.

“Why not?”

“He’s a rat. You can’t trust that lot with anything.”

“You’d better watch what you say,” the boy snarls. “This is my turf. If you get on my wrong side, my friends and I will pelt your thesps with mud every time they perform.”

“You don’t frighten me,” Kamran says stiffly, but slips away sharpish.

“So?” Pol says, glaring at me. “Do you have a name or not?”

“Archie,” I tell him, chancing a smile.

“Is it really a bomb?”

“No. They wrote with typewriters in the Born before they had computers.”

“How does it work?”

“You’d feed in a sheet of paper and press the keys.”

“Then what?”

“Letters would be stamped on the paper.”

“Sounds boring,” he says. “Is it valuable?”

“It would be if it was real.”

“It isn’t real?” he shouts.

“It’s just a prop for the show.”

“Then why am I wasting my time talking with you?” Pol huffs, and scampers off, tearing along the vine at a surprising speed, ripping out his hooks then sinking them in, one after another.

“Who was that?” I ask Kamran when he comes back.

“A vine rat,” he says. “They’re feral children who live inside the vines.”

“Feral?” I echo uncertainly.

“Wild,” he explains. “Most children in the Merge get taken under the wing of an adult, but the rats won’t allow grown-ups into their world, and live by their own rules. You can’t trust them, so be wary of that kid if he comes snooping round again. They’re skilled thieves who’d steal your eyelashes while you were blinking.”

I make a note to be sterner with the vine rat if he comes back, then move the typewriter and carry on helping the others set up.

An hour later, when I’m grabbing a rest, I hear Oleg roaring for the typewriter. I hurry to fetch it, only to find a bare patch of grass where I’d left it. I stare at the grass blankly, then turn my gaze up to the vine.

“Oh no,” I groan, then head for the stage to break the bad news to the actor.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

4


[image: image]


Inez returns a few hours later. I can tell with one look at her ashen face that something’s wrong, so I follow her behind a caravan and find her sitting in the shade, knees drawn up to her chest, staring off into space.

“Inez,” I whisper, sitting beside her.

“Mary,” she automatically corrects me.

“Are you OK... Mary?” I ask, phrasing it with a little chuckle.

“Gone,” she croaks. “They’re all gone.”

I say nothing, not wanting to ask annoying questions, figuring she’ll share if she wants to share.

After a couple of minutes, she groans and looks at me. “There were people who had promised to help me. Four brave, loyal allies. I went to discuss things with them today, only to find...” She falls silent again, then sighs. “Three are definitely dead. The fourth is missing, but he’s either dead, being held captive, or has fled. Either way, he’s of no use to me now. I’m alone.”

“Not completely alone,” I say softly. “There’s Baba Jen. And me.”

“And the pair of you are more important than ever,” she says. “But without the rest of the team...”

“Is it hopeless?” I ask. “Do you want to give up?”

“I can’t,” she says. “And no, it’s not entirely hopeless, but it’s going to be harder than ever.”

“So what do we do?” I ask.

Inez thinks about that before answering. “For the moment... nothing. I’ve had a rough plan B in place all along, and I’ll work on refining that, or even hatching a plan C. I’ll use the time between now and the vote to plot and scheme a bit more. If we’re lucky, I might be able to find someone else who can assist us.”

“Will we carry on working with the thesps?” I ask.

She nods and forces a smile. “It’s important that we maintain the pretence that we’re part of the show, so let’s go do our jobs before Dermot sacks us and we find ourselves in an even more precarious situation.”

Inez joins me in sorting through the props and laying them out neatly, but we’re not at it long before Dermot calls us aside, along with Kamran and Shu-Feng.

“We need you to take a break from this and go promote the show,” he says. “Walk the streets, tell people what we’re up to, encourage them to come check us out.”

The other three must have known this was coming, as they accept the assignment without asking any questions. I’m not sure what to do at first, but after a while I see that there’s no great trick to it. We ignore people who are busy, by themselves, or on the move, and focus on small groups who are taking it easy, hovering at street corners or on benches, or sitting around tables in restaurants and bars.

When we introduce ourselves, one of us asks if they might be interested in seeing a show. If they say no, we cut the pitch short. If, on the other hand, they’re receptive, we tell them about the sketches and the quality of the thesps.

We provide directions to lot 173T at the end of every spiel, although we’re vague about timings, because there are no set performance times. The actors will kick into life once a crowd has formed. That’s how things happen in the Merge.

“Well done, Archie,” Inez says after I’ve improvised and told a trio of initially sceptical women that the show is a cross between Matilda and Evita. “You sold that to them nicely. But what are those shows you mentioned?”

“Musicals,” I tell her.

“I saw Evita,” Shu-Feng says. “It was great.”

I pull a face. “It didn’t do much for me.”

“It’s a classic,” Shu-Feng coos, and starts to sing one of the songs. I laugh and join in. I even do some dance moves with her, to the amusement of Inez and Kamran.

As we’re finishing, someone claps slowly. We stop and turn. Three teenagers are standing behind us, two boys and a girl. One of the boys is tall, with light brown hair, a small scar on his right cheek – it looks like the number 9 – and fierce green eyes. He’s dressed in wine-coloured trousers and a crisp, white shirt, with black, pointed shoes.

“That was beautiful,” the tall boy sneers.

“Can we make a request?” the girl asks.

All three laugh.

I share a startled glance with Shu-Feng – she’s blushing – then look to Inez and Kamran for support. Kamran is glowering, but Inez is staring at the boy with an odd expression.

“I’d like to see you do better,” Kamran says gruffly.

“You won’t,” the tall boy says, “because we’re not in the habit of making fools of ourselves in public.”

“She sung like a ventriloquist’s dummy,” the girl says.

“And he was even worse,” the other boy adds, pointing at me.

“We didn’t know we had an audience,” I growl, stung by their remarks.

“Would it have made a difference?” the tall boy smirks.

“Yes,” I say, squaring up to him. “We’d have sung more slowly.”

“Why?” he frowns.

“Because the three of you look a bit slow,” I say, loving the way his face darkens.

“You can’t speak to me like that,” the tall boy snaps.

“No?” Kamran says sweetly. “What’s so special about you?”

“He’s a duke elect,” the girl says proudly.

“Of where?” Shu-Feng asks. “A swamp?”

Kamran laughs and I laugh with him, but Inez says nothing. She’s still looking at the tall boy, eyes narrowed thoughtfully.

“Gasterby,” the boy with the scar says icily and the smiles disappear from Kamran and Shu-Feng’s faces.

“That’s in Ruby,” Shu-Feng gasps.

“Ten out of ten,” the other boy says.

“Ruby?” I say
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