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“There is no foreign land; it is the traveller only that is foreign.”

—  Robert Louis Stevenson
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A sickening silence reigns in the house of death. George and Rachel are sitting at the kitchen table, numbly picking at their breakfast. They look blank, lost, more like puppets than people. All these months later, they’re still not even close to getting over what happened.

I’m standing in a corner, wearing my school uniform. If my foster parents notice me, they say nothing. We find it hard to say anything to one another these days. I can’t remember the last time one of them spoke to me directly.

I glance at the clock. It’s time to leave. I think about saying goodbye, but I can’t bring myself to break the crushing silence, so I slip out, taking my blazer from where it hangs near the front door. There’s a photo of Dave on the wall, in his uniform, smiling.

I’ve opened the door, but I’m still staring at the photo, remembering the day that everything ended and the nightmare began. Dave’s trapped in photos, video clips and memories now. He’ll never grow older or rock this house with his laughter again. Lost to the silence forever.

I step out and close the door oh-so softly behind me.

It’s a grey, heavy day in London, lifeless clouds hanging in the sky as if stuck there with glue, and I know even before I hit the pavement that I won’t be going to school. There’s a tight knot in my stomach, and the thought of sitting in class makes me want to throw up. It won’t be the first day I’ve skipped since the accident. Nobody has said anything about the absences. Sometimes I feel like nobody in the entire world will ever say anything to me again.

I gaze at people in coffee shops as I trudge past, wondering if any of them has lost someone the way we lost Dave, if this city of millions feels as cold and alien to them as it does to me.

I wind up on a bridge over the Thames. There’s a railway line up the centre, a footbridge on either side of it. I walk across one of the footbridges, studying the river, thinking about Dave, the accident, how easy it would have been to save him if I’d seen the danger in advance.

“There’s a dangerous drop on the other side of that wall, Dave. Hop back onto the path.”

That’s all it would have taken. He’d have rolled his eyes and asked me if I thought I was his minder. Then we’d have laughed and carried on, and the day would have been like any other, and he’d still be here.

Leaving the bridge, I drift along the riverbank. For a while I blamed the Thames for stealing Dave from us, but I came to see how silly that was. It was an accident. Not Dave’s fault. Not mine. Certainly not a river’s.

I return to the footbridge, walk about three-quarters of the way along, then stop and study the view, which takes in the London Eye and the Houses of Parliament, glass skyscrapers in the distance.

I should be cheerful, with no school and that view, but I can’t stop thinking about Dave. I feel lost and alone, with nothing to do and all the time in the world on my hands.

Hoping to distract myself, I focus on the people crossing the bridge. Many are tourists, pausing to take selfies, smiling and laughing, flashing the peace sign or pretending to prop up the London Eye. A few joggers pant past. Men and women in business suits march by, talking loudly on their phones. Foreign students on school trips. A few pensioners.

And then I spot the girl.

She’s my sort of age, darker skinned than me, maybe from southern Italy or Spain. She has black hair cut short, and wide brown eyes, dressed in plain cream trousers and a red, long-sleeved top. Her boots are navy, scuffed and stained with dry mud.

She comes running along the bridge in a panic, stops near where I’m standing and starts grimacing bizarrely. Her nose twitches, her lips gurn, her eyebrows shoot up and down, her tongue flickers out and around.

At first I think she’s pulling faces at me and I open my mouth to snap at her, but then she throws a worried – no, terrified – glance backwards, and I realise she hasn’t even noticed me.

Two men are striding towards us. They’re dressed in white suits, white shoes and white ties. One is black, the other pale like me. Both are bald, except for a curved, thin strip of white hair that arcs across their foreheads, the tips of the crescents pointing towards the backs of their heads.

The pale man is holding a long, narrow knife, the sort they called a stiletto in the old days. The darker man is carrying an axe, swinging it through the air in short, menacing strokes.

It’s clear that the men are chasing the girl and will kill her if they catch her.

The girl gulps, then pulls more faces. She’s staring at the paving slabs. I want to cry out and warn her of the danger, but she’s obviously aware of the threat. I can’t understand why she isn’t fleeing, why she’s drawn to a halt and is wasting precious time pulling those ridiculous faces.

I think about intervening – I could tug the girl away from the onrushing men and help her escape – but I’m rigid with fear, breathing shallowly, eyes wide, shocked by what’s happening.

When the men are several metres away, a couple of slabs in the bridge shimmer and a hole yawns open. I think it’s a trick of the light, so I do a double take, but it’s definitely a hole, a gap where a moment before there had been solid stone.

With a victorious yelp, the girl throws herself into the hole. The men’s faces twist with rage and they pick up speed, but the girl yells something, and in an instant the slabs are back in place.

The hole is gone.

The bridge is solid again.

The girl has disappeared.

The armed, angry, white-suited men stand there, scowling at the spot where she vanished. I look to see how the other people on the bridge are reacting to this, but to my astonishment they angle round the men, paying them no interest, not even sneaking a quick look at their weapons.

Then, as I gawp at the slabs and the men, the pale guy with the stiletto raises his head and looks straight at me.

“I think the boy can see us,” he says.

The man with the axe looks around uncertainly. “What boy?”

“That one,” knife-man says, pointing at me with the blade.

Axe-man stares at me. “Are you sure? He’s wearing Born clothes.”

“They could be a disguise,” knife-man says.

A lump of terror forms in my throat. The men are studying me as if I’m an insect, and there’s no doubt in my mind that they can stamp me out as swiftly as a bug if they choose.

But even while fireworks of fear explode inside my head and I stand on the verge of a meltdown, I’m noting details of what’s going on around me. It’s like part of my brain has detached itself and is working hard to save me.

“The other people don’t see them,” a voice whispers inside me. “They don’t know that the two men are here. They didn’t see the girl or the hole either.”

I don’t know how that can be true, but I instinctively know that it is.

Prompted by the voice, I cast my gaze around, as if I’m still people-watching, and clock the movements of pedestrians as they approach the two men. Without seeing the pair in the white suits, they sense something in their way and move to bypass the obstruction.

“He does look a bit shifty,” axe-man says and his face hardens. “Will I chop off his head, just to be safe?”

I act as if I haven’t heard, and hope the blood isn’t draining from my cheeks. I’ve managed to hold myself together but my knees are threatening to spasm. I need to convince the men that I’m unaware of their presence.

Remembering something that I’d seen earlier, I cock my head and focus. “What on Earth...?” I murmur, and step towards the men in the suits.

They squint at me as I approach. I try to behave like the other people, and angle my body in order to slip between them. I feel (or imagine) a cold wind skittering across the back of my neck as I pass.

I stop at the rails and stare across the gap that separates the footbridge from the railway line. A small tree is growing out of one of the supports, in a circle of unbroken concrete. Dirt must have built up in a crack, and a seed must have got lodged and taken root, but I pretend to be flabbergasted.

“How did that get there?” I mutter, like a botanist who has found an Amazonian tree in the middle of the Sahara. I’m laying things on thick but the men buy it.

“You were wrong,” axe-man says. “He was just looking at that tree.”

“So it seems,” knife-man sighs. “A pity. I was looking forward to killing the girl. He would have been compensation.”

“We could kill him anyway,” axe-man says helpfully.

My insides turn to ice, and I’m glad the men can no longer see my face, as I’m sure my stricken expression would betray me.

I sense the man with the knife deciding whether or not to attack. I want to run, but they’ll catch and slaughter me if I do.

“No,” he finally sniffs. “We’d break cover if we killed a Born. People would see us.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time,” the other man laughs.

“I know, but it would be foolish to draw attention to ourselves when there’s no need. Besides, we’d be wasting time. The camel has given us the slip but she can’t be far ahead of us. We should start scouting for her trail.”

“You are right as always, Orlan,” axe-man says. Then I feel him lean in close to me, and the warmth of his breath on the back of my right ear as he whispers, “You don’t know how lucky you are, little boy.”

With that, the pair set off. I take a step back from the rails, as if still studying the tree and wondering how it sprouted in the middle of a concrete pillar. I chance a glance left. The men haven’t looked back. Moments later they reach the stairs and start down. As soon as their heads are no longer in sight, I slump against the rails and cling on for dear life as my legs turn to jelly and tears roll down my cheeks in unchecked waves of terror and relief.
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I’d like to cling to the rails for hours, sobbing and shivering, but people must be staring at me. It’s only a matter of time before somebody stops and asks if I’m OK, and I’ll be in trouble if I answer truthfully. I can’t tell anyone what I’ve seen — I’d sound like a maniac.

I stay facing the scrawny tree, scrunch up my eyes until the tears stop, and wipe my cheeks dry. My heart gradually slows to a more regular thumping rhythm. My breath starts to come easily. My fingers stop shaking.

I make sure the men in the white suits haven’t come back, then set my sights on the slabs in the bridge. They look like ordinary paving stones, a few thin cracks running through them, stains from old bird droppings. If I walked to the far end of the bridge, then retraced my steps, I wouldn’t be able to locate them again, since there’s nothing remarkable about them.

But I have no intention of leaving until I make sense of what I saw.

Now that fear has drained from me, fascination fills its place. A girl caused a hole to appear in the stone floor of a bridge, then slipped into it and sealed it shut behind her. That sort of thing doesn’t happen every day. It shouldn’t happen any day. I’ve witnessed something impossible.

And I want to know more.

Stepping away from the rails, I crouch beside the slabs and run a finger round the joins. I rap on the stone with my knuckles, then pound it with my fists. Nothing gives, so I stand and hammer it with the heels of my shoes, to no avail.

As I’m hammering the slabs, I pause to wonder what the people passing by are thinking. I look up, but nobody is paying me any attention. They’re veering around me, the way they veered around the two men. Whatever’s going on, it seems I became part of it when I stepped onto these slabs.

Remembering the faces the girl pulled, I twitch my own features, pushing my lips out, then stretching them, widening and narrowing my eyes, wrinkling my nose. For a long time nothing happens, and I start to wonder if I imagined the whole incident. But then...

The slabs shimmer.

The surface turns partly translucent and I spy something through it. At first I’m not sure what I’m looking at, but as I continue to pull faces, the colour of the slabs fades another few shades, bringing the objects beneath into sharper focus.

Locks.

I stop pulling faces. The surface doesn’t change back, and the locks remain in sight. There are five of them, wide keyhole locks, varying in size and appearance. Two of the locks are a dark golden colour, two are silver, and one is a fleshy pink. No sign of any keys, but something (the same something that told me the people on the bridge couldn’t see the would-be killers) tells me that keys aren’t required. The holes are bigger than on normal locks, big enough to slide your fingers into, and I have a feeling that these can be locked or unlocked by touch alone.

I stretch out a hand towards a golden lock, sure I’ll meet resistance from the slab, but to my astonishment my fingers pass through the surface of the shimmering stone as if it’s made of water.

I yank back my hand with a yelp and flex my fingers, making sure they’re all intact. When I don’t spot any damage, I extend my hand again, but slowly this time. As before, my fingers pass through the upper layer of stone. There’s a slight dip in temperature but no other difference.

Having held my hand steady for several seconds, I reach in further, sliding my fingers into the hole of the large lock, as if they were a fleshy key. I feel bits of metal inside. Some of the pieces move and make a soft tinkling noise as I slide my fingers around.

As strange as all this is, the strangest thing is how normal it feels. It’s as if I’ve done this thousands of times before. A warm smile spreads across my lips, the sort of smile that comes when I eat a favourite food that I haven’t had in a long time.

Without thinking, I move my fingers, exploring the workings of the lock. Closing my eyes, I begin to put together a mental image of the interior. There’s no way I can know what a lock looks like inside, or how to manipulate it, yet I’m convinced that I do. The voice that had earlier told me how to act in the presence of the killers now speaks again, saying, “Move this bit that way,” and, “Slide that piece across.”

Moments later, as my fingers push, tweak and glide, there’s a sweet clicking noise and all of the bits slide back into the shell of the lock.

It’s open.

As excitement bubbles up, I move my hand to the other gold lock and slide my left hand into one of the silver ones at the same time. It’s difficult working on two locks at once, yet I rise to the challenge with the minimum of effort. It takes a few minutes, but in the end both locks click open.

That leaves the second silver lock and the pink one. These are smaller and more intricate. I can’t slide in my hands or work on two of them at the same time, so I focus on the silver lock first and poke the tip of a finger into it, probing slowly, using a fingernail to carefully pick at the tumblers.

In the end the lock clicks (a very soft sound, almost imperceptible) and I’m able to turn my attention to the final lock.

I expect this one to be the most challenging, but I’ve learnt a lot from the others, and it yields to my charms within seconds. Almost before I know it, there’s another soft click, then...

The hole appears.

It’s as sudden as when the girl summoned it, and still mind-boggling. I don’t yelp or flinch, but I fall perfectly still, not moving, not breathing, just staring.

It’s green inside the hole. There’s some sort of a tunnel, though I can’t see much of it from here.

After a long, awed pause, I start to stick my head into the hole.

No.

I stop.

The girl jumped in. It probably doesn’t matter if you go head or feet first, but I’d be a fool to take chances. Hell, I’d be a fool to do anything. I should turn my back on this and hurry away. I’ve uncovered something incredible, and there can be no return to the normal world if I descend into the impossible tunnel that I’ve revealed.

But that’s the thing. I revealed it. Nobody else on the bridge saw the girl, the men with the weapons, the hole. They don’t see me either now. I’m different. If I fled, I could pretend it never happened, convince myself that I dreamt the whole thing, carry on with life as before. Except...

I’d know. Deep in my heart, I’d know, and I’d always hate myself for accepting the limits that everyone else in the world accepts, when I now know that there’s so much more for me to explore.

Adults often tell us kids that we act without thinking. They say we  don’t consider the consequences of the choices we make. That’s always made me roll my eyes, but maybe they’re right. If I was older, I think I’d hesitate, analyse things to death, probably decide that the risks are too great.

But I’m not a grown-up. I am, as the guy with the axe noted, a little boy. So, with a move that’s both the bravest and most foolish thing I’ve ever done, I hold my breath, bid reality a quick farewell, and throw myself off the bridge, into the hole and a world of green.
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It’s a short fall, not even a couple of metres, and I land comfortably on my feet. The floor is firm but sticky. When I look up, the hole is just overhead. I could reach up and pull myself back onto the bridge.

I don’t.

Instead I turn my head slowly left, then right.

A tunnel stretches in front of me in both directions. It looks the same either way. Green walls, coated with short hairs. Odd lumpy sections jut out in many places, like small toadstools.

There’s no sign of the girl.

I take a step left, looking for clues. The step is harder to take than I expected, as if my foot was partly stuck to the floor.

I glance down and see the imprint of my foot. There are hairs down there and I squashed them. Although they’re already starting to curl upwards and regain their form, the shape of my shoe is clear and most likely will be for several minutes or more.

I crouch and look ahead. There aren’t any footprints. Looking the other way, I instantly spot marks made by the girl’s boots.

I take off after the girl’s trail, shuffling along as fast as I can. I wonder what she’ll think when I catch up, if she’ll view me as a threat, if she has a weapon of her own, if she might be as dangerous as the men.

I pause. The men were ice-cold killers who discussed butchering me for fun, but that doesn’t mean the girl’s a saint. Maybe she’s as violent as the men, and what I saw was a clash between two warring factions.

I consider retreat. The hole’s still open – the light illuminates the tunnel – and I could be back on the bridge in next to no time. But how could I abandon the mystery at the first hint of a hurdle? Besides, I don’t think the girl is bad. She had a kind face, when she wasn’t twisting it into gargoyle-like grimaces.

I push on, but more nervously than before.

The nerves kick in even harder when I come to a downwards bend. It’s a sharp thirty- or forty-degree drop, and I can’t see where it straightens out again.

There are marks on the floor, a wide swath of flattened hairs where the girl must have sat and slid down into the darkness. And it’s very dark. This is where the light peters out. If I go on, I’ll be blind.

I look back yearningly towards the hole in the bridge. The contact point to my own world is within reach. Safety is mine for the taking. If I venture any further, I might never have the chance to retreat again.

I puff out my cheeks and sit down to think it over. My hands touch the hairs for the first time and I bring my fingers up close to my face to examine them. They’re covered with a yellow, sticky substance. It smells like freshly mown grass. When I brush my hands together, the stickiness rubs away and the yellow substance leaves hardly any stains. For some reason that seems like a positive sign, and making a snap gut call, I cut the safety cord to home and slide down the slope into blackness and the mysterious unknown.
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The sticky hairs mean it’s not a smooth slide, and I have to keep using my hands to propel myself on. The tunnel eventually levels out and I stand again, but soon after there’s another dip, followed by a series of bends. It’s like being in a long, enclosed water slide, only without any water.

In the pitch black, I’ve no way of knowing if I’m still following the girl’s trail. For a while I was able to stoop and feel her footsteps in the hairs, but they’ve all sprung back up now. She could have opened a hole and slipped through to somewhere else, closing it behind her, or there might have been a fork in the tunnel that I missed. Hell, I might have passed dozens of forks and wandered into the middle of a maze, lost in the dark forever, no way out.

I shudder at the grisly thought and tell myself to be more optimistic. There’s no reason to suspect the worst.

Then again, there’s no reason to suspect the best either.

I soldier on. It’s warm, so I take off my blazer and carry it draped over my shoulder. I start thinking about school again, and chuckle at the thought of writing an essay about this, wondering what my teachers would make of it.

Then I spot light, coming from a hole in the side of the tunnel.

I hurry to the hole and examine it. Unlike the rectangular hole on the bridge, this is a rough circle – it looks like the girl carved it with a knife – and it’s slowly sealing itself shut. If I’d been a few minutes later, there would have been nothing for me to see and I’d have passed on, further into the darkness.

Thanking my lucky timing, I look out of the hole. There’s not much to see, because a large vine runs adjacent to the tunnel that I’m in, its outside wall a shade darker than the inside of my tunnel, with fewer hairs.

I stick my head out and look down. I see that the tunnel is also a vine, but it brushes against the other one beneath me, so I can’t see much more than that. I try looking up, but there are several smaller, green vines, twisting and turning around one another, blocking my view.

There’s no sign of the girl.

Putting a hand on either side of the hole, I pull myself up and stand. The first thing I note is that the vine I’ve come through is enormous, snaking away into the distance like an endless railway line.

I spot ground a long way down, scores of green fields. It doesn’t strike me as odd that there should be fields when, a short while earlier, I was in central London. I’ve passed too far beyond the realms of normality to be bothered by a bit of dodgy geography.

I use my hands to part the vines above me, and everything stops for a moment as I’m presented with a sight more incredible than anything else I’ve seen on this most extraordinary of days.

There are hundreds of vines slithering across the skyline in all directions, but I’m not flabbergasted by them. It’s the sky beyond that sets my senses reeling.

Because the sky isn’t blue.

It’s a light green colour.

And there’s no sign of the sun.

Above the vines, the sky is completely empty.

I sit down and stare at the green, vacant sky for a long, bewildered time. How can a sky have nothing in it? In my universe, full of stars and planets, that should be impossible.

But maybe I’m not in that place any more. Is this an alternate universe? Have I come through a... what was it called in that sci-fi show that Dave loved... wormhole?

I shake my head slowly. This is too big. I don’t know how to deal with it. Should I stay here and gawp? Return to the bridge and try to find a scientist who could make sense of it all? Just go mad?

In the end I decide the only way to handle the universal shift is to ignore it, so I get to my feet and look for the girl.

There aren’t so many hairs on the outside of the vine and they’re not as supple as those inside. Some of them snap when I move around.

I look for broken hairs and spot a few where the vine angles downwards ahead of me. I can’t be sure that the girl broke them – they could have been snapped at any time – but they’re all I have to go by, so I set off in that direction.

The vine twists and turns, sometimes corkscrewing back on itself. Occasionally it rises ahead of me and I have to scale it, but most of the time it leads me closer to the ground, which is a relief.

Other vines cross this one. Most are smaller than mine and I simply step across or duck beneath them, but I have to clamber over some of the bigger tendrils. My uniform, face and hands are soon yellow and sticky. I don’t know how I’m going to explain the mess to George and Rachel if I make it back.

That if should worry me way more than it does.

Eventually, after a few sharp drops, the vine leads me to within leaping distance of the fields. I’m still not at a point where I could jump without fear of breaking my legs, but I’d probably survive the fall.

I can see where the vine goes to ground, a kilometre or so ahead of me. The end is within sight.

Also in sight is a short stretch of an old aqueduct, a series of tall stone arches with a path running across them. It stands in the middle of a field, connected to nothing else.

The vine passes through one of the arches and I pause when I get there. The arch is taller than I imagined, the roof maybe five metres above me, and it’s dark. The gloom makes me uneasy.

I pull on my blazer and glance at the roof of the arch, nervous even though I can’t see anything up there.

“Nice day,” someone calls.

I stagger towards the edge of the vine and almost lose my balance and fall. With a cry of fear I hurl myself back into the middle, where I’m secure.

“Who’s there?” I shout.

“Hush,” the voice says. “You’re disturbing the peace.”

I spot her. It’s the girl from the bridge, lounging in the loop of a vine that wraps round the arch. She lies there, one leg dangling over the side, both hands stuck behind her head, rocking gently to and fro.

“This is a nice zone,” the girl says without opening her eyes. “I don’t think I’ve been this way before. Is the weather always this pleasant?”

“I don’t know,” I answer.

“How long have the arches been here?” she asks.

“No idea,” I say.

The girl sits up. “So what’s this place called?”

I shrug helplessly.

“Doesn’t it have a name?” she asks lightly, as if that wouldn’t be strange.

“I don’t know,” I mumble. “I’m not from here.”

She looks at me directly. “A stranger like me, are you?” She pulls the fingertips of her right hand together, presses them to the centre of her chest, then makes a throwing gesture, spreading the fingers wide as the hand stretches out.

The girl frowns when I don’t respond. She does it again, and by the look on her face I know she’s expecting a reaction. With no idea what to do, I repeat her gesture with my own hand.

The girl’s nose wrinkles. “You’re an odd one,” she says. “I thought everybody knew how to make the greet.” She swings her other leg round so that she’s perched on the edge of her vine, pulls her fingers into her chest and makes the throwing gesture again. “When I do this, I’m offering you my soul. You should pretend to catch it and pull it to your chest, to join with yours.”

With her hand outstretched, she lets hers fingers close, then presses them to her breastbone. She nods at me to give it a try. I feel like a muppet, but I copy what the girl has done and she beams. “Very good,” she says.

“Is the greet what you do instead of a handshake?” I ask.

She stares at me oddly. “Of course. Shaking hands is a Born thing.”

I recall one of the killers saying something about the Born.

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“Excuse me?” She seems confused by the question.

“Born. What is it?”

She continues to stare at me.

“Where are we?” I press. “What is this place?”

The girl’s expression sharpens. “That uniform isn’t from this sphere,” she says. “What realm are you from? What zone do you call home?”

“I’ve no idea what realms and zones are,” I splutter. “I saw you on the bridge and decided to –”

“You were on the bridge?” the girl yells.

“Yes. I saw you pulling faces, and the guys in white suits who were chasing you. Then the hole opened and –”

I get no further. The girl leaps from her vine and lands in front of me. Before I can react, she thrusts a hand down to her right boot and produces a thin, sharp knife. Slipping behind me, she wraps her left arm round my head, pulls it to the side, then slides the blade up next to the soft flesh of my exposed, defenceless throat.
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“Are you with them?” the girl roars, pressing the flat of the blade hard against my flesh. She hasn’t cut me yet, but one jerk of her hand is all it will take to slit my throat and send a fountain of blood gushing.

I moan sickly in response.

“Talk!” she shouts, giving my head a twist.

Between moans, I manage to squeeze out, “Gonna... be... sick.”

The girl blinks, clearly not having expected that reply. When my stomach heaves, she releases me and I fall to my knees.

I retch on top of the vine, trembling with terror.

“Please don’t kill me,” I croak.

“Calm down,” the girl says. She’s still holding the knife but isn’t pointing it at me. Instead she’s tapping her lower teeth with the tip of the blade, looking at me with more wonder than suspicion.

“I haven’t done anything,” I wheeze. “I’m not with them. I don’t even know who they are. Do you mean the guys with the axe and knife?”

“Is that what they were carrying?” she asks. “I didn’t get a close look. When I spotted them coming, I ran. Luckily I knew there was a borehole on that bridge.”

I wipe my lips and rise. My hands are still trembling, but not as much as they were when the girl was holding the blade to my throat.

“They wanted to kill you,” I whisper. “They talked about killing me.”

“You?” she frowns. “Why?”

“They were in the mood for blood.”

“But why you specifically?” she asks.

“They thought I could see them.” I gulp. “I could, too, but I pretended I couldn’t.”

“Why shouldn’t you have been able to see them?” she asks softly.

I gulp again. “Nobody else on the bridge saw them, or you either.”

The girl takes a step closer. When I flinch, she lowers the blade. “Are you Born?” she asks in a low voice.

“Of course I was born,” I reply. “I hardly popped out of an egg, did I?”

“No,” she says patiently. “Are you one of the Born?” When she sees that I don’t understand, she tries again. “Are you from London?”

“Yes,” I say.

The girl gawps at me, lost for words.

“This isn’t Earth, is it?” I ask.

She carries on staring.

“Did the men say anything else?” she finally asks, bending to slip her knife back into its place in her boot.

“Not much,” I mutter, then remember something. “But one of them was called... I think it was Oar Lann.”

“Orlan?” the girl snaps.

“That was it.”

“Orlan and Argate,” she says grimly. “Then you can consider that the narrowest of escapes. There aren’t many who slip the grip of Orlan Stiletto and Argate Axe. Did they follow you?”

“No. The hole closed after you jumped in. They didn’t even try to open it.”

“We’re lucky they didn’t have a key for the borehole,” the girl says. “But how did you open it?”

I smile shyly. “I copied what you did. When the locks appeared, I stuck my –”

“Locks?” she stops me.

“I saw the locks when I put my hand on the slab.”

“Ah,” she smiles. “You’re a locksmith.”

“No I’m not.”

“Yes you are,” she insists. “Nobody else could see borehole locks. Normal people like me need keys.”

“But you didn’t have a key,” I note. “You just pulled strange faces.”

“That was my key,” she says.

“Oh,” I say weakly, bewildered.

“I’ve never heard of a Born locksmith,” the girl continues. She casts her gaze over me again, taking in my stained school uniform, my tie, my scuffed shoes. “What’s your name?”

It’s the simplest of questions, but for a moment I’m thrown. We’ve been talking about such weird and bewildering things that it takes me a few seconds to process the answer. Then, when my head clears, I chuckle.

“It’s ironic, but my name’s Archie.”

“Why is that ironic?” she asks.

I point upwards. “Because of the arches. Arch... Archie...”

“That’s not ironic,” she says, “just coincidental.”

I scowl. “Anyway, that’s my name. What’s yours?”

“Inez Matryoshka,” she says.

“Match-ree-osh-ka?” I try.

“Mah-tree-osh-ka,” she corrects me.

I say it a few times under my breath, then decide to stick with her first name. “Is this where you’re from, Inez?”

“No,” she says. “I’ve never been in this zone before.”

“I don’t mean this spot. I mean this world... universe... whatever it is.”

Inez studies me closely. “You really have no idea where you are?”

I shake my head. “I saw you on the bridge and followed.”

“Why?” she asks quietly.

“I don’t know.”

She raises a sceptical eyebrow and I reconsider my response.

“Because of the mystery. I wanted to know where you’d gone. Also...” I hesitate. Dave was a big factor too, the terrible silence since he died. The last few months have been unbearable, and part of me saw this as a chance to escape the harrowing grief, at least for a while.

But I can’t share that with a stranger, so instead I murmur, “You were in trouble and I thought I might be able to help.”

I expect her to laugh, but she nods and says, “Thank you.”

She makes the greet again, pulling her fingers to her chest, then releasing her soul in my direction. This time I know what to do. Spreading my fingers wide, I draw her offered soul towards my chest and join it with mine.

Inez smiles. “I guess there’s only one thing left for me to say.”

As I look at her expectantly, Inez does a small curtsy – the first time I’ve ever seen anyone do that in real life – and says with a wink, “Welcome to the Merge.”
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Inez leads me to the ground, where we step off the vine. The field is much the same as any on Earth, grass, lots of little mushrooms sprinkled around, no trees or bushes.

Inez points to a hill in the near distance. “That’s where I was heading before I stopped for a rest,” she says.

I follow after her as she sets off towards the hill. It’s as warm down here as it was up on the vine, so I take off my blazer and walk with it slung over a shoulder.

“What’s the Merge?” I ask Inez, drawing abreast of her.

She looks at me with a frown. “A universe of sorts, but we call it a sphere. It’s...” She scratches her head. “I’ve never had to explain this. I’m not sure where to start.”

“Start with the sky,” I suggest. “Why is it green and where’s the sun?”

“The colour of the sky differs from zone to zone,” she says. “As for a sun... Space isn’t the same here. There isn’t an endless universe above us, peppered with stars and planets. Each zone has a clearly defined boundary.”

“How can that be?” I croak.

Inez thinks for a long time. Finally she stoops, breaks off a mushroom and hands it to me. “Eat that.”

I stare at the mushroom nervously. “I was told never to eat wild mushrooms.”

“These are different,” Inez says. “Mushrooms are the only natural food source in the Merge, so you might as well get used to them.”

I don’t want to look like I distrust her, so I take a nibble. It tastes OK. I pop the whole thing into my mouth and chew.

“These are the building blocks of the Merge,” Inez says. “You’ll find soil, vines and mushrooms everywhere. In the beginning there wasn’t much else.”

“How long ago are you talking?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Twenty thousand years or so. People called devisers can reshape the land and turn mushrooms into other objects.”

“Just like that?” I ask, snapping my fingers.

“They can make small transformations quickly,” she says, “but changing the landscape takes a long time. A hill might take years, while a mountain range could take decades, even centuries.”

“Your devisers live that long?” I gasp.

Inez makes an odd little noise in the back of her throat. “Devisers usually work in teams,” she says. “If one is working on a mountain, another might be building a forest to run along its base, while another creates snow for its peak.”

“You can change the weather too?” My head is spinning.

“We can do pretty much whatever we want,” she says.

I try to make sense of what she’s telling me. When we reach the hill and start climbing, I say, “How can there be day and night if there’s no sun?”

“Our light’s supplied by devisers called solaristas,” Inez says. “They find places where vines join with the Born – like on the bridge in London – and direct daylight from your sphere into ours, through tiny vines high up in the skies of our realms.”

We climb the hill in silence as I think about solaristas and a world that draws its light from a different universe.

“What’s a realm?” I ask.

“I’ll tell you in a minute,” Inez says. “I want to look around first.”

We’ve come to the top of the hill. Inez turns to look back, so I do too. Apart from the aqueduct there’s nothing to see, except vines and more hills in the distance. Then she looks ahead, and when I switch my gaze, my breath catches in my throat.

There are more hills, and a few villages, but what stuns me is a wall of green that stretches across the horizon three or four kilometres in front of us. It rises from the earth and curves up to join the sky. Vines run through it, like veins in the hide of a giant green beast. There are also a lot of shimmering patches dotted across it.

The wall leads off to my left for several kilometres before bending around a hill and veering off into the distance. To my right it zigzags, cutting along the side of a village before jutting out, then in again, then out, then running in a more or less straight line to a point a long way off.

Inez starts down the hill but stops when I don’t follow. She spots my shocked expression. “What’s wrong?” she asks.

I can’t answer. I’m still staring at the wall.

Inez casts her gaze around, puzzled. Then the penny drops. “You haven’t seen a buffer before.”

She returns to the brow of the hill, sits down and pats the space next to her. I collapse into a bed of soft grass.

“What is it?” I wheeze.

“This zone’s boundary wall,” she answers. “Zones come in all shapes and sizes. Some are the size of a country, others the size of a room. Every zone exists within a massive cluster of zones, and those are realms, our equivalent of continents. There used to be nine but three have fallen.”

“How does a continent fall?” I ask.

She waves the question away. “Stick with me, Archie. This is complicated, so I only want to give you as many key details as you need.”

“Yes, teacher,” I say drily.

“Each zone has a buffer. It surrounds and isolates the zone, the way a sea or lake surrounds an island in the Born.”

She stands and pulls me to my feet. Her hands are colder than mine and her flesh is rougher. She smells like the mushrooms we ate earlier. I blush a bit, though I’m not sure why. I’m like that sometimes with girls.

“Come on,” Inez says, trotting down the hill. “I don’t want to hang about.”

“In case the killers catch up?” I ask nervously.

“No,” she says. “I doubt they’ll find me here.”

“So why are you in a hurry?” I ask as she picks up speed.

Inez shakes her head. “Let’s take it one mystery at a time.” And off she shoots, forcing me to run to keep up.

We’re racing by the time we get to the bottom of the hill, both of us grinning.

“Watch this,” Inez shouts, then does a cartwheel and carries on running. She does more cartwheels. Dry flecks of mud fly from her navy boots like glitter as her feet scythe through the air, and the arms of her red blouse billow out as if someone is pumping her up. On her last cartwheel, she turns and lands facing me. She doesn’t come to a halt, but continues to run at a fast speed backwards.

“That’s just showing off,” I growl.

“I know,” she chuckles, slowing down to let me catch up.

“Why aren’t we panting?” I ask as we jog along. “I don’t feel out of breath.”

“There must be more oxygen than normal in this zone,” she says.

“You can change the amount of oxygen in the air?” I cry.

“Devisers can alter just about anything,” she says.

“What about gravity?” I ask. “If we’re not spinning round a sun, what’s holding us down?”

Inez pats my shoulder. “Excellent question. The answer is... We don’t know. That’s befuddled us for generations.”

We push on at a brisk pace, slowing only when Inez takes a short detour, leading me into one of the villages I’d spotted from the top of the hill. It’s an unimpressive collection of small huts with straw roofs. There are no paths or roads, except where they’ve been created in the grass by people walking back and forth.

“Hello?” Inez calls.

Nobody answers.

She marches to a house and knocks on the door. When there’s no response, she pushes it open and enters. I think about staying outside but I don’t want to lose sight of her, so I head in. The house is plain inside, just one room, straw piled in a corner where I guess the residents sleep, a few roughly carved chairs, a bare table, hooks in one wall with clothes hanging from them.

Inez checks a few of the other houses. They’re much the same as the first. No bathrooms, TV rooms, studies or kitchens.

“Why are there no toilets?” I ask as we step outside again.

Inez smirks. “When you need a toilet break, shout, and I’ll explain.”

“Why not now?” I grumble.

“You’ll find out,” Inez says in a sing-song voice. Then her smirk fades. “This is a ghost village.”

“You don’t mean actual ghosts, do you?” I ask nervously.

“No,” Inez says. “It’s just been deserted.”

“Are there ghosts in the Merge?”

Inez looks at me, makes a throat-clearing noise, then heads out of the village and on towards the wall of the green in the distance without answering the question.
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The wall doesn’t look solid when we get up close, more like a long beam of green light. “Walk into it,” Inez says when she sees me eyeing it edgily. “Nothing bad will happen.”

I stick an arm into the wall of green light. The temperature drops a little, and I can no longer see my hand, but my fingers are fine when I withdraw my arm.

“Do it,” Inez says. “I dare you.”

I glare at her – I hate it when people turn something into a dare – but take a quick step forward, into the buffer. There’s a second where it’s like being inside a heavy green mist. Then I’m stepping out, and Inez is in front of me.

I blink with confusion.

“How did that happen?” I mutter. “I didn’t turn or take a step back.”

“That’s the way buffers work,” Inez says. “Once you move into one, you find yourself stepping out again. You can’t stay inside. It’s impossible.”

I try again and the same thing happens.

“Cool,” I beam.

Inez moves to one of the shimmering patches that I noticed from the hill. It’s the size of a door, but jagged round the edges, a dark blue colour. “This is a borehole,” she says.

“Like on the bridge?”

“Yes, but that was hidden and required a key, whereas this is open.” Inez points to more boreholes, which are different colours, shapes and sizes. “Each leads to a zone, but I’ve no idea what they’re like. We’ll try this one and hope for the best.”

“Is it safe?” I ask.

“Probably,” she says, “but there’s always a risk when you take a step into the unknown.”

I gulp. “Is there any other way to cross?”

“Through the vines.” She nods at the network above us. “We could slice our way into one of them and follow it for a time, then cut our way out again in a different zone, but that could lead anywhere as well.”

“What if we just stay here?” I ask.

“And do what?” she throws back.

I glance at the ghost village and see her point.

“There’s a third option,” she says. “We could part company and you could return to the bridge.”

I chew my lower lip.

“If I go with you,” I say quietly, “how long before I can return home?”

Inez shrugs. “I’ve no idea. I have a long way to go, and the path will be hard. There’s no telling when I’ll find my way back to the Born, or even if I will. You saw the men who are chasing me.”

“The killers will target you again?” I ask.

“Oh yes,” she says darkly.

“Why?” I whisper.

“That answer lies further down the road, if you travel with me.” She sighs. “My advice is to go back.”

I almost do turn tail, but then I remember the house of death. Silence and sorrow wait for me at home. This, on the other hand, is a place of wonders. The risk might be great, but the lure of the Merge proves greater.

“Let’s see what’s through the borehole,” I bleat.

Inez doesn’t smile. She simply nods, then steps through the door of shimmering blue. And I step through after her.
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There’s a second or two of disorientation. The area around me is pitch black. I pause, wondering what would happen if I got trapped. Then, shivering at the thought, I emerge into the adjoining zone. It’s much like the one we’ve just departed, except the sky is a pale red.

“Bizarre,” I murmur, staring up at the scarlet veil. 

Inez has already set off.

“Where are we going?” I ask, scurrying to keep up.

“That way,” she says, pointing ahead.

I squint. There are hills in the distance but nothing else.

“Do you know where you are?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “We need to crisscross zones until we determine our location. When we figure that out, we can hopefully find a way back to where I need to be.”

We walk for a few hours, then night falls in a matter of minutes. The darkness worries me – I wonder about savage, nocturnal animals – but Inez keeps going. Finally, as I’m dragging my weary legs along, we come to the wall of a small, ringed village.

“This might be a good place to stop,” Inez says.

“Definitely,” I gasp.

She looks at me. “Are you tired?”

I nod miserably.

“You should have said,” she tuts. “We could have stopped at any point.”

“And slept in the open?” I snort.

“Yes.”

I stare at her. “Really?”

“I often sleep in the middle of nowhere,” she says.

“Then why didn’t you stop before this?”

Inez shrugs. “I wasn’t tired. I could go for hours more if I had to.”

“I could too,” I say hotly. Then I add sheepishly, “But we don’t, do we?”

“No,” Inez smiles. “It will be nice to sleep indoors for a change.”

She leads me around the wall. It’s about three metres high, made of blocks of turf. We don’t find an entrance. The village is completely sealed.

Inez judges the height of the wall and grunts. “Give me a leg up.”

I bend, join my hands and let her put a foot in them. We count to three, then she pushes herself up and I heave. She grabs hold of the top of the wall and pulls herself to her feet in one smooth movement. Stands there for a minute, studying the village, before saying, “There are lots of domed huts, like beehives.”

“Any sign of life?” I ask.

“No,” Inez says. Then, startling me, she roars, “Hello?”

Her voice echoes back to us but there’s no answering call.

“I don’t think anyone’s home,” she says, then leans down and extends a hand. I jump and grab her arm. Inez pulls me up, my feet scrabbling against the wall as I do my best to help her. Not that she needs much help. She’s stronger than she looks.

When I’m on the wall beside her, Inez casts her gaze around and calls, “Hello?” one more time. When there’s still no answer, we slip down into the village and go in search of a bed for the night.

The beehives are small, domed buildings, not much bigger than Portaloos. They’re made of stones, stacked one atop another, no cement to bind them. There are no windows, and the doors are only about a metre high. Most are hanging open.

Inez steps up next to one of the beehives and reaches into a pocket. She pulls out a bag, dips a few fingers into it, then rubs her fingers together. A glow spreads from her hand.

“This is gleam,” Inez says, “a dust that creates light.”

“How long does it last?” I ask.

“It varies. This type will only give us a minute or two of brightness.”

Inez kneels and leans into the beehive. She’s braver than me. I’d be worried that a monster would be hiding inside.

“What was it like?” I ask when she withdraws, the light from her fingers already starting to fade.

“A bare cell,” she says.

We start to wend our way through the eerie, silent village, but after a few steps I have to pause to stifle a yawn.

“You’re exhausted,” Inez says.

I try to reply that I’m fine, but get cut off midway by another yawn.

“Wait here,” Inez tells me. “I’ll have a quick scout round, find a place where we can sleep, then return for you.”

“I want to come,” I object, afraid to be left by myself.

“I’ll be quicker without you,” Inez overrides me, and slips away.

I yawn again as I’m waiting. I want to sit down, but I’ll fall asleep if I do, and I’d rather not be snoring when Inez comes back.

If she comes back.

Maybe this was her plan all along, to lead me to an isolated spot where she could cut me loose.

I’ve no reason to suspect treachery but I’m tired and scared, and the dark thoughts won’t go away. I look for something to distract myself, and spy a standard keyhole lock in one of the closed beehive doors, the same as you’d find on any door on my world. I walk over and study it, remembering what Inez said about me being a locksmith. The hole on this one is too small to stick a finger in, and there’s nothing lying around that I can use as a tool, but I have a strange feeling that I can charm it into opening for me.

Acting on that feeling, I run a couple of fingers around the lock. It shimmers at my touch and the hole expands as part of me somehow suspected it would. It’s large enough now for me to insert a finger, so I do and wriggle it around. A picture of the lock’s interior forms inside my head. It’s a simple model, less complicated than those on the bridge.

I twist my finger several times, flicking pins and levers, and the lock clicks. I start to pull the door open, but stop when Inez calls, “Hey.”

I turn and she’s standing close by. “This way,” she says.

“You’ve finished?” I ask, walking over to her, leaving the door ajar.

“Yes,” she says.

“That was quick.”

She shrugs. “There wasn’t much to see. Come on, I’ve found somewhere.”

Inez leads me to a building that’s larger than the others, more like the huts in the village we visited earlier, with a log roof. She rubs gleam between her fingers as we step inside. There isn’t much to look at. A single room, hardly any furniture, no clothes hanging from the hooks on the walls. There isn’t even a bed, although there are no floorboards, so there’s plenty of grass beneath our feet.

“Are you happy to call this home for the night?” Inez asks.

I sniff. “It’s not luxurious, is it?”

“No,” she says, “but it’s as good as we’re likely to find.”

“Where will we sleep?” I ask.

“You can kip by that wall,” she says. “I’ll make my bed by this one.”

“Just lie down on the ground?”

“Yes.”

“What about sheets and pillows?”

Inez sighs. “We’re not in the Born, Archie. I often have to do without creature comforts. If you’re determined to be my companion, you must do without them too.”

She lies down, and since the light is starting to fade, I curl up as instructed.

“Where do you think the people who lived here went?” I whisper as I’m waiting to drop off.

“I don’t know,” she says.

“Are we safe?” I croak.

“I can’t be sure,” she answers truthfully.

“Should we take turns sleeping?”

“No need.” She stretches and yawns. “I’m more drained than I realised. The day’s caught up with me. It’s been a long one.”

“You can say that again,” I mutter, and Inez laughs.

“Are you hungry?” she asks. “Do you want me to pick some mushrooms?”

“No,” I say, too tired to think about food. “I’m not thirsty either. That’s strange, isn’t it? After all that walking, I should be gasping.”

Inez makes one of those noises in the back of her throat. “Go to sleep, Archie. Pleasant dreams.”

“Yes,” I yawn. “You too.”

I stretch out and try to get comfortable. The light from Inez’s fingers quenches. I consider how weird it is to be sharing a room with a girl who was a stranger this morning. I begin to think back through the day, everything from the bridge onwards, but while I’m turning in search of a soft spot, something switches off inside my head, and I’m dead to the world in seconds.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

9


[image: image]


I bolt awake to nightmarish, high-pitched howls.

I hear scrabbling sounds and cry out with fear, trying to scrape my way through the wall with my fingernails. Then —

“Quiet,” Inez snaps. “It’s only me.”

I fall still, but my heart goes on beating at top speed.

Inez rubs gleam together and I see from the resulting glow that she’s drawn her knife and is waiting in a crouch by the door.

“What was that?” I whimper.

“Hush,” Inez says.

“But –”

“Please, Archie,” she says. “I think we’re in serious trouble. This isn’t the time for explanations.”

The howls come again, ragged and repeated, the cry of a furious animal in great pain... or great hunger.

“Wait here,” Inez says when the howls die away. She rises to leave.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” I huff, getting up and staggering after her.

Inez looks surprised. “You want to come with me?”

“No,” I groan, “but I’m not going to stay here in the dark by myself.”

“Have you ever used a weapon?” she asks.

“No,” I whisper.

“Do you think you’ll be able to, if we’re attacked?”

I gulp but nod shakily.

She reaches down into her other boot and produces a second knife, which she passes to me. It feels cold in my hand. I’m sure I won’t be able to do much with it, but having something to defend myself with lends me some strength and the worst of the tremors subside.

The glow starts to fade.

“Are you going to light up more gleam?” I ask.

“No,” Inez says. “We’ll be safer in darkness. The light might give us away.”

She takes a step forward.

“Inez,” I stop her, fighting back tears. “Are we going to die out there?”

“Probably, if I’m right about what we’re facing,” she says, looking back at me with a resigned expression, the whites of her eyes the last thing I see before the glow extinguishes completely.

Once outside, Inez keeps to the sides of the dusty streets. She advances smoothly, gliding along with barely a rustle. I’m making more noise but she never stops to scold me.

The screams get louder. We must be almost upon the source but I still can’t see anything.

Finally, when my legs are trembling so badly that I’m sure I’m going to collapse in a blubbering heap, Inez stops and says softly, “There.”

She nods towards a beehive. It looks the same as the others, but my stomach drops, because I’m certain it’s the one I was outside earlier, while waiting for Inez. The one with the locked door. The lock that I picked.

I left the door ajar, but it’s hanging wide open now, and something is crouched inside.

The something is what’s screaming.

My eyes have adjusted to the gloom and I’m able to make out a semi-human shape, but it’s
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