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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 them. Now I can see the outline of the borehole as clearly as if it was painted on the bridge.

“Then how did you open the lock?” Kojo asks.

I shrug. “Winston spoke to me of reincarnation once. He said maybe I’ve lived before, and that could be why I’m good with locks, because a shade of my former self is somehow guiding me.”

“I guess it’s possible,” Kojo says dubiously.

“It sounds unlikely to me too,” I chuckle, “but I suppose it’ll have to do until a better explanation comes along.”

I get ready to move on, but before I can take a step, the borehole shimmers and a hole in the bridge appears. I frown, wondering if my presence caused it to open. Then a head pops out of the hole and a girl raises her eyebrows when she sees Kojo and me standing above her.

“Blimey,” she says. (That’s the word the translator supplies, though I’m sure they didn’t use such an expression four hundred years ago.) “I knew you were in London, but I didn’t expect to find you waiting for me here. I guess that saves me the job of having to crosshair you.”

I gawp at the girl, but Kojo’s smiling, not taken aback, maybe assuming that this sort of random meeting happens all the time in the Born.

“Hello, Inez,” Kojo says. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too,” Inez says, then scowls at me. “Well, are you going to give me a hand up, or are you going to stand there blinking like a fool for the rest of the day?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

4


[image: image]


Inez hasn’t changed much since I last saw her. She still has dark, short hair, and is wearing cream-coloured trousers and a long-sleeved red top. Her boots are typically dusty — Inez is a camel who travels far and wide, delivering precious packages (and sometimes precious people), with little time to worry about scrubbing a pair of dirty boots.

“What’s up?” I ask once we’ve told Inez a little of what we’ve been doing. We’re still on the bridge, leaning against the rails, enjoying a light breeze.

“Does anything need to be up?” Inez asks. “Maybe I just dropped by to say hi.”

I make a growling noise at the back of my throat, something that Inez does a lot. “Come clean, Matryoshka,” I say, calling her by her surname.

Inez rolls her eyes. “You’re a suspicious soul, Archibald Lox.”

“I know you too well,” I reply. “You wouldn’t come to the Born just to find out how I am.”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” Inez says. “You’re a friend, Archie, and despite what you might think, I sometimes look up old friends purely to check in on them.” She hangs her head glumly. “But in this instance you’re right. I’m here on a mission, and it’s not good news.”

My insides tighten as I try to guess what might be wrong. I nod for her to proceed. She doesn’t see my nod, but carries on regardless.

“King Lloyd is dying.”

I sigh, though the tight knot in my gut unravels. The elderly king’s a friend of ours. He’s been in bad shape for a long time. While I’m sad to hear that his condition has worsened, it’s not a huge surprise, and I’m relieved that Inez has nothing more troubling to report.

“How long does he have left?” I ask.

“Maybe a few days,” Inez says. “Lots of royals have gathered. Ghita got word to me that you and I are wanted too. Nora said he talks often of us, and it would be nice if we could be there at the end.”

Ghita’s a princess, and also our friend.

“He doesn’t hold a grudge about what happened in New York last year?” I ask.

“Apparently not.”

“So are you going?”

“Of course,” she says. “It’s a great honour to have been asked. Apart from the Family members and his attendants, just a few close friends from Diamond have been invited.”

Diamond is King Lloyd’s realm. Each realm is sustained by up to nine people in the Born – the realms exist inside a network created by their brains, kind of like the internet cloud is created using servers – and they’re known as Family members, or royals. King Lloyd is Diamond’s last surviving royal, and for decades now he’s been keeping it going by himself. If all the Family members of a realm die without being replaced, it falls — basically, it shatters and becomes part of the Lost Zone, an area from which there’s no return. Anyone in the realm when it falls will die or wind up trapped in the Lost Zone, so most of the people who lived in Diamond have deserted it and migrated to other realms.

“We shouldn’t be gone too long,” Inez says when I hesitate, “but if you’re worried about your foster parents, feel free to say no. Nora will understand.”

“They’re not a problem,” I say. “We have an arrangement, so it won’t be a big deal if I’m gone for a while. It’s just... the thought of sitting around, watching an old friend slowly perish...”

“It won’t be horrible,” Inez promises. “Lloyd has lived a long, happy life, apart from the hard years near the end. He’ll be surrounded by people who love him. And we all know it’s more of a pause than an actual end — his soul will depart for a sphere beyond when it slips free of its current vessel. As sad as we’ll be to lose him, this will be a time of celebration.”

“I dunno...” I mutter.

“We can’t hide from death,” Inez says softly. “It’s part of life, the price we pay to enjoy this wonderful sphere and those we’ve yet to explore.”

“OK,” I sigh. “If he wants me there, I’ll go.”

“Good,” Inez says, then looks at Kojo and smiles. “I’m sure it’ll be fine if you want to come too — everyone wants to be able to say they’ve met the legendary Cryptkeeper.”

“No thank you,” Kojo says.

“You’re certain? There will be lots of royals, some of whom you’ve probably yet to meet.”

“There’ll be plenty of time for meetings,” Kojo says. “I’d feel wrong, popping up at such a sombre time and introducing myself to everyone. It would distract from the good king’s passing.”

“This means we’ll have to cut short your tour of London,” I note.

“That’s alright,” he says. “We can resume when you return. I doubt the city will change much in a few days.”

We escort Kojo back to the borehole in Seven Dials, which isn’t a long walk. He steps through without bidding us farewell, as is common in the Merge.

“Do you think we should invite Winston too?” I ask Inez.

“Kojo will tell him what’s happening,” she says. “If he wants to come, he’ll make his own way there. I don’t like entering the Crypt too often. I know Kojo has said we’re welcome, and you nip across regularly to see Winston, but it was really only meant for Family, so I don’t like to impose.” She studies the borehole and asks, “Have many of these been opened?”

“Not yet,” I say. “Most of the Crypt boreholes are long forgotten. Search teams are looking for them in all the realms, but apart from this and the one in the palace in Sapphire, only three have been found so far, two in Topaz and one in Ruby.”

“You’ve opened those three?” Inez asks.

“I opened the first one, in Topaz,” I tell her. “It was installed in a wall in a middle of a waterfall in a zone far removed from Niffelheim — we had to trek for three days to get to it. Winston was with me, and I walked him through the process. He wasn’t able to open it, even after I’d showed him how it was done, but he was able to demonstrate the steps to the Topazer royals when they visited later, and it opened for them. They were able to open the other one too, as it was the same as the first. He also ran Daku through the process, when the king brought the borehole to the Crypt — luckily that one was set in a small stone wheel that was once part of a temple frieze, so they were able to transport it.”

“I wonder why Winston didn’t jump at the opportunity to go to Ruby?” Inez says drily, and we share a knowing glance. Winston was tortured the last time he was in Ruby. He never wants to set foot there again.

“It’s strange that Winston couldn’t open the Crypt borehole,” Inez says as we set off through the streets of Soho.

“They’re only meant to open for royals,” I remind her.

“But they open for you,” she says.

I shift uncomfortably. “I don’t know why,” I mutter.

“Winston still hasn’t told you how you can do stuff like that?” she asks.

“Not a word,” I say grumpily. “I suppose he’ll spill the beans when he’s ready. I just hope I’m not as old and grey as he is by the time he gets round to it.”

Inez chuckles. “He’s a mysterious old owl. He was always that way. He likes to play his cards close to his chest.”

“Sometimes he plays them behind his back,” I growl, and Inez laughs.

“At least the magic’s still working for you,” she says.

“What do you mean?” I frown.

“Crosshairing me on the bridge,” she says.

My frown deepens. “What are you talking about?”

She snorts. “You think you just happened to be standing there when I arrived?”

“Well, yeah,” I say weakly.

“Don’t be naïve, Archie,” she tuts. “Part of you knew I was coming and led you to the place where I’d be entering the city.”

“No,” I protest. “I was showing Kojo the sights. That’s where I first met you, and I wanted...” I trail off.

“London’s a megacity,” Inez says. “You could have been in any part of it at that precise moment, but you were on the bridge, waiting for me.”

“I wasn’t...” I stop, because of course she’s right. People do run into one another by accident, all the time, but it’s highly unlikely that our meeting on that exact bridge, at the very moment she hit town, was mere coincidence.

“I thought the Merged could only crosshair people in the Born,” I say.

“That’s right,” Inez says.

“But you were in the Merge before you came here.”

She shakes her head. “I was in a country in East Africa. You must have clocked my presence when I entered the Born, sensed when I took the borehole to the zone with the aqueduct where we first met, and predicted where I was headed from there.”

I gawp at her. “Is that possible?”

“No,” she says cheerfully, “but you’re an old hand at doing the impossible.”

I shoot her a dirty look. “This isn’t funny.”

“I never said it was,” she replies, stopping outside a Tube station. “But it is fascinating, and makes me wonder what else you might be capable of that we don’t know about yet.”

I gulp. “I don’t like being special.”

“Too bad,” Inez says with typical bluntness, “because you are.”

I scowl at her, then check the walls of the Tube station. “Where is it?” I ask.

“What?” she says.

“The borehole.”

“What borehole?”

“The one that connects with New York.”

Inez sniffs. “Borehole shmorehole! There was one twentieth-century invention that King Lloyd loved nearly as much as tall buildings, so we’re not going to use a borehole. We’re going to honour him by going another way, so that we can tell him about our travels when we arrive.”

“What are you gibbering about?” I snap.

Inez jabs a finger at a Tube map on the wall, and when she removes it, I see that it’s the stop for Heathrow airport.

“I’m four hundred years old,” Inez grins, although it’s a nervous little grin. “I’ve zipped from one side of this world to the other, and hiked across zones in the Merge that most people have never even heard of, but it’s time to try something new.” She spreads her arms and makes a loud, whooshing noise. “Strap yourself in, Archie. We’re going to fly!”
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The Merged are invisible to the Born, and since the same rules apply to me when I’m with Inez, we’ve no problem breezing through airport security. We bypass the lines of holiday-makers and business execs, and slip past the staff without challenge, a pair of ghosts gliding through the terminal. CCTV cameras pick us up, but people watching the screens will unknowingly turn a blind eye to the images.

There are plenty of flights to New York, even at this time of the day, so we march to the gate of a plane that’s due to take off soon, and Inez whispers to one of the men checking in passengers. “Please tell me if it’s a full flight.”

“It’s not a full flight,” the man says, drawing curious stares from the people in line and other members of staff.

“Are there any free seats in business class?” I ask.

“There are free seats in business class,” he says, without stopping what he’s doing, oblivious of the looks that he’s attracting.

“Let’s do it in style,” I grin at Inez, who shrugs and leads me onto the plane. We check with a flight steward to find out which of the luxury seats will be unoccupied, then choose two near the front.

Inez tenses as we taxi back from the stand and head towards the runway. “It’s noisier than I imagined,” she says, looking out the window.

“It’ll get a lot noisier before we’re done,” I warn her. “The seats will shake too, especially as we’re taking off. Don’t worry, it’s normal.”

Inez gulps and turns away from the window. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.”

I pat her hand. “King Lloyd will be proud of you.” I pause as I think of something. “Have your ears ever popped?”

“What are you talking about?” she frowns.

“Hold tight,” I grin, locking fingers with her and squeezing, “and try your best not to scream.”

Inez shoots me a dirty look, letting me know she’s not the sort of girl who screams that easily, but when the engines roar and the plane picks up speed and we’re pressed back in our seats, her eyes widen and her fingers tighten around mine.

“Easy,” I murmur. “We’re safe. This is how it works.”

“We’re going so fast,” Inez wheezes.

“You’ve seen planes flying overhead in the Born, haven’t you?” I ask.

“Of course,” she says, “but they never seemed to be going at this speed.”

“Well, they were,” I tell her. “If the plane didn’t go so fast, it wouldn’t make it off the ground. Speaking of which...”

We lift off and Inez’s mouth opens. I can tell she’s about to yell with fear, so I raise a finger to put to her lips. Then I remember that no one can hear her unless she speaks to them directly, so I lower my hand and let her roar. She shrieks at the top of her lungs for about half a minute. Then she stops and looks at me with a sparkle in her eyes.

“This is amazing!” she pants.

“Are your ears popping?” I laugh.

She works her jaw from side to side. “I think so. It’s weird.”

“It’ll probably be worse when we descend,” I tell her, “but again, nothing to worry about. Keep moving your jaw and gulping, and you’ll be fine.”

Inez settles into the flight and takes an interest in the plane. The Merged don’t normally pay much attention to anything Born, but she wants to know how fast we’re going, what our altitude is, where our oxygen’s coming from. I direct her to the in-flight entertainment system, which answers most of her questions and leaves her shaking her head with wonder.

I show Inez how the seat turns into a bed – she thought I was joking when I first said it – and we order drinks and food from a stewardess. She doesn’t consciously hear us, but returns with our order and sets it down in front of us without thinking, even making up our tables for us.

“I don’t normally enjoy eating in the Born,” Inez says as she forks another chunk of fish into her mouth, “because of what we have to do when we’re finished digesting the food, but this is different.”

“It’s not so nice in economy,” I tell her, “but it’s a real treat up here.”

“Have you flown a lot?” she asks.

“A few times,” I nod.

“In business or economy?” she asks.

“A mix.”

“Why do people choose to fly economy rather than business class?”

“Money,” I sigh. “Not everyone can afford these seats.”

“I forgot about money,” Inez says. “Are your foster parents wealthy, then?”

“No, but I guess they can afford a treat every so often.”

“You’re lucky,” Inez says.

“Yeah,” I mutter, frowning, though I’m not sure why. I start to think about some of the flights I’ve been on, counting how many times I’ve flown business, but then tell myself to forget it.

I watch a film to kill some time. Inez starts to watch one too – the first she’s seen since the era of silent movies, she tells me – but can’t concentrate, and keeps getting up to walk around the cabin, looking at what other people are up to, going all the way to the back of the plane and then up the other aisle.

Inez’s nervousness resurfaces in the final stages of our descent. I’ve told her not to look out the window, but she can’t tear her gaze away. She stares at the ground and trembles as we glide towards it, and I know she’s having trouble believing that the pilots are in control.

She lets out a long, shaky breath when we touch down, then winces as the brakes are applied and we start screeching to a halt. “Normal?” she whimpers, covering her ears with her hands.

“Normal,” I assure her, mouthing the word clearly in case she can’t hear me.

Inez doesn’t linger when the seatbelt sign goes off – I’d prepared her for that in advance – and is by the door, waiting impatiently as it’s opened. She hurries up the gangway and I have to jog to keep pace. She doesn’t slow until we’re well into the airport terminal.

“What did you think?” I ask.

“I liked most of it,” she says, “but not coming down.”

“We couldn’t stay up there forever,” I smirk.

“I’m well aware of that,” she says frostily, then laughs at herself. “It was scarier than I’d anticipated. I’m glad I’ve done it, but I doubt I’ll ever fly again. Boreholes are a lot more convenient.”

“Agreed,” I chuckle, “but until we come up with a Born equivalent, planes are the best way of getting around that we have.”

“Another reason to stick to the Merge,” Inez says, then asks me to go find a taxi. Our playful interlude above the clouds is over. Time to pay our respects and wait for the passing of the kindly King Lloyd.
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Inez has crosshaired King Lloyd and pinpointed his location, which hasn’t changed since we were here last year. Neither of us memorised an address that time, so we tell the driver to head for the Upper East Side, then direct him from there. I take over the crosshairing, since it’s still a novelty for me and I want to practise. I think about the elderly king and get a sense of his position in the city, which focuses to a pinpoint as we draw ever closer and arrive outside the entrance to a familiar looking apartment block.

There’s an even more familiar looking man outside the block.

“Cal!” I shout happily as I open the taxi door.

A huge, glum-looking man nods at me and walks over. He taps on the driver’s window and the driver rolls it down, frowning because he can’t see anyone and isn’t sure why he’s opened the window.

“Did you give him money?” Cal asks Inez as she gets out behind me and shuts the door.

“No, sorry, I didn’t think about that,” Inez says.

“Me neither,” I wince.

“That’s alright,” Cal says, pulling out a wad of notes and passing a few fifties to the confused driver. “The money’s yours. Put it in your pocket, don’t worry about where it came from, and be on your merry way.”

The driver pockets the money as instructed and pulls away.

“Lots of people have been arriving in taxis,” Cal says, “but few think about paying. We don’t like to see the drivers go short, so we have someone down here all the time, watching out for new arrivals and covering their fares. We take it in shifts. I was sure you’d come, so I’ve been crosshairing the pair of you, and timed it so I’d be here when you pulled up.”

Cal normally doesn’t say an awful lot, so we’re a bit taken aback. As he pauses for breath, he tugs his ginger moustache and grimaces. “I forgot the greet, didn’t I?” He puts the three fingers of his right hand to his chest (he lost the other two in a fight a couple of years ago) and makes a quick throwing gesture. Inez and I both pretend to catch the soul that he’s thrown to us, and press it to our own chests.

Cal stares at us solemnly, then wraps his arms around us and lifts us up. “It’s so good to see you,” he sobs.

“You too, big man,” I gasp, giving him a hug.

“Try not to crush our ribs,” Inez croaks, her face turning purple.

Cal releases us and chuckles. “Sorry. I was excited.”

“Don’t worry,” Inez says, breathing normally now. She takes hold of his left hand – hers is awfully small in his massive mitt – and gazes up at him. “Is the king...?”

“Still alive,” Cal says, then tuts. “But you already know that. If he’d died, you’d have felt the realm fall. You were asking if he was comfortable, right?”

“Yes,” Inez says.

“As comfortable as he can be,” Cal sighs. “He’s being tended by medics from the Merge, as well as a couple of fine Born doctors. They’re making sure he’s not in too much pain.”

“Any idea how long he has left?” I ask.

Cal wipes away tears. “We don’t think he’ll last more than another day or two.”

“Is he conscious?” Inez asks.

“He swims in and out,” Cal says. “A lot of the time, when he’s awake, his thoughts aren’t his own, and he’s like he used to be, before Archibald cured him.”

“I didn’t exactly cure him,” I mumble, but Cal thinks of me as his king’s saviour and won’t hear any different.

“We were expecting you sooner,” he says to Inez.

“We flew,” Inez tells him.

Cal whistles. “You’re braver than me. What was it like? No, never mind, save the story for King Lloyd.”

“He’s still accepting visitors?” Inez asks.

Cal nods. “He can’t respond to most of them, but I’m sure he hears what people are saying. He’ll enjoy hearing about the plane. He meant to try a jet – it’s been so long since he flew, and that was in one of the early, primitive planes – but we never got round to it.”

“Will we head in?” Inez asks. “We’re keen to see him.”

“In a moment,” Cal stops us. “I wanted to have a word with Archibald first. That’s why I stationed myself here to meet you.” He crouches closer and lowers his voice. “The death of a king’s a momentous event.”

“I know,” I say soberly.

“Family members like to honour a dying royal,” Cal continues. “It’s an age-old custom. Representatives from every Family gather to pay their respects, regardless of any quarrels or disagreements they might have had. Even Old Man Reap used to honour the tradition.”

I nod again. I can see where this is heading.

“The Rubicons have sent a couple of kings,” Cal says. “I was hoping Prince Dante would turn up – young royals almost always attend the death of an elder – but we haven’t seen him since he was kidnapped after playing checkers with King Lloyd last year.”

I flush guiltily. Cal was never in favour of involving his king in the kidnapping scheme.

“Dante doesn’t meet up with King Lloyd any more?” I ask.

“No,” Cal says. “It’s a pity, because Nora says he loved those games. He’d have enjoyed a few more...” Cal sees my crestfallen look and swiftly tries to absolve me of blame. “Don’t let it concern you, Archibald. You did what you had to do. Nora understood when I explained it to her.”

“And King Lloyd?” I ask.

Cal clears his throat. “We never told him. It would have upset him. We said that Dante had been called away on Family business. The SubMerged tried to interview him when they were searching for the prince, but Nora and I told them he’d been ill for a while and hadn’t seen Dante for a few weeks prior to his kidnapping.”

I sigh and scratch the back of my neck. “If you don’t want me to come in...”

“Don’t be silly,” Cal snorts. “I didn’t mean for you to feel bad. What I wanted to warn you about was King Adil, as he’s one of the Rubes who came. I’m sure you’re still angry about what happened in Topaz, and won’t want to be polite to him, but if you start arguing, we’ll have to ask you to leave.”

I take several seconds to think about it. I don’t want to have to make nice to Adil after all that he put me through, but I’ve come to see King Lloyd, and I like him as much as I dislike his SubMerged counterpart.

“OK,” I mutter. “I know you hate the Rubes as much as I do. If you can put up with Adil, I can too.”

“Good man,” Cal beams, and gives my left arm a little thump.

When I’ve checked to make sure he hasn’t broken any bones – “Sorry, Archibald!” – we follow Cal into the block and up the stairs to a corridor lined with doors to lots of apartments.

“It must be a tight squeeze in there, with all the royals,” I note as Cal is opening the door to what can’t be more than a two-bedroom apartment.

“Not as tight as you might think,” he chuckles, and when we step inside, my jaw drops with astonishment — and then drops again.

The walls on either side, which should define the apartment, have been ripped out, as have the walls of the next three or four adjoining flats in both directions, to create a long, vacuous room, with bedrooms, kitchens and other rooms set off it. The king’s real estate people must have bought most of the apartments on this floor and converted them into a single, well-disguised super-flat. I wasn’t expecting what amounts to a hangar in the middle of what must be one of the most expensive places on the planet to buy property. That’s why my jaw drops the first time.

The second jaw drop’s more difficult to explain because at first I don’t understand what I’m seeing.

There must be fifty or so people in the room, but because it’s so big, it doesn’t feel cramped. They’re spread out in small groups, standing and chatting, or sitting on couches and armchairs. Some are eating and many have drinks. I’m sure quite a few are friends or enemies of mine, but at the moment I can’t focus on their faces, because a dozen or more of the people are shining.

I’ve never seen anything like this. I thought for a second that they were on fire, but the colours are different with each person, mixed together in unique patterns, and constantly moving. They radiate from their bodies in swirling waves that flicker out after several centimetres. It’s as if coloured steam is rising out of their flesh and enveloping them.

The colours emerge from everywhere, from the feet all the way up to the head, front as well as back, so it looks as if each person’s cocooned inside a shell of light. They’re clearly visible through the colours, and I see some of them touching other people, who aren’t affected by the contact.

“Archibald?” Cal says. I’ve stopped in the doorway.

“What’s wrong?” Inez grunts.

“Can you see them?” I whisper.

“See what?” Inez looks around the room and so does Cal. Neither spots anything amiss.

“I’d think there was something wrong with my eyes,” I wheeze, “except it would be everyone if that was the case, not just some of them.”

“Archie?” Inez says, sounding more concerned.

“Do you sense a threat, Archibald?” Cal growls, fingers clenching.

“I don’t... I’m not...” I shut my eyes for a few seconds, then open them again. The colours around the dozen or so people are still there. As I gawp, one of those people trots towards me, smiling widely. It’s a girl I know well, and I start to realise what the colours must be.

“Archie!” Princess Ghita crows, stopping close to me and sticking up a hand. “I’d do the greet if we were in the Merge, but a high five seems more appropriate here, right?”

Ghita grins as I weakly slap her hand, then turns to high five Inez, but Inez is studying me, worried.

“Is everything alright?” Ghita asks, lowering her hand.

“Yes,” I answer before Inez can, and cast her a shaky smile. “It’s OK. I think I know what I’m seeing now.”

“Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” Inez says.

I run a couple of fingers through the air over Ghita’s head, tracing the arc of colours along the line where they die away. “Can you see what I’m doing?” I ask a bemused Inez as Ghita stares at me oddly.

“Of course,” Inez says. “You’re running your fingers around...” She stops, her eyes widening.

“It’s Ghita’s aura, isn’t it?” I breathe, then point to a patch above her left ear. “Mostly green.” I point to her right shoulder. “Gold and blue.” I waggle the fingers over her stomach. “Pink and orange.”

“If you don’t mind,” Ghita huffs, slapping my hand away, but with a smile. “So you can see my aura. So what? You and every other Merged.”

“But Archie’s not Merged,” Inez reminds her, and Ghita’s smile fades. “You’ve never been able to see a royal’s aura, have you?” she asks me.

“No,” I say. “You tried describing them to me – Winston did too – but I could never get what you were talking about. I had an image in my mind of a halo, nothing as all-encompassing or multicoloured as this.”

“Can you see the auras around the other royals?” Inez asks.

I nod, looking closely at the people surrounded by the coloured shells, identifying Queen Malina, Prince Hiroto, another prince from Emerald who I met in Topaz, the Aboriginal King Daku from Ruby.

“This has only just happened?” Ghita asks.

“I’m not sure,” I mutter. “I mean, this is the first time I’ve noticed auras, but I haven’t seen any Family members since I bumped into you in the Crypt several months ago.”

I’m still staring at the auras. They’re beautiful and eerie, putting me in mind of videos of the Northern Lights that I’ve seen, and the Fires of Release in Topaz that I visited during the Tourney.

“Why do you think this has happened?” Ghita asks Inez. “No Born has ever been able to see auras before, unless they’re Family.”

“It’s just an Archibald thing,” Cal laughs. “Nothing he does surprises me.”

Ghita smiles at Cal, but looks seriously at Inez.

“I don’t know,” Inez says, studying me uncertainly, “but Archie’s always been different. He’s a Lox. He can crosshair and zizz, and in a way that exceeds our own capabilities. He can map paths through boreholes that he’s never used before, if they connect with a zone that he’s previously visited. And now he can see auras.”

“But why?” I bleat. “How?”

Inez shrugs uneasily.

“Do you think it means anything?” Ghita asks.

“Maybe,” Inez says, “maybe not.”

“Oh, what an amazing observation,” I say sarcastically.

She tuts. “You seem to think I have all the answers, but you’ve been a mystery to me since the day you followed me through the vine to the aqueduct, and this is just another part of that mystery. I suspect it’s a minor part – being able to see auras is nowhere near as unusual as being able to send detailed messages when you zizz, or sense a route to a specific zone through unfamiliar boreholes – but I could be wrong.”

“I bet Winston knows,” I grumble darkly.

“Ask him the next time you see him,” Inez says dismissively. “In the meantime, my advice is to ignore it. Let’s go mingle.” And with that she takes my hand and leads me into the room as Cal closes the door on the normal world outside.
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First to spot us as we advance is Nora, who’s coming out of a bedroom. Nora was one of King Lloyd’s most loyal servants in Diamond, and she’s tended to him here in the Born as well. She looks tired and sad, but smiles when she sees us and sweeps forward to make the greet. “Archibald, Inez, thank you for coming.”

“We’re honoured to have been invited,” Inez replies.

Nora sniffs. “If not for you two, we wouldn’t even be here. He’d still be suffering and slipping further into madness back in Diamond. He asked me several times to let you know when the end was near, though he said you shouldn’t feel obliged to attend. ‘They’ve surely got better things to do than sit around watching an old frog croak for the last few times.’”

As Inez and I are smiling at her impression of the king, Nora stands on her tiptoes and kisses Cal. Not just a quick peck — this is a proper kiss.

Cal blushes when she releases him, and looks at us sheepishly. “Um. Yes. I forgot to mention that Nora and I are an item now.”

“Cal and Nora, sitting in a tree,” I sing. They stare at me oddly. “It’s an old Born rhyme. The next line is k-i-s-s-i-n-g. First comes love, then... Forget it,” I cough when their confused frowns deepen.

“How is he?” Cal asks, brushing a lock of hair back from Nora’s forehead, much gentler with her than he was when he playfully punched my arm a while ago.

“The same,” Nora says. “Adil and Zalika are with him.”

Cal scowls. “At least you didn’t leave that SubMerged snake in there by himself. He’d stuff a pillow over our king’s face in no time if there wasn’t someone around to keep an eye on him.”

“I don’t like Adil either,” I laugh, “but I doubt he’d do that.”

“Actually, he might,” Nora says. “The SubMerged don’t like drawn-out deaths. If Adil was dying, he’d expect one of his friends to finish him off swiftly.”

“Well, if he’s looking for a volunteer...” I murmur, and Cal guffaws.

“King Lloyd’s out cold,” Nora says to Inez and me. “He may well stay that way until the end, but if he revives, I’ll hurry you in to see him. In the meantime, make yourselves at home. Eat and drink whatever you want. We own all the apartments on the other side of the corridor, so there are plenty of beds available. Some prefer to sleep elsewhere – the Rubicons can’t relax unless they’re tucked away somewhere secret – but you’re more than welcome to make this your base if you please.”

“That sounds good to me,” Inez says.

“Just give Cal or myself a nod when you’re tired,” Nora says, then drags the big man away to discuss something with him.

“Who would you like to chat with?” Inez asks, casting her gaze around.

“It’d be nice to catch up with Malina,” I tell her.

“Let’s do that later,” Ghita says, taking my hand and leading us across the room. “Most of the young princes and princesses are here, and we’ve been hanging out in a little group. It’s not just royals. A few others our age have joined us, and there’s one in particular who I think you’ll be keen to meet.”

“That sounds intriguing,” Inez smiles as we reach a gang of children and teens. They turn to look at us, and her smile fades when she catches sight of one of the boys. He’s tall, good-looking, although with a small scar on his right cheek that’s roughly the shape of the number 9. He has light-brown hair and a winning if smug smile. His smile fades too when he spies Inez.

“Inez,” he mutters.

“Kurtis,” she whispers.

He seems to struggle to think of something else to say. When he comes up short, he nods at me instead and says with forced politeness, “Archibald.”

“What are you doing here?” I growl, not bothering with pleasantries. Kurtis is Duke Noah’s heir. They live in an average hole of a town called Gasterby, and while they’re big shots on their home turf, I wouldn’t have expected to find them at a gathering of the real movers and shakers of the Merge.

“Adil brought me,” Kurtis says. “I’ve been serving as one of his aides in recent months. My role in returning Dante to Ruby won me a lot of approval, and the king’s given me a chance to prove myself of further use to him.”

“Noah isn’t with you?” I ask.

Kurtis shakes his head. “He’s busy running Gasterby.”

“That must be hard without his prize stooge,” I chuckle provocatively.

Kurtis bristles but shrugs off the insult. “He has lots of other assistants,” he says lightly. “Skeen helps too. She’s a very useful stooge, as you know only too well.”

I tremble, recalling the duke’s partner, and how she helped keep me in line at one point when I was Adil’s prisoner.

“Let’s not start a fight,” Ghita says, pursing her lips. “I want to introduce you to the others. Everyone, this is Inez Matryoshka and Archie Lox. Inez and Archie, this is Prince Jickey and Princess Omolara, from Emerald.”

“And you know me already, of course,” a prince called Hiroto grins.

We smile at the young Topazer royal. “How have you been?” I ask.

“Fine,” he says. “It’s been a quiet year. I miss the excitement of the old days.”

We all laugh at that, even Kurtis.

“We actually met already, back in Topaz,” Jickey reminds me.

“I remember,” I say, making the greet. The prince looks a bit younger than me, has light-red hair, a smattering of freckles across his pale cheeks, and is a bit on the plump side. I recall him being rather shy the last time we chatted, but he seems more at ease now.

“I wish I could have gone to the Tourney,” Omolara sighs. She’s a beautiful black girl, with sparkling green eyes. She’s a couple of years older than me, clad in clothes that wouldn’t look out of place on a model.

“I teased her about it for months when I got back to New Agartha,” Jickey laughs.

“New Agartha?” I repeat.

“It’s the Emerald capital,” he explains.

“Ah.” I clear my throat. “And you’re both Merged, aren’t you?” I ask, shooting a quick look at Kurtis.

“All the royals are Merged in Emerald,” Omolara smiles. “It’s been a long time since any of us batted for the other side.”

“Though it wouldn’t surprise me if Federico turned,” Jickey says slyly.

“Don’t,” Omolara squeals. “He looks a bit evil, I know, but that doesn’t mean...” She stops and winces. “Sorry, Kurtis, I didn’t mean to offend you.”

Kurtis laughs diplomatically. “It would take more than that to offend me.”

“Dante’s the only Rubicon royal our sort of age,” Hiroto says. “It’s a pity he’s not here. We were hoping to spend some time with him.”

“But Dante’s not the only –” I start to say, but get no further.

“Shut up!” Inez yells, and conversations around us stall as
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