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“Life is not a matter of holding good cards, but of playing a poor hand well.”

—  Robert Louis Stevenson
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The face in the pillar seems to be smirking at me. I’d punch the damn thing in the nose, except I’d bruise my fingers.

I’m in Seven Dials, in London. There’s a tall pillar at the centre of the small roundabout where seven streets meet, with half a dozen sundials near its top. I often hear people puzzling over why there are six dials, rather than seven.

I stopped caring about the dials a long time ago. All I focus on these days is the lock in a panel at the pillar’s base. It’s styled like a person’s face. It’s old, regal-looking, strangely beautiful.

And it’s driving me mad.

I first spotted the lock a few months ago. I was wandering the streets, killing time, when it caught my eye. Locks are an obsession of mine and I’m always on the lookout for them. I’m not talking about normal locks, but locks on boreholes that lead to another universe called the Merge. The Born – Earth – is where humans start out, while the Merge is where the souls of murdered people wind up.

I entered the Merge last year when I followed a girl called Inez. I had a series of wonderful, terrifying, life-changing adventures. I sailed on a river of blood. I faced killers and hell jackals. I mingled with royals and helped save a realm from falling into the hands of ruthless tyrants.

And then I came home.

It wasn’t easy, settling back into regular life. In the Merge I was Archibald Lox, a young but highly talented locksmith, treated as an equal by adults. In the Born I’m plain Archie, and I had to deal with school and homework. Not to mention foster parents.

I had a tricky time trying to explain to George and Rachel where I’d been and what I’d been doing. I can’t even remember exactly what I told them, along with all the others who wanted to know, but in the end I managed to spin enough stories to satisfy carers, the police, teachers, friends, everyone. The dust settled and I slipped back into my old routines. There was no place for the Merge in my everyday life, so I tried not to think about it.

Sometimes I’d get all the way up to three or four minutes.

But even when I could briefly push memories of giant vines, overlaps and grop from my thoughts, there was no ignoring the boreholes that I’d spot at least a handful of times every day. Most of them were locked, but as a locksmith, that wouldn’t be a problem. I was tempted to stop and pick one, to open a borehole and return to that sphere of wonders for a few minutes, to breathe the pollutant-free air and take off my shoes and feel springy mushrooms beneath my feet.

The trouble was, I knew I’d want to push on, to travel from zone to zone as I had before. I might end up going AWOL for days, or weeks, and since I didn’t want to put my foster parents through that again, I chose to ignore the call of the Merge.

I was managing pretty well until I saw the lock in Seven Dials.

I instantly knew it was special, and stopped in my tracks. I stood there, staring at the face in the middle of the inactive borehole for at least ten minutes. The lock sang to me like a siren. I guess it was like a violinist spotting a Stradivarius sitting on a shelf. How could he walk on without stopping to pluck its strings?

Eventually I tore my gaze away and looked up at one of the dials near the top of the pillar. “Trouble o’clock,” I muttered.

Then I sighed, edged up close to the lock, and surrendered.

The lock is the shape of a woman’s elongated face. Her eyes are wide open, larger than they would be in real life, and her lips are closed. Her nose has been flattened by the elongation, and the nostrils are mere pinpricks above her upper lip. Only the outlines of her earlobes are visible.

That first time, I sat in front of the face for a couple of hours, just staring at it. I knew I’d have to start with the eyes – I could see a glint of levers behind the irises – but left without touching them. The lock disturbed me. There was something eerie about the woman’s expression.

It was nearly a week before I returned. I’d hoped the lure of the lock would fade if I stayed away, but it had sunk its hooks into me and I was even dreaming about it when I slept. I had to go back and grapple with it.

My hands were trembling when I sat down beside the face and reached towards it. I brushed my fingertips across its cheeks, its lips, then the eyes, which widened at the contact — many Merged locks expand when a locksmith touches them.

With a gulp, I began to push a finger into the right eye.

Then I stopped.

Master locks are dangerous. I might get so caught up that I’d forget everything else, lose track of time, not pause to eat or drink, and die while working on it.

Reaching into the pocket of my school jacket, I dug out a mobile phone that I’d picked up during the week. I checked the time, set an alarm to go off after an hour, then laid the phone by my knee and set to work.

All these months later, I haven’t made much progress. I’m still stuck on the eyes. They’re a swamp of levers and tumblers, so they’d be difficult to pick no matter what, but at some point somebody went in and tore things up, ripped pieces out of place, mashed sections together. It’s not damage that a thug with a screwdriver could have caused. This was the work of a skilled Lox who wanted to ensure the lock could never be opened again.

Unfortunately for the vandal, it’s hard to completely destroy a Merged lock, and I’ve a feeling I can repair the worst of the damage. That feeling lures me back three or four times a week, to slide my fingers into the eyes and fiddle with the levers.

The alarm on my phone goes off and I withdraw. I turn and sit against the panel at the base of the pillar, squinting at the sky, frustrated. I still set an alarm whenever I work on the lock, but I’ve gradually allowed myself longer and longer between breaks, and now go three hours at a time.

Nobody’s ever stolen the phone, even though I always leave it on the stone bench. That’s because nobody sees me. The lock’s part of the Merge, and when I work on it, I become part of that sphere, invisible to people in the Born.

I swivel my head to look at the lock again. I feel like it’s mocking me.

“You won’t be grinning when I crack you,” I growl. “And I will crack you.”

The lips don’t move. The eyes don’t blink.

I sigh and stretch, then look around. A couple of tourists are sitting next to me, munching sandwiches from a neatly stacked pile, discussing what to do next.

“Pardon me,” I murmur, taking a sandwich from the top of the pile. I don’t like stealing, but I’m hungry and need to keep my strength up. I should have brought a snack from home, but forgot.

“Hey, did you eat the other half of my pastrami?” the man asks.

“No,” the woman says. “I don’t like pastrami.”

“Someone must have taken it,” the man says. I don’t flinch as his gaze washes over me. I’ve done this too many times to be fazed by it now.

“Sure,” the woman drawls. “Pastrami sandwiches are like gold over here.”

“But then where...?” the man persists.

The woman laughs. “You must have eaten it.”

“I didn’t,” he says.

She prods his stomach. “Are you certain?” she sings teasingly.

“Of course,” the man says hotly, then deflates. “At least, I think there was half left...”

I smile and finish off the sandwich. I consider returning the crust, but that would be cruel.

“Right,” I say, unlocking the phone to reset the alarm. “I can squeeze in another few hours. Maybe this time...”

I’m turning towards the face, but when I see those blank eyes, I stop. I can’t endure any more. My knees are already sore, and my back aches too. I’ve had enough for today, and there’s no rush. It will still be here tomorrow. And the day after. And the day after that. And...

I wince and push away thoughts of defeat. I’ll crack this lock in the end. I will.

But in the meantime, I decide to go where I went that day after I first failed to open the lock. I head for the Houses of Parliament and the tower clock known all around the world as Big Ben. Or, as I prefer to call it — Winston’s place.
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The mechanism that makes a clock tick is called an escapement. I didn’t know that until a few months ago, when Winston said he wanted me to help with his collection of cuckoo clocks. He has dozens of them, all made in the Merge.

I’m tweaking the escapement of a small clock. I’ve opened the back and have been picking at the machinery with a thin, pointed tool. The clock’s been losing a minute every three days, and Winston wants me to correct it.

“Done,” I sigh, scratching my chin with the tip of the pick.

Winston’s working on another clock, but shuffles across to peer into the back of mine. He nods as he surveys the springs and pendulum.

“Good work, Archie,” he says.

I replace the rear panel before returning the clock to its hook on the wall. “Why do we waste our time on these?” I ask. “What difference does it make if they lose a few minutes here or there?”

“I feel happy when they work correctly,” Winston says. “And it’s good practise. Clocks and locks aren’t so different. The skills you’re developing here may prove useful to you with your lock in Seven Dials.”

“I don’t see how,” I mutter.

“That’s why you’re the student and I’m the teacher,” Winston says with a wink. “I know you get bored, so I won’t keep you any longer. Let’s go play with some locks. Oh, and you can keep the pick.”

“Thanks,” I say drily, sticking it in a pocket, and follow him out of the room to where the locks are waiting.

Winston’s home is based behind the clock face of Big Ben. It lies at the end of a vine in a wrap zone, a special area of the Merge that’s mixed with the Born. From here I could walk to New York, Sydney or a host of other cities in hours.

The walls, floors and ceilings are made of vines. There are no windows. The rooms are lit with candles that have been dipped in a substance called gleam. We do most of our work in a large room furnished with a couch, a few chairs, and lots of tables and benches overflowing with locks.

The elderly locksmith has a head of white hair, and twinkling green eyes. His cheeks are a blend of wrinkles and old scars. Winston was hurt very badly in the past, but he’s never discussed it with me.

He’s wearing dark overalls and a dirty white shirt, a spotty bow tie, and sandals. In all the months I’ve been coming here, he hasn’t changed his clothes. That’s not unusual in the Merge. No animals live there, not even bacteria, so you rarely need to wash.

I met Winston when I was travelling with Inez. He saw my talent and offered to be my teacher. I didn’t initially accept his offer, as I was trying to lead a normal life, but when I saw the lock in Seven Dials and realised how difficult it would be to open, I made a beeline for Big Ben, found the entrance borehole at ground level, climbed a set of stairs until I came to the top, and knocked on the door.

Winston was working on a lock when he opened the door. He looked up at me, smiled, led me inside, nodded at a rusty lock on a table and said, “See how you get on with that one.”

We spent the rest of the day working in silence. I picked the lock quickly, then moved on to others. At the end of our session he handed me a few mushrooms (the common food in the Merge) and invited me to tell him what I’d been up to.

I filled Winston in on all that had happened after I’d left him — teaming up with Inez again and travelling to a city called Cornan to change the course of history. He clapped at the end and said, “I knew you had it in you.”

“You could have told me about the obstacles I’d have to face,” I grumbled.

Winston shook his head. “I’d have upset the Balance.”

“What balance?” I frowned.

He steepled his fingers. “I believe there’s a force that works to keep things evenly balanced, that limits the powers of those who plot and scheme to alter the course of the spheres. It would have been fine if I’d agreed to help Inez, as in that case I’d have been reacting to the threat of the SubMerged and taking an active part in the game. But if I’d openly directed you, from behind the scenes, the Balance could have read that as an outside force trying to determine the game’s result, and it might have acted to help those who were set against you.”

“But you gave me a clue,” I reminded him. “You said a weird thing about a wise dog barking when he comes to the vine at the end of the line. That made me look at the bark of the tree more carefully.”

“A calculated risk,” Winston said. “There are little things we can do to help tip the scales slightly, without upsetting them. Slipping you a clue was different to telling you specifically what to do.”

“This Balance sounds complicated,” I frowned.

“It is,” Winston laughed. “And there’s no telling if it’s real or not — it might be nothing more than an idle notion of mine.”

I brought Winston up to date by telling him about the lock in the pillar. He asked me to describe the face, and was nodding before I’d finished. “I’m familiar with that type of lock,” he said. “I see why it caught your eye.”

“Could you help me repair and open it?” I asked.

“I can probably help with the repairs,” he said, “but I can’t open that lock.”

“But you’re a master locksmith,” I replied with surprise.

Winston shrugged. “We all have our limits.” Then his eyes narrowed. “Maybe you could open it.”

“Me?” I squeaked. “But you know way more about locks than me.”

“True,” he said immodestly, “but a keen student sometimes overtakes his mentor in certain areas. I’m not sure you could pick it, but...” He lapsed into silence, before looking up at me. “Would you have come here if not for that lock?”

“No,” I said quietly.

“You didn’t want to study under me?”

“My foster parents...” I tried to explain. “School... my friends...”

“I understand,” he smiled. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to live a quiet life, but the spheres call some of us away from the easy paths. That’s what’s happened with this lock, right?”

I nodded miserably. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

Winston chuckled. “Every Lox knows what that’s like. We all find certain locks that compel us to work on them, even if they take decades to crack.”

“Do you think it will take that long?” I gasped.

“No,” Winston said, “but if you’re able to open it, it will certainly take months, maybe years. You’ll have to visit me regularly and train hard. It will mean embracing the Merge and finding ways to hide it from your foster parents. Do you really want to make that commitment?”

“I don’t think I have a choice,” I whispered.

“Those who are called by the spheres rarely do,” Winston said sympathetically. Then he clapped loudly. “Come back tomorrow and we’ll begin.”

And with that, I embarked on my life as a locksmith’s apprentice.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3


[image: ]


It’s a pleasure to be back working on locks after the distraction of the cuckoo clock. Winston has tried me on all sorts since I became his apprentice, simple and complex, old and new, common and rare. I’ve conquered them all.

I finish up with the latest lock and set aside my skeleton keys. When the locks are embedded in a borehole, they’ll take on a shape of the deviser’s choosing and open to one of a variety of keys – sometimes a physical key, but many Merged locks are opened with a touch, or a specific word or musical note, or a grimace – but here in the workshop most are the same as metal keyhole locks in the Born.

Winston’s working on a lock of his own, humming softly, oblivious to everything else. I think about slipping away, as I often do when he’s preoccupied, but I want to try another lock before I go.

I look for something interesting among the locks scattered across the table. I run my fingers over them, letting my instincts guide me, and they come to rest on a lock half-hidden beneath several others. It’s been devised to resemble a chunk of marble.

I drag the lock forward. It’s a dark white colour, with streaks of green running through it. I grunt with satisfaction. This is exactly what I was looking for. It should prove a good challenge.

I settle down and let my fingers explore, the small hole at the heart of the marble chunk expanding obligingly at my touch. There are lots of tumblers in this lock, and I get the sense that more are hidden behind the first array. I like multilayer locks. It’s always a thrill when you crack a code, only for the walls to recede and reveal another level.

My fingers fly from one tumbler to another and I start to figure out how they link, and the order in which they need to be spun. I whistle as I twist one, then another, picking at them with my nails, rolling them with the balls of my fingers.

It takes me maybe ten minutes to crack the outer layer. As I roll the final tumbler, there’s a clicking noise and the pieces slide back out of reach, to be replaced by a new mix of tumblers and levers. I start to explore again, moving faster now, building up a map inside my head.

Then my index finger brushes over a bump that makes me stop and lose interest in everything else.

I return to the bump, a piece of raised marble, and my hand trembles. I’m instantly transported back in time, to a towering cliff face, and it’s as if I’m scaling it again, clinging to the rock with a fragile set of hooks, just a slip away from a long fall and a certain death.

My hand jerks and the lock goes flying from my grip. It rattles across the table and drops towards the floor. Before it lands, Winston appears beside me and stoops to snatch it from the air, surprisingly swift for so old a man.

“Careful,” he laughs. “That might have smashed if I hadn’t...”

He stops and his face whitens. The lock must act as a reminder of a dark time in his own life, because his hands start to tremble like mine.

“Winston,” I croak, but he doesn’t reply. He’s staring at the lock. “Winston,” I say again, and this time he stirs.

“I’d forgotten about this,” he says. “I thought I’d thrown it away long ago.”

“What is it?” I ask.

“Just a lock,” he says unconvincingly.

“There’s more to it than that,” I say. “I felt an S inside.”

Winston’s gaze rises. “An S?” he says, trying but failing to sound casual.

“It’s not the first time I’ve come across an S,” I tell him. “I found one on a lock in Canadu. It was a lock you’d worked on – there was a W carved into it too – but I got the feeling that another locksmith had worked on it after you, one whose name began with an –”

“– S,” Winston says, nodding slowly. “How come you never told me this before?”

I shrug. “I forgot. It didn’t seem important.”

“It’s not, really,” Winston says, and his gaze returns to the lock. He stares at it in silence a while longer, then places it back on the table. “S stands for Stefan. He was a student of mine, the last I taught before you came along.” He looks at me again and I’m startled to see that he’s crying. “He broke my heart,” Winston weeps, then touches the scars on his cheeks. “And almost destroyed me.”

I don’t know what to say, so I just sit there looking away. Eventually, with the tears still flowing, I get up and give Winston an awkward hug. He smiles weakly, so I hug him again, firmly this time.

“I’m a foolish old goat,” Winston chuckles, wiping his cheeks clean.

“No you’re not,” I mutter, then clear my throat. “Can I let go now, or do you want me to carry on hugging you?”

“You can let go,” Winston says, ruffling my hair before I step away. “You’re a good friend, Archie.”

“I thought I was your student,” I grin.

“You can be both,” he says, then snorts. “Trust a locksmith to break down in tears because of a lock.”

I pick up the chunk of marble and our smiles fade as we stare at it. I’d like to ask Winston why it upset him so much, but he’s never talked about his past and I don’t want to be nosy. But just as I’m about to put the lock away, Winston says, “Stefan was my most gifted pupil.”

“Until I came along,” I joke.

“Yes,” Winston says, and that startles me. Before I can ask if he really means it, he ploughs on. “He was Family.”

The universe of the Merge is a bit like the Internet cloud, but instead of being built up and sustained through a network of computers, it nestles inside a collection of human brains. The royals who make up that network – kings, queens, princes and princesses – are known as Family members.

“Can royals be locksmiths?” I frown.

“They can be anything that the Merged can be,” Winston says, “but in reality that rarely happens. Stefan was young, a prince of Diamond. There was great excitement when he was discovered. King Lloyd was elderly and had already started to lose his mind. They saw Stefan as the saviour of the realm.”

The realms are like continents. There are six of them, and each is maintained by a maximum of nine royals. If all the Family members of a realm die without being replaced, the realm collapses and everything and everyone in it is lost forever.

“Stefan turned his back on official business,” Winston continues. “He was aware of the burden he’d have to shoulder when Lloyd died, so he decided to enjoy life while he could. He was curious and travelled exhaustively, got involved in all sorts of wild adventures, turned his hand to lots of different things. Then he discovered locks and his true talent began to unfold. He sought a tutor to help him realise his potential, and found his way to me. He was a fast learner...”

Winston drifts off into silence. He’s smiling wistfully, remembering happy times. Then the smile fades.

“Over time, I came to look upon Stefan as a son. He seemed to mirror my feelings, and even called me Father on occasion, but... What do you know about Old Man Reap?” Winston asks abruptly.

“Nothing,” I reply. “I heard a few people refer to him when I was in the Merge last year, and most were terrified by the mere mention of his name, but I don’t know why.”

“He was the scourge of the Merge,” Winston says softly, “an immensely powerful royal who wanted to control all the realms. He was cruel and unforgiving, a tyrant even by the standards of the SubMerged. His people hated and feared him, but at the same time respected and revered him. Tyranny is seen as a strength in Ruby, and Old Man Reap was the most tyrannical of all.

“The SubMerged had tried to take over other realms in the past,” Winston goes on, “but slyly, carefully, politically. Old Man Reap took a different approach. He set out to invade with the mightiest army the Merge has ever witnessed. He was a Supreme Regent, which allowed him to set the bar so high.”

I frown. “What do you mean?”

“Devisers have to obey the commands of their realm’s royals,” Winston says. “For instance, if the royals of Topaz wanted to melt all the ice and replace it with sand, their devisers would have to obey. They couldn’t say no.”

I know nothing about Topaz, but that doesn’t seem important, so I let it pass.

“Family members can only control their own devisers,” Winston goes on. “A king of Topaz is powerless in Emerald or any other realm. But there was always one, the Supreme Regent, who had the power to control any realm’s devisers. The power passed to a new royal, usually in another Family, whenever the holder died, but then Old Man Reap came along and decided to abandon the Born, live in the Merge forever and keep the power for himself.

“He built an army,” Winston says, “then set out to conquer in a fast, furious blitz. Pearl fell first. Then they invaded Emerald, where we managed to stall them. The war dragged on for years, and hundreds of thousands were killed. It wasn’t confined to Emerald, but that’s where the bloodshed was heaviest.”

“Were you part of the fighting?” I ask.

Winston shakes his head. “This happened before my time, more than five hundred years ago. After several years, the advantage swung to the SubMerged. Emerald was poised to fall, but on the brink of a great victory Old Man Reap was undone by a team whose mission was to banish him to the Lost Zone.”

“I know about that place,” I interrupt. “Inez told me it’s been formed from the wreckage of the three realms that have fallen, Jade, Malachite and...”

“Amethyst,” Winston says when I struggle to recall the name of the third realm. “We don’t know much about the Lost Zone, because nobody returns once they cross. That’s what happened to Old Man Reap. The Merged team infiltrated his camp and opened a snap borehole to the Lost Zone.”

“A snap borehole?” I echo.

“They’re domed boreholes that form quickly and mushroom out in the blink of an eye. Whereas most boreholes are similar in appearance to doors or windows, a snap borehole might expand several metres – even hundreds of metres – in all directions, then retract instantly, trapping everyone within its reach and transporting them to wherever the borehole had been linked — in this case, the Lost Zone.

“Many of Old Man Reap’s closest lieutenants were swept away with him, doomed to wander the Lost Zone until the end of the Merge. It was a blow that struck to the core of the SubMerged, and it’s only in the last hundred years that they’ve really recovered from it.”

Winston stands and rubs the small of his back. He looks old and weary. Without saying anything, he leads me through the rooms of his home to a balcony overlooking the wrap zone. He sits on a stool and I sit on the floor next to him, crossing my legs and drinking in the sights.

Vines stretch across the sky, some the diameter of a grapevine, others so large that you could drive a car through them. Vines like these bind the Merge together and are everywhere, running across the sky, burrowing into the ground, twisting through villages, towns and cities.

Unlike other Merged zones, the wrap zone includes elements of the Born. I can see the Sphinx, Uluru, the Eifel Tower, the Statue of Liberty. The deviser who made this place used vines to link landmarks from my world, weaving them into the fabric of the Merge.

“The view’s wasted on me,” Winston says. “I thought, when I came here, that I’d sit on this balcony for hours every day, but I just can’t muster much interest in the Born. I should abandon this place and step into the fires of release, put my time in the Merge behind me and start anew.”

I want to ask about the fires of release, but he carries on before I can.

“There was a truce until a hundred years ago, life trickling along quietly, as it had before Old Man Reap stirred up his people. Then the SubMerged began scheming again. The royals of Sapphire got wind of a plot to kill a few of them. Barriers were installed on the vines in the palace and I was hired to help seal them. Stefan worked on the locks with me.”

“That’s why there was an S carved into the lock I tried to pick,” I note, recalling my failed attempt to get through one of the barriers.

Winston grimaces. “No. As skilled as Stefan was, an apprentice shouldn’t sign a mentor’s lock. Stefan was only supposed to help with the minor work. I wasn’t aware that he was adapting locks. Not in the beginning anyway.”

Winston strokes one of the longer scars on his face. It starts next to his right ear, curves across his cheek and angles under his chin. Just looking at it gives me the shivers. I can’t imagine how painful it must have been when the wound was inflicted.

“We all have secrets,” Winston says softly. “There are things we choose not to share with even our closest allies. For instance, I never told Stefan about the overlap in Canadu, the cliffs from the Born which help support the palace.”

“Inez was amazed by that,” I tell him. “She didn’t think it was possible to have an overlap in the Merge.”

“They’re incredibly rare,” Winston says. “Even the current royals don’t know about the one in Canadu — the queen who ordered its construction commanded the devisers who worked on it not to share the information with anyone. I was only told because they needed a locksmith to beef up security on the boreholes in the bark of the tree, where it overlapped with the cliffs. They swore me to secrecy, so I didn’t tell Stefan about the overlap, which was a blessing. Because, as I said, we all keep secrets, and as it turned out, Stefan was hiding a secret far darker than any of mine.

“He was SubMerged.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

4


[image: ]


“Family members are free to choose their alignment,” Winston says. “If they want to be SubMerged, that’s fine. I wouldn’t have cared if Stefan chose that path, any more than it bothered me when Oki turned.”

“Who’s that?” I ask.

“A king in Topaz,” Winston says. “He was Merged for most of his life, but chose to switch. He was a good friend of mine, so I was disappointed, but it didn’t mean we had to stop being friends.”

“You stayed friends?” I snort.

“Why not?” Winston responds.

“The SubMerged are evil.”

He purses his lips. “Very few are truly evil. Most just believe in a demanding way of life. They can be brutal and harsh, but there aren’t a lot like Old Man Reap, or Orlan Stiletto and Argate Axe, or... Stefan.”

“Stefan was evil?” I whisper, my eyes widening.

Winston sighs. “I asked a fellow Lox to check some of the locks that I’d installed in the vines in Canadu, to ensure my work was up to scratch. The locks deterred the locksmith, which pleased me, until he said that Stefan couldn’t have much left to learn if I was allowing him to sign my locks.

“I went back and examined them all,” Winston says, “and found that Stefan had worked on several of them, adding his own levels. It was masterful work. In fact the locks had been so skilfully tampered with that I could no longer open them.”

“No way,” I gasp.

“At first that delighted me,” Winston says. “I took it for granted that Stefan had done this to surprise me. I thought he wanted to present himself to me as a master, before setting off on his own. I even wondered if he’d hidden his expertise because he enjoyed being my apprentice and didn’t want to leave me.”

Winston snorts at himself with contempt, then sighs again.

“Stefan’s mistake was that his work was too good. If I’d been able to open the locks, I’d have complimented him, and he could have carried on with the charade. But the new levels intrigued me. I kept picking at them, and while I beavered away, dark thoughts crossed my mind. It struck me that only Stefan could open them now. Also, the locks were only on vines that led to a pair of bedrooms. I started to ask myself if he might have chosen those particular vines on purpose.”

“Who slept in the rooms?” I ask.

“Merged royals,” Winston says softly. “I checked the vines to the rooms where the SubMerged royals slept, but Stefan hadn’t altered any of the locks on those. I was deeply disturbed, but didn’t want to believe that the boy who was all but a son to me was planning to harm his fellow royals. So I made the worst mistake of my life and confronted him. Being a clever boy, he’d planned for that eventuality. While I was talking, he slyly removed a lock from a pocket. When he picked it, a snap borehole opened and we wound up in Ruby, where King Adil’s soldiers were waiting for me.”

Winston’s fingers creep to his cheeks and shake as he runs them across the scars. I expect a long silence, maybe more tears, but he presses ahead without pausing, his eyes taking on a stony, detached glint. It’s almost as if he’s describing something that happened to another person.

“Stefan had teamed up with Adil long before he became my apprentice. They were both admirers of Old Man Reap and were introduced through one of his officers who hadn’t ended up in the Lost Zone. They got along fabulously, and when Adil saw the young prince’s potential, he told him about a pet project of his. Stefan was intrigued and instantly got on board with the plan.”

“What plan?” I ask.

“They wanted to bring back Old Man Reap,” Winston says grimly.

“But that’s impossible,” I gasp. “You said there’s no escape from the Lost Zone.”

“To date there hasn’t been,” Winston says, “but Adil hoped to open a borehole from the Lost Zone back to the Merge. I’m not sure how – they kept that information to themselves – but Stefan became a key colleague. His raw talent took him a long way, but when it became clear that he needed assistance, they sent him back to the Merged realms, to hook up with someone who could help him develop.”

“They sent him to you,” I moan, and Winston nods robotically.

“This all came out during the course of my torture,” he says. “Stefan took part, and delighted in telling me how he’d played me.”

“I don’t understand,” I frown. “Why were they torturing you?”

“Stefan had overtaken me in certain areas,” Winston says, “but I was still a more skilled locksmith than him, with experience that he lacked. They hoped to make use of me, to break my spirit and bend me to their will.”

“But that’s crazy,” I mutter. “There’s no way you’d have helped them.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Winston says. “We all have our breaking points. If you put a man through enough pain... twist him the right way... burn away all that makes him who he is...” Winston strokes his scars again and gulps. “It wasn’t a matter of if I succumbed to their cruelty, but when. Then, if I proved to be the missing link, I’d have helped bring back the most dangerous tyrant the Merge has ever known, freeing him to wreak havoc again. That would have been some legacy, huh?”

Winston sneers as he says that, and my heart almost breaks for him.

“How did you escape?” I ask.

“A friend rescued me,” Winston says. “A queen assembled a squad, managed to pinpoint my location, and slipped into Ruby when Adil and most of his troops were absent. They healed my wounds when we got back, but I asked them to leave some of the scars to remind me. The queen wanted me to work with her to punish Adil, but I was weary and in pain. I looked for a new, isolated home, eventually wound up in this wrap zone, and cut myself off from the spheres. Needless to say, I didn’t take on any more apprentices after that.” He smiles. “Until you came along.”

“And Stefan?” I ask. “Is he still working with Adil to free Old Man Reap?”

Winston’s smile disappears and he whispers, “No.” He looks at the landmarks in the distance. “Stefan was present when I was rescued. He fled. I chased him.”

Winston stops.

“I caught him,” Winston says, and stops again.

“Did you...?” I can’t complete the sentence.

“I did what a famous poet once said each man does to the thing he loves,” Winston says, and when I stare at him blankly, he puts his hands over his head, buries his face between his knees, and groans, “I killed him.”
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I don’t return to the rooms with Winston. I’m pretty sure he wants to be alone right now, because of the painful and guilty memories I stirred up. Stefan was one of only two Diamond royals. The other was the frail King Lloyd. By killing Stefan, Winston robbed the realm of its best chance of survival.

I wish I was older and wiser. There must be things I could say to ease Winston’s pain. But I can’t for the life of me think what they might be.

It’s getting late and I should head for home, but I feel troubled. I can normally forget about the Merge when I depart Big Ben, but tonight it haunts my every step. Since I can’t escape it, I return to Seven Dials, hoping that the face-shaped lock will provide a welcome distraction.

Lots of men and women are standing in front of the pillar, sipping drinks and talking about shows — Seven Dials is part of the Theatre District. I push through, in no mood to wait for them to move. There are some startled grunts and angry looks, but the magic of the Merge weaves its charms and nobody sees me.

I kneel in front of the lock and dig my fingers into the eyes, throwing levers and spinning tumblers wildly. Usually I take this slowly, in case I trip any traps, but this time I let my fingers fly.

I’ve no idea what the treacherous Stefan looked like, so I pretend it’s his face in front of me, and picture him laughing at Winston as he writhed and screamed at a torturer’s hands.

“He treated you like a son,” I growl, fingers a blur inside the eye sockets. I pull out my right hand and slap the face, almost crying with rage. “I wish Winston hadn’t killed you. I’d track you down and make you pay if you were alive, put you through some of what Winston had to endure, let you see what it feels like.”

Except I wouldn’t. I don’t have that much venom in me. I could no more torture someone than I could cut off my own tongue, batter and fry it, and eat it with a big plate of chips.

I drag my nails across the face, wanting to scar it the way Winston was scarred. This lock has nothing to do with what happened to him, but it’s part of the Merge, and I’m trying (stupidly) to punish that sphere, because if it didn’t exist, Winston could never have been hurt so deeply.

My fingernails do nothing to the stone, so I search in my pockets for a coin or key. What I find is the pick that I was using on the cuckoo clock earlier.

“Perfect,” I snarl, digging out the thin tool and holding it up to the face. I move the pick to the left nostril, to drag it across from there.

Then I pause.

Because of the face’s elongation, the nostrils are tiny. I’ve never paid attention to them. The first time I came here, I focused on the eyes, and they’re what I’ve worked on ever since, certain that I needed to start with them. But what if I was wrong and have been struggling on through the dark ever since?

Most locks have a natural pattern. There are assumptions that an experienced Lox can make about them. But a sly deviser can use those assumptions to catch you out. The natural way isn’t always the right way. Sometimes you have to think outside the box — or, in this case, outside the eyes.

Adjusting my position, I stare into the nostrils. I can’t see anything. In fact they don’t even seem to be real holes, just shallow impressions in the stone. I don’t think any locksmith would have spared these pinpricks a second glance, but maybe that’s what its deviser banked on. Sometimes the solution to a riddle can be as clear as...

“...the nose on your face,” I murmur, and slide the head of the pick forward, into the left nostril, and twist it a few times.

There’s a soft click. I remove the pick, then prod it into the right nostril and twist again. There’s another soft click, but this time something else happens. As I watch, the face starts to unelongate.

Before, it was as if the face was being stretched by invisible wires attached to the forehead and jaw. Now it’s like those wires have been relaxed. The face assumes a regular aspect. The gaping eye sockets narrow, the bridge of the nose bulges out, the cheeks grow more rounded, and the ears...

The ear canals weren’t visible before, but now they rotate into view, and when I look inside them, I see tumblers, levers and pins, similar to those inside the eyes.

“Eureka,” I breathe. The eyes weren’t the right place to start. I’ll have to circle back to them at some point, but they’re not the beginning of the journey. The nostrils were the first stepping stone, and the ears are next.

“Winston knew,” I grin, holding up the pick to admire it, before returning it to my pocket. “That’s why he set me to work on the cuckoo clocks and told me to take the pick. He didn’t want to say, in case he disturbed that Balance he believes in, but he knew. The wily old fox.”

Shaking my head, both impressed by Winston’s knowledge and annoyed that he didn’t save me time by just telling me what I needed to do, I move my hands to the sides of the face and the work begins for real.

For a glorious minute I think it’s going to be simple from this point on, but... no. This is still a ferociously intricate contraption, all the trickier to unpick because of the damage that’s been inflicted on it. I have my foot in the door, but forcing it open may prove beyond me. There’s a long way yet to go.

I beaver away at the lock for an hour before quitting, then continue to work on it over the coming days, sneaking away to Seven Dials whenever I can, to poke about inside the ears.

As complex as the lock is, and although the pieces have been badly damaged, I’m starting to figure things out. The rough shape of a code is slowly revealing itself, and while later levels will no doubt prove even harder to crack, I’m confident that I’m going to be able to solve the mystery of the ears at least.

I haven’t been back to see Winston, and I’m thinking about him one afternoon as I’m chipping away at the lock, hands immersed in the ears up to my wrists. He’s been on my mind a lot, and not just because of what he told me about Stefan. I’ll have to repair parts of the lock before I can pick it. I’ve been able to skirt the damage in many places, but there are areas where that isn’t an option, where levers and tumblers will have to be fixed or replaced.

I’ve never tried to build my own lock or repair one. I think I can figure out most of it myself. I’ve been mapping the broken parts as I go along, calculating where repairs need to be effected, and I’m fairly sure I can mend most of the broken pieces, even without any guidance.

The issue will be getting my hands on the replacement parts, pins, tumblers, and tools to fix them in place. I can find everything I need on Winston’s tables, but I don’t want to ask for them, as I’ve decided I’m going to do this myself if I can, and surprise Winston.

“How are you getting on with that lock in Seven Dials?” I imagine him asking me one day.

“Oh, that?” I’ll reply casually. “I opened that old thing months ago. Didn’t I tell you?”

“I’ll take a few pieces at a time,” I mutter as I work on the lock. “Sneak them out without telling him. It’ll take longer that way, but I think –”

“Speaking to yourself is a worrying sign,” someone says behind me.

“Perhaps you spent too much time with King Lloyd,” someone else says.

I was startled by the first speaker – I’ve been invisible to people in Seven Dials while working on the lock, so nobody’s ever addressed me directly – but the second really throws me, with his mention of King Lloyd.

“How do you know...?” I gasp, withdrawing my hands and turning sharply. My thigh strikes the mobile phone, which, as usual, I’d set beside me before I started work, and sends it skittering across the ground, where it’s sure to be stamped on by someone in the crowd. But when I see the two men standing behind me, I know I have a hell of a lot more to worry about than a broken phone.

Both are dressed in white suits, with matching shoes and ties. They’re bald, but each has a crescent moon of white hair curving across his forehead, the tips pointing towards the rear of his head. One of the men is white and carries a long, thin knife, known as a stiletto. The other is black and armed with an axe.

“Hello again, Archibald,” the darker man says.

“We have business with you,” the white man adds.

The strength leaves my legs and my stomach turns. These men are Orlan Stiletto and Argate Axe, two of the most feared killers in the Merge, and if they’re here for me, then my minutes on this planet are numbered.

We might even be talking seconds.
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The first time I saw Orlan Stiletto and Argate Axe, they were chasing a girl across a bridge not far from here. She opened a borehole and escaped. They thought I could see them and debated whether or not to kill me. I managed to convince them that I was unaware of their presence and they let me live. But it looks like they’ve returned to finish the job.

“Wh... wh... what do you want?” I wheeze, back pressed against the face in the pillar, feeling the nose jab into my flesh.

Orlan points at me with his knife, and I fear the worst, but then he lowers the blade. “You made quite an impression at the vote,” he says, referring to the last time we met, when I helped Inez sneak Princess Ghita into the palace in Cornan.

“Pitina shouldn’t have stopped us from killing you,” Argate growls.

“We didn’t stop because of the queen,” Orlan reminds his partner. “We stopped because Duke Edward told us to.”

“But she forced him to call us off,” Argate sulks, then smiles begrudgingly. “You have to admire her, don’t you? A formidable woman.”

“A worthy queen,” Orlan nods. “She saved you, boy. Without her interference, I would have slit your throat.”

“Not if I’d chopped his head off first,” Argate laughs.

I gulp, picturing my head rolling across the floor of the throne room. I look for help, but nobody’s aware of the killers. Orlan and Argate are invisible to the Born, the same way I am at the moment. But if I hit a few people, I could break the spell of the Merge and make them aware of us...

“We’ll kill the Born if you drag them into this,” Orlan says, reading my mind.

“The more the merrier,” Argate grunts, nostrils flaring.

“Please,” I moan. “What’s this about? Are you angry because I helped Inez?”

Argate frowns. “Why would we care about that?”

“We respect good work,” Orlan says.

“That chapter of our story is closed,” Argate says. “You triumphed, and for that we salute you.”

“There aren’t many who get the better of us,” Orlan says. “If circumstances were different, we’d share a drink and toast your success.”

“But our story’s forever evolving,” Argate says. “We’ve started a new chapter, and unluckily for you, you’re part of it.”

“We’ve been hired to take you to Ruby,” Orlan says, and whatever blood was left in my face drains away. Ruby’s the home of the SubMerged.

“What for?” I gasp.

Argate shrugs. “You’ll find out when we get there.”

“Who wants me?” I ask.

“That will be revealed too,” Orlan says.

The killers could have taken me while my back was turned, but they seem very relaxed about this, and still haven’t closed the gap on me. I get the impression they’re in no rush, either because they don’t see me as a threat, or because they want to toy with me. I’ve got to try and make that work to my advantage. First, keep them talking. Then make a break for freedom.

“How did you find me?” I ask, willing strength into my legs, flexing my fingers behind my back to get the blood flowing, trying to formulate a plan.

“Our employer told us to search the streets of London around the area where we’d seen you before,” Orlan says.

“He had a feeling you’d return to the city,” Argate says. “He’s good at predicting the movements of his enemies.”

“We’ve been looking for you for months,” Orlan says, “circling the streets, day after day, in the hope that our paths would eventually cross.”

“They often do in a situation like this,” Argate says. “As the Born like to say, it’s a small world.”

“That’s why I like to hunt here,” Orlan says.

Argate sniffs. “I prefer the challenge of hunting in the Merge. But it matters not. We’ve found you and it’s time to take you to our master. So, if you’re finished with whatever you were doing...”

Argate hangs his axe from a clip on his belt and steps towards me.

“You don’t know what it is?” I ask, seeing my chance to distract them.

“We neither know nor care,” Orlan says, stepping up beside his partner.

“But this is what the hunt’s all about,” I lie, moving aside.

The killers pause, eyebrows furrowing as they stare uncertainly at the face-shaped lock in the pillar.

“A lock?” Argate says.

“What of it?” Orlan asks.

“This isn’t an ordinary lock,” I whisper (and that much at least is true). “Lean in close and listen.”

“It talks?” Argate asks, instinctively leaning forward. Orlan leans in too.

“Oh yes,” I breathe, taking a slow step aside and reaching into a pocket as I lower my voice even further. “And what it says is... boom!” I scream, tearing out the pick and hurling it at the stone face.

It’s a crude, childish trick, but the killers weren’t expecting such a clumsy move. They jerk away, covering their faces with their hands as the pick bounces harmlessly off the pillar and pings to the floor. I buy myself a few seconds and race down one of the seven connected streets, weaving in and out of the crowd.

Behind me, I hear Orlan and Argate chuckling.

“This is what we hoped for,” Orlan says.

“We love it when they run,” Argate says.

“Sometimes they get away,” Orlan says with a self-admonishing tut.

“But more often they don’t,” Argate says, his voice vibrating menacingly.

Then the killers give chase.
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At first I tear through the streets, panting and wild-eyed, hoping to outpace my pursuers. I take turns randomly and dart across busy roads when I spot a gap in the traffic. But then I pause on the edge of a pavement, having just narrowly avoided being mown down by a black cab. The driver’s furious and honks on the horn as he drifts out of sight.

Clinging to a set of traffic lights, gasping for breath, I look back and spot the killers on the other side of the road, calmly waiting for the lights to turn. They haven’t broken a sweat, and when they spot me staring, they smile and wave.

Any hope I had of outrunning them disappears, and as I study the smirking assassins, I understand that they’re enjoying this. They want to watch me sweat and shiver and stumble through the streets, working myself into a blind panic, so they can sweep me up when I’m a weeping, broken wreck.

“No,” I whisper, controlling my breath and straightening my back. I won’t be taken that way.

The lights change and Orlan raises an eyebrow as he steps forward, expecting me to shudder and run. Instead I sniff and take another couple of deep breaths as they draw closer. That throws them and they share a bemused glance, smiles slipping. I take one more breath, then jog down the street, more relaxed than before.

“You’re trying to play it cool,” Orlan calls after me.

“But we can smell the fear inside you,” Argate shouts.

They’re right – my sense of terror hasn’t lessened – but I’m no longer a prisoner to that fear. My brain clicks in as I jog, and I start thinking of ways out of this mess. Like the killers, I’ve been patrolling these streets the past several months, but while they were looking for me, I was looking at locks.

Although I decided not to return to the Merge, I was thinking about it all the time, spotting locks and boreholes everywhere. Many were mysterious, and I would have had to explore them to find out where they led, but others were familiar. For instance, I could sense if a borehole led to Cornan or Sakkara, and one day I spotted one that I instinctively knew led to an island of stone pineapples.

I realised I could confirm a borehole’s destination if it connected to a place in the Merge where I’d been. I must have subconsciously soaked up impressions of the zones I passed through, and could now find my way back to them if I saw any connecting boreholes in the Born.

I had no idea if that ability was common to all the Merged, or if it was a Lox thing, but as I run, I find myself leaning towards the second probability, because if Orlan and Argate knew that I could escape to a place of my choosing, they wouldn’t be taking the chase so lightly.

I consider a borehole to Canadu. There’d be lots of armed guards in the palace, but I’m reluctant to lead Orlan and Argate there. They almost started a war with the guards the last time, and the impression I got was that the killers would have been the favourites in a battle to the death. I don’t want people to die for my sake.

I swing past a church, onto a dark, quiet street. As I pad along, I think about the church. I’ve passed it before. I don’t know its name, or even what this street is, but I know there’s a borehole in the door of an old building a couple of turns from here, leading to one of the first zones I ever visited in the Merge.

There’s no apparent reason for me to return there. It’s in Diamond, and like most of the zones in that doomed realm, it’s been abandoned. There’ll be nobody to help me escape the killers who are hot on my heels.

Despite all that, my gut urges me to head for the building, and since I’ve no better plan, I take the turn for the borehole.

I try to get everything straight in my head while I’m running. I think it’s a simple lock and will open swiftly to my touch. I hope I’m right, because Orlan and Argate will surely make a dash for me when they see what I’m doing.

If I get through the borehole in time, I’ll be able to close it behind me. That won’t stop the killers – the lock’s a simple thing, little more than a latch – but they won’t be able to open it as quickly as I can. I’m guessing I’ll have a minute or two to play with.

It might be enough. There are other boreholes in the zone. If I slip through one of those before the killers cross, they won’t know which way I’ve gone.

Orlan and Argate have started hissing and whistling, trying to unnerve me. They shouldn’t waste their breath. I’m already as unnerved as I could be.

I turn onto the street where the building with the borehole stands, hurry along and cross the road when I spot the door.

“He’s going to cry for help,” Argate laughs as I stop and raise my hand towards the knocker.

But I’m not reaching for the knocker, rather a spot below it, and when I touch that bit of the door, a shimmering blue panel reveals itself.

“A borehole,” Orlan snarls, and I bet I wouldn’t spot a hint of a smile on his face if I looked back now. But I don’t, because I hear their feet pounding on the pavement as they pick up speed. Ignoring the killers, my fingers fly inside the lock. It only takes six seconds to open – part of me counts with solemn detachment – but they’re the longest six seconds of my life, as I keep expecting a knife to slide between my ribs, or an axe to chop through my wrist.

Then the borehole opens, and with a scream of relief I hurl myself out of the Born and into the weird, welcome otherworld of the Merge.
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I thought, if I ever returned to the Merge, that it would be a joyous moment, that I’d pause to sniff the air, beam at the mushrooms that grow everywhere, and take a while to relish being back. But there’s no time for any of that. If I don’t move quickly, I’m finished.

I’m in a zone that looks a lot like the countryside in England, hills and villages in the near distance, except it has a green sky. There’s also a high, green wall joining the sky with the ground. It’s called a buffer, and it defines the barrier of the zone.

There are lots of shimmering patches dotted across the buffer, boreholes to other zones. They’re all open, and I’ve popped out in the middle of a cluster of them, a couple of dozen or more to either side of me.

I choose to go left and scurry along, ignoring the first several boreholes, figuring Orlan and Argate will be forced to try them in order if they carry on looking for me. Still running, and counting off the seconds inside my head – I’m up to nineteen – I glance back. No sign of the killers. I allow myself four more seconds, then stop in front of a yellow, triangular-shaped patch of light. I treat myself to a quick grin and raise a foot to step through.

“No,” a voice inside my head murmurs. “Push on.”

That voice has spoken to me before, but not in a while. It saved me on the bridge in London last year, when I first crossed paths with Orlan and Argate, and helped me get the better of the Empress of Suanpan. I want to ask where it’s been, and why it’s chosen this moment to speak again, but there’s no time for a debate. I either ignore the voice and cross, or trust it and keep moving.

Cursing bitterly, I decide to follow the voice’s instruction. I start running again and resume the count. Twenty-eight... thirty-three... forty...

Orlan and Argate come barrelling through as I hit fifty-two. They’re arguing.

“...should have let me open the damn lock,” Argate complains.

“You’re no more a master of locks than I am,” Orlan snaps.

“But I might have...” Argate stops and swears, far more foully than I did. “Look at all the boreholes. He could have ducked through any of them. We’ll never find him now.”

“Don’t be so sure of that,” Orlan replies, and even though I’m not looking, I feel him pointing at me with his knife.

“Why’s he still here?” Argate asks, and it’s a good question.

“I have no idea,” Orlan says coolly, “but it means the chase is still on.”

I sense the killers storming after me but don’t look back. I’m waiting for the voice to speak again. I’m close to the end of the
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