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ONE — THE SOIREE

1

It doesn’t take Inez and me long to get settled in the Shackleton suite, as
we’re not travelling with much luggage, so we soon head out to explore,
leaving Velvet to lie down again and nap. We find a hot tub on the roof of
the building, where our other roommate, Pete — a big, muscular man with
lots of tattoos and a Mohican haircut — is resting with a few other players.
The air’s colder here, which is perfect if you’re immersed in the hot water,
but it’s chilly if you’re standing in a thin training outfit, so we don’t linger.

There are rooms with weights and gym equipment, and most of the players
are already working out and talking tactics while they train.

There’s a meditation chamber, where a handful of gropsters are clearing
their heads. Olivia is one of them, enjoying some peace and quiet after the
stress of the registration and checks.

There’s also a kitchen with a chef, a large, red-faced, cheery Topazer who
starts to talk as soon as we enter, telling us he’s happy to cook anything for
us, any time we please, but equally he won’t be offended if we want to
prepare our own meals.

“Why would we want to do that?” I ask Inez as we leave.
“Some people are paranoid,” she says. “They’d be worried about poison.”
I snort. “As if a chef would poison players to give his team an advantage.”

“It’s happened before,” Inez says. “We take grop very seriously, Archie. I’'m
sure that chef is fine, but if you ask him to whip you up something, make
sure you tell him you’re not a player, just to be safe.”



We find a room that contains a few shelves with books scattered across
them. “A library,” Inez whistles, quickly moving to flick through the books.

“I’d hardly call it a library,” I laugh.

“It wouldn’t qualify as one in the Born,” Inez agrees, “but books are scarce
in the Merge, so this is an impressive collection.”

There’s a swimming area near the rear of the complex, three long pools, the
water varying from icy cold, to normal, to heated. They’re a novelty for the
visitors. Water isn’t common in most realms, so Sapphire doesn’t feature a
lot of swimming pools.

“Topaz is famed for its pools,” Inez notes. “We’ll have to give these a try
before we leave. You can’t visit Topaz and not go for a dip.”

“What about now?” I suggest.
Inez shakes her head. “We have to get clothes for the soirée.”

Inez explained the soirée to me earlier. It’s basically a fancy party. The
royals of the various realms like to gather at the start of a Tourney, with
their closest aides and allies, the idea being that if the heads of the realms
mix peacefully, hopefully the supporters will follow suit.

We ask a member of staff for directions to a local seamstress. When she
hears that we’re going to the soirée, she insists on escorting us and
arranging the trade. Inez objects, but the woman — a nice lady called Aly,
with a funny face — won’t take no for an answer.

“You’re our guests,” Aly says. “If you went and found your own clothes,
I’d be accused of not doing my job.”

Since there’s no swaying Aly, we follow her out of the complex and
through the streets of Niffelheim. It’s different to any other town or city I’ve
visited. The streets and roads aren’t just covered in ice and snow, but
created out of them, as are many of the buildings. The white material



doesn’t have the dirty look that it has in cities in the Born. It’s pristine, no
heavy pollutants to stain it over time.

The daylight in the kingdom must be carefully controlled, as I don’t ever
catch a glare from the ice. It absorbs light rather than reflect it harshly, so I
never have to shield my eyes.

The Niffelheimers that we pass are mostly dressed in furs, even though it’s
not that cold, and many are sweating. Aly notices me staring and smiles.
“It’s silly, isn’t it?” she says. “They don’t normally dress like this. It’s
because of the Tourney.”

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“People from other realms have a perception of Topazers,” she explains.
“They assume we dress in heavy furs, woolly hats and big boots. And in
most zones we do, since the temperatures are much colder than in
Niffelheim. That’s what they like to see when they come, so even though
we usually wear the same clothes as the people in your realm, a lot of us
have pulled out our winter gear to dazzle the tourists.”

Aly leads us to a small domed building made of ice, and introduces us to a
woman called Miriam. She’s not a deviser, just someone who makes
costumes.

“So you’re going to the soirée,” Miriam coos as she measures us with her
fingers. “How delightful. I’ve never kitted anyone out for a soirée. I wish
I’d had more time to prepare.”

“It doesn’t have to be anything special,” Inez protests, and I can tell she
regrets accepting the invite. Inez has never struck me as the sort of girl who
likes wearing fancy dresses. “I don’t want to put you to any trouble.”

“Nonsense,” Miriam says. “I want to make sure my clothes impress, even
though, model-wise, I don’t have a lot to work with. No offence intended.”

“None taken,” I smile, although I work out a few minutes later, once I’ve
thought about it, that what she’s basically saying is that her clothes won’t



look that good on Inez and me because we don’t look too good. The cheek
of it!

Miriam’s a fireball for the next few hours, beavering away to make us look
“at least semi-presentable,” as she puts it. She focuses primarily on Inez,
making her try on different frocks and gowns, but I have to step in and out
of several suits too. By the end I’m as annoyed as Inez was at the start.

“I wouldn’t have agreed to go if I’d known we’d have to do all this,” I
growl while Miriam’s off rooting through boxes in another room. “Would it
really matter if we turned up in our regular clothes?”

“Yes,” Inez sighs. “We’re representing Sapphire. If we turned up looking
like our everyday selves, we’d be doing the realm a disservice.”

“Remind me never to accept an invitation to anything like this again,” 1
mutter.

“It’s not like we had a choice,” Inez says. “Malina wants us there. I guess
it’s a way to slip us inside the palace, so that we can scout it out. I just wish
she could have sneaked us in another day, when we could have done
without the pomp.”

Miriam finally declares herself satisfied when Inez tries on a light blue
dress with a flowery bodice and a slit down the left side, while I wind up in
a suit of a similar colour, with a cream, high-collared shirt that scratches my
throat and neck whenever I rotate my head. She makes some adjustments,
takes up Inez’s hem then lowers it, loosens my collar then fixes it even
tighter. She tests various hats and tiaras on Inez, and handkerchiefs in the
pocket of my jacket.

Eventually our ordeal comes to an end. Miriam packages up the outfits and
places them in boxes for us to carry. Aly tries to discuss the terms of the
trade with her, but Miriam asks only that we tell people the name of the
seamstress who kitted us out, to drive more business her way.

Back in our room, we grab forty winks — there’s no sign of Velvet, so she
must have caught up on her sleep and gone to explore — then take our time



dressing. When we’re suited up like soldiers going into battle, we sit on our
beds and wait stiffly, both uncomfortable in our clothes, moving as little as
possible.

Seamus eventually comes to collect us. He’s wearing a stylish blue costume
with lots of white decorations, and looks far more suited to an event like
this than me.

“I got to see a bit of the city earlier,” I tell the guard as he leads us through
the streets, dark now that night has fallen, illuminated by gleam-filled street
lamps that look like something from Victorian times.

“I heard,” Seamus sniffs. “Shopping for new clothes.” He casts a glance at
me. “Better than the rags you were in earlier, I have to say.”

“Niffelheim’s a cool place,” I tell him, maintaining my smile, even though
it’s an effort.

“Is that meant to be a joke?” he frowns.
“No,” I sigh. “I really like it. It’s beautiful, in a cold, dark way.”

Seamus slowly smiles. “Well, I’'m glad you feel that way. Would you like
me to point out some places of interest as we proceed? Indeed, if you don’t
mind a longer walk, I could take you on a scenic route to the palace.”

“That would be great,” I say, and Inez agrees.

A happier Seamus leads us on a tour of the surrounding area, telling us
something of its history, about the famous people who once lived or worked
here. A lot of the local heroes are people who were good at climbing
mountains, or swimming, or ice diving. I’ve no real interest in those
activities, but coo and nod where appropriate.

We come to a small, dark igloo, which is roped off, and Seamus pauses.
“That’s where Old Man Reap stayed whenever he visited Topaz.”

“Old Man Reap used to come here?” I ask.



“Quite regularly,” Seamus says. “He never stayed in the palace. He lived as
one of us, wore our clothes, ate with us, spent time in some of the more
hostile zones and faced the same challenges as the locals.”

“Were you here then?” I ask.

Seamus nods. “Old Man Reap made a big impression on me. I was a
newcomer to the Merge, and he addressed some of us one night, told us we
were the future, that we had the power to reshape our sphere. He urged us to
use that power wisely.”

“You sound like you admired him,” I note.

“I did,” Seamus says, and looks at me gravely. “Old Man Reap enjoyed a
lot of support here, and I’ve never been ashamed to admit that I was on his
side. He was too aggressive — he should have tried to win over people with
arguments rather than brute force — but he yearned to build a sphere where
people felt a sense of purpose, a place that would challenge us to be as
industrious as we’d been in the Born.”

Seamus stares at the igloo in deep silence.

“Did Old Man Reap go to a soirée?” I finally ask, hoping to lighten the
mood.

Seamus laughs out loud, then looks guilty, as if he’s done something he
shouldn’t have. “Old Man Reap at a soirée,” he chuckles, tugging his beard.
“That’s something I’d have liked to see. The scourge of the Merge, cutting
up a dance floor.” He laughs again, unable to help himself.

“I take it that’s a no,” I grin.

“A most emphatic no,” Seamus says. “Besides, he never came here for a
Tourney. He had no interest in sports. Too many other things on his mind.”

“Like the conquest of the Merge,” Inez says pointedly.

“Yes,” Seamus replies, as if that was no bad thing, and leads us on.



He doesn’t point out any more sights. Instead he picks up the pace and cuts
down a number of narrow lanes, until we find ourselves in front of the royal
palace. It’s an eye-catching structure, built out of ice blocks, only three
storeys tall, but wide, with large doors and windows, and lots of
impressively carved columns. Different coloured patches of light swirl
slowly through the walls of ice. I look for spotlights but there aren’t any, so
the lights must be contained within the ice.

“The lights are there for the Tourney,” Seamus says. “One colour for each
of the realms. The pink’s for Diamond.”

“But diamonds are clear,” I frown.

“Most are, or tinged with yellow,” Seamus says, “but you can get pink
diamonds too. The lights will be quenched as each team’s eliminated.
Hopefully there will just be a lovely yellow light at the end.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but it’ll be blue,” Inez grins, and Seamus grins
too.

There are lots of guards at the entrance, vetting the guests. Each guard is
dressed in white furs, topped with a cap that looks like a polar bear’s head.

We get to the door and a surly guard scowls at us. “Names?” he barks.
“Inez Matryoshka,” Inez answers.
“Archibald Lox,” I murmur.

I expect the guard to consult a list, but he just nods. “You were late
additions. Are you happy to be tested by unravellers out here, or would you
rather be taken somewhere private?”

“We’ve nothing to hide,” Inez says, and a man and woman step forward.
The woman puts her hands on my temples, while the man does the same to
Inez. They hold us for a few seconds, then release us.

“Clear,” the woman says.



“Clear,” the man says.

The guard grunts and nods at another woman, who was standing further
back, in the shadows. When she steps forward, the guard points to Inez, and
the woman takes hold of her hands.

“The players who are inside you...?” the woman asks.
“I left them behind in the training complex,” Inez says.
“And are there any others in there?” the woman presses.
“No,” Inez says.

The woman holds Inez’s hands a few seconds longer, then releases them
and says, “Clear,” before returning the shadows.

“Enjoy the soirée,” the guard says, and Seamus nudges us past him and the
others, into the lobby.

“What was that about?” I ask Inez.

“Making sure we were really us, and that I wasn’t trying to sneak in an
assassin,” Inez says. “That second woman was a truthsayer, someone who
can detect if a person is lying. Royals from every realm — except Diamond,
obviously — are present tonight, so the guards won’t take any risks.”

The lobby’s a large, bare room, except for oversized, ice-carved statues of
what I assume to be dead Family members. There are lots of doors leading
off from it, but almost all are barred, with the guests processing through a
gold-framed door in one wall. We wait in line until it’s our turn, then are
directed along a couple of corridors, before entering a huge room hung with
tapestries and lace curtains. Several long tables are overflowing with all
kinds of food and drink, and the room is packed with finely dressed people.

There are guards on this door too, but they’re only ceremonial, and they
announce the name of each guest as we enter. There are light ripples of
applause when some of the guests are introduced, but by and large those



already in the room don’t take much notice of the new arrivals. That
changes when we step forward.

“Inez Matryoshka and Archibald Lox,” a gruff man calls, and conversations
die away as everyone stares at us. I feel myself blanch, not sure how to
react. Then the normal buzz resumes.

“What was that about?” I croak as we step forward, Seamus abandoning us,
his escorting duties at an end until he picks us up again after the soirée.

“We’re infamous,” Inez says.

“But I thought nobody cared about us,” I say. “Back in Cornan, all the
songs and plays were about Ghita. You and I were hardly even mentioned.”

“That’s because the Sapphirites were only concerned about their princess,”
Inez explains. “The people in this room are the movers and shakers of the
Merge, the ones who run zones, kingdoms and realms. We delivered one of
their own to a crucial vote which decided the alignment of a realm, and they
want to know more about us, why we did what we did, and if we have plans
to interfere in their business again.”

I gulp, feeling nervous. “Should we be afraid?” I ask.

“No,” she says, “but don’t offer too much information about yourself, and
say as little about what happened in Sapphire as you can. If anyone presses,
smile and tell them you bumped your head shortly after you came to the
Merge and ever since then you’ve been rather addled.” She smirks. “You’re
good at acting stupid.”

I shoot Inez a dark look, then pull my most bewildered expression (I really
am good at looking dumb in this sphere, because I still have so much to
learn about it), and follow her into the high society crowd.

2

Everyone’s dressed like a movie star, and while my suit’s up to scratch, the
others seem a lot more at ease in their clothes. I keep scratching beneath the



collar of the shirt and I move stiffly, as if wearing armour. I can tell that
Inez feels awkward too, by the way she blinks and prods her lower lip with
her tongue. I’ve seen her stand toe to toe with royals before, as an equal, but
here she looks shy and out of place.

The captains of the grop teams are present, and Inez engages a couple of
them. One’s a woman called Karen, the captain of the Emerald team, and
the other’s a cheerful man called Manish, from Ruby, who keeps cracking
jokes. When he gets called away to talk to someone else, I say I’'m surprised
by how nice he is.

“Maybe he is and maybe he isn’t,” Inez grunts, then taps the side of my
head. “Don’t ever be taken in by their smiles and charm. Many Rubicons
are decent people, but some only act decently, and it’s hard to tell them
apart.”

I spot Pitina, smiling regally. Inez points out more royals, Kings Sheng and
Joona from Topaz, Queen Elisa and King Alan from Pearl, Prince Jickey
from Emerald, who looks a year or two younger than me. She also names
some of the nobles and briefs me on their histories. I struggle to take in all
the information, but nod as if I'm making a careful mental note of
everything.

Waiters and waitresses circle with plates of food, the expected nibbles as
well as heartier portions — raw fish, slabs of meat, legs of lamb. It’s all
been modified from mushrooms (devisers produce the raw goods, which
chefs then work their magic on), but looks as real as anything I’ve had in
the Born, and tastes pretty authentic too.

Wine and ale — also devised from mushrooms, so nobody will be needing a
toilet break — flow freely, and there are lots of other drinks. I stick to
something that tastes like elderflower cordial, while Inez sips champagne
from a flute made of ice. It doesn’t melt, no matter how long she holds it,
and she has it refilled a couple of times.

“You’ll get drunk if you’re not careful,” I warn her.



“Hardly,” she says. “This is only mildly alcoholic, like eating a chocolate
liqueur in the Born.”

Hearing that, I try a glass of the fake champagne, but the bubbles make my
nose twitch and the back of my mouth sting, so I only take a few sips. The
ice of the flute is cool to the touch but not actually cold. When no one’s
watching, I break off a piece with my teeth, to see if it will melt on my
tongue, but it doesn’t, and I have to discreetly spit it out into my pocket
handkerchief when no one is looking. (As my foster mother Rachel would
no doubt tetchily but teasingly note if she was present, “You can’t take that
boy anywhere!”)

Several people ask us questions about the vote of alignment. Inez answers
vaguely and I just grunt. At one point, while she’s talking with a noble from
Emerald, I’m tapped on the shoulder by a beautiful woman in a cream
dress, who leads me aside.

“You’re Archibald, aren’t you?” she asks, smiling dazzlingly at me.
“Yes,” I say warily.

“I’'m Skeen.” She has long, purple hair, matching purple eyes, plus a
smattering of purple freckles. All that purple should be disconcerting, but it
suits her.

“Archie,” I mutter.

“You prefer that to Archibald?” she asks, and I nod. “Then Archie it is.
What do you make of the soirée, Archie?”

“It’s... nice,” I say lamely.
“A bit strait-laced?” she suggests.
I smile. “You could say that.”

Skeen drifts through the crowd, softly beckoning for me to follow, and I
trail along beside her. People stare at Skeen — she’s one of the most eye-



catching women in the room — and some glower at me enviously. I feel
pleased to be in her company.

“Affairs like this bore me,” she says. “I’'m not good at small talk. How
about you, Archie?”

“No,” I chuckle. “I’'m not much good at big talk either.”

“I don’t believe that,” she laughs. “You’re probably just tired of talking
about the same things all the time. I bet everyone asks you about the vote,
right?”

“Pretty much,” I admit.

“Well, I won’t,” she promises, and smiles again. Her smile’s so warm, I’'m
amazed the entire building doesn’t melt.

“Wh... where are you from, Skeen?” I ask, feeling slightly dizzy.

“Ruby,” she says, and takes one of my hands in hers. “I hope that doesn’t
mean we can’t be friends.”

“Wh... why should it?” I wheeze.

“I heard what happened at the vote,” she says, not releasing my hand. We
come to a set of stairs, carved out of ice like most of the fixtures and fittings
in the palace, and she guides me up. “You must believe me, Archie, we’re
not all like Orlan and Argate.”

“You know them?” I ask.

“Only by reputation,” she says, her smile fading. “I feel so ashamed
sometimes, because brutes like that cast such a poor light on the rest of us.”

“They’re a grisly pair,” I growl.

“I can imagine,” she says. “You were so brave to take them on. I wish more
people had your courage and stood up to bullies like them.”



“It was Inez’s call,” I chuckle, then look around. We’ve come a long way
from where Inez is still talking to the noble, and are almost at the top of the
staircase. I hesitate, not wanting to lose sight of my partner.

“Do you want to go back?” Skeen asks.

“Well...”

She catches me looking at Inez and tilts her head. “She’s a pretty girl.”
“Yes,” I agree, then flush. “I mean... is she?”

Skeen laughs. “It’s alright. There’s nothing wrong in admitting that you like
the way a girl looks. Are you just friends, or...?”

“Just friends,” I say quickly.

“Really?” she asks. “Because the way you appear to want to be close to her
the whole time makes me think you might be closer than that.”

“No,” I laugh uneasily. “It’s just... this is my first time at an event like this,
and I feel lost when I’'m not with Inez.”

“There’s no need to feel lost,” Skeen says. “You’re with me, and I’ve been
here a few times over the years. I know the palace well. There’s a balcony
on this floor, overlooking a delightful part of the city. I was going to take
you there, to show you the view, but it’s not a problem if you’d rather return
to your friend .”

Skeen squeezes my hand and winks. I feel my blush deepening.
“Will we be gone for long?” I ask.

Skeen points to the end of the corridor ahead of us. “It’s down that way, a
left turn, another corridor, then we’re there.”

“OK,” I say, and we press on.

“How are you finding Niffelheim?” Skeen asks.



I say I haven’t seen a lot of the city, except the bits that Seamus pointed out
on our way here tonight, and tell her what I can remember about them. I’'m
still talking when we get to an open door and advance onto a balcony.

The first thing I notice is that the view — of a square — is nice, but nothing
out of the ordinary. The second is that we’re not alone. There are three men
standing to our left, talking in hushed tones.

“I think we’ve disturbed a meeting,” I say to Skeen.

“Not at all,” she says brightly, and drags me forward. “Gentlemen! Hello!
Do you mind if we join you?”

The three men turn and the smile which was forming on my lips freezes.

One of the men is a stranger to me. The other is kind of familiar. And the
third...

The third isn’t a man at all, but a teenager, and I spent quite a bit of time
around him when I was in the Merge last year. Too much time for my
liking. We were never friends, and when we last parted, he swore to stick a
knife in my back the next time we met.

“Well, well,” the boy drawls. “Fancy running into you here, Archibald. Are
you as pleased to see me as I am to see you?”

I have no answer for that. All I can do is gawp at the tall, handsome duke-
to-be, and croak his name anxiously. “ Kurtis ?”

3

Kaurtis is a duke elect from Ruby. Inez had planned to use him to sneak us
into the palace in Cornan, so she let him think she wanted to be his
girlfriend. He was furious when he discovered the truth, and vowed to get
even with us.

He’s dressed very much like he was in Sapphire, in wine-coloured trousers
and a white shirt, only the material is more high-end and he’s sporting a
wine-coloured jacket as well, and a black bow tie.



One of the men with him is his uncle Noah, the duke. Noah’s a large, stout
man, with a crop of thick, red hair. He’s gazing at me with a nasty smirk.

I don’t know the other man, but he’s dressed in a bright red suit, with
patterns of forearms and fists stitched down the sleeves, so I figure he’s
from Ruby. His hair is a rich crimson colour and styled into a bouffant — it
sparkles too, so I suspect it’s the work of a deviser — and he has piercing
grey eyes, which are currently fixed on me and wide open with shock. In
fact he seems more astonished to see me than I am to see Kurtis.

“You two know each other, I believe,” Skeen says, slipping forward and
caressing Kurtis’ cheek, before sidling up to Duke Noah and kissing him.

“My aunt-in-law,” Kurtis says to me as I gawp at the canoodling couple.

“Don’t mock me,” Skeen tuts. “Your uncle won’t marry me. He doesn’t
believe in marriage.”

I clear my throat and force a weak smile. “It’s good to see you, Kurtis.”
“I bet,” he growls, taking a menacing step towards me.

“Be nice to Archibald,” Noah says coolly, then arches an eyebrow at the
other man. “Well?”

The man with the luxuriously styled hair shakes his head wordlessly.
“I was right, wasn’t I?” Noah says.

“It can’t be,” the man wheezes. “He looks like him, but he doesn’t have...”
The man starts to reach a hand out to me, then lets it drop. “Do you know
me, boy?”

“No,” I answer, confused and afraid, but trying not to let that show.
“We’ve never met before?” the man presses.

“I’d remember that hair.” I grin shakily, then make the greet. “I’'m
Archibald Lox.”



“King Adil,” the man replies, completing the greet.

My shaky grin disappears and my thoughts race back to a conversation I
had with Winston, when he told me some of the secrets from his past. Adil
was trying to bring Old Man Reap back from the Lost Zone, and he
conspired with Winston’s apprentice, Stefan. The pair tortured Winston
after Stefan had betrayed him.

“He’s heard about you, Adil,” Noah chuckles.

“Nothing flattering, by the look of him,” Skeen giggles.

The king isn’t amused. “Where are you from, Master Lox?” he asks.
“Sapphire,” I lie.

“Which zone?” he snaps.

“Cornan,” I answer quickly.

“What part of the city?”

“Why do you want to know?” I counter, stalling for time.

“How long have you been in the Merge?” he asks. “When did you die in the
Born? How? Where?”

I gulp and stare at him mutely.

“Tell me,” he growls.

“I don’t see why I should,” I bleat. “What business is it of yours?”
“I’m a king,” he thunders. “If I say it’s my business, then —”

“You are, of course, a king,” someone says behind us, “but Archibald’s our
guest and we owe him more courtesy than this.”



I turn and spot Malina standing in the doorway, smiling frostily at Adil. A
furious Inez is next to her, and if looks could kill, she’d be on trial for
regicide tomorrow morning.

As Adil hesitates, Malina turns her smile on Noah and his family. “Noah,
Skeen, Kurtis. I’'m pleased you joined us for our soirée.”

“We wouldn’t have missed it for anything,” Noah says, bowing. Skeen
bows too, and so does Kurtis, but his eyes are on Inez as he bends.

“I was surprised when I asked after Archibald and heard that he’d last been
seen going up a staircase with you, Skeen,” Malina says with fake lightness.

“Why shouldn’t Archie and I spend time together?” Skeen replies. “I knew
that he and Kurtis were friends but had fallen out with one another. I
thought I’d play peacemaker and help them patch up their differences.”

“Very thoughtful of you,” the queen says. “And you, Adil? What’s your
interest in Archibald?”

“I’ve no interest in him at all,” the king sniffs. “I was simply grabbing a
breath of fresh air and catching up with Noah. But the boy did put me in
mind of somebody I knew a long time ago, which is why I was questioning
him.”

“Who?” Inez asks, then remembers her place and adds, “Sire.”

“A friend,” Adil says dismissively. “Archibald looks very like him, so I
wondered if they might be related.” The king waves a hand to make it clear
that it’s a matter of no significance to him, even though it clearly is. “I’d
better return to the soirée. Noah, Skeen, Kurtis, will you accompany me?”

“Of course, sire,” Noah says.
“It would be an honour,” Skeen simpers, winking at me as she steps past.

Kurtis hesitates. He’s still staring at Inez. “Would you mind if I caught up
with you later, sire?” he asks.



Adil smiles. “Not at all. Take your time. I can see you have much to discuss
with the young lady.”

As Adil and the others depart, Malina raises an eyebrow at Inez.
“ Do we have things to discuss?” Inez asks Kurtis quietly.

I’m hoping he’s going to say no, but he nods. “I said some things in Cornan
that I regret,” he whispers. “I’d like to apologise and hear your side of the
story.”

Inez mulls it over. I want her to tell the young dukeling to get stuffed, but
then she nods like he did and says, “It would be nice to clear the air.”

“Hold on a minute,” I pipe up, but Malina takes my arm and cuts me off.

“I’'m so glad I found you, Archie,” she says, steering me away. “I haven’t
been a very good host. I invited you to the soirée, then left you to your own
devices. Let me show you around the palace and introduce you to a few
people.”

I don’t want to see anything or meet anyone — I’d rather stay here and watch
out for Inez — but I can’t refuse the queen’s invitation, and anyway, it’s clear
that Inez doesn’t want me here. So, with a heavy heart, I let myself be led
from the balcony, through the corridors and back down the stairs.
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Malina waltzes me around the grand room, making me try some of the
dishes and drinks that I’d avoided earlier, and leads me over to meet Prince
Jickey, who’s very pleasant but surprisingly shy for a royal — he looks
nervous when we’re introduced, and holds himself slightly back from me
while we’re chatting, as if he expects me to lunge at him and bite.

Malina whisks me off to chat with more people and sample more treats. In
the middle of a boring conversation with a shrill-voiced woman from Pearl,
a murmur of excitement ripples through the room as a young boy, maybe
seven or eight years old, dashes across the floor and hurls himself at



Malina. She sweeps him off his feet and whirls him round, before setting
him down. He’s laughing with delight.

“Hiroto,” she says, “I’d like you to meet Archie, a friend of mine from
Sapphire. Archie, this is Hiroto.”

We make the greet and I smile at the young prince as he bows to me, but my
heart has started beating fast, because this is the boy we’ve come to kidnap.

“Are you a gropster, Archie?” Hiroto asks. “I want to meet some of the
players. They’re the main reason I came tonight.”

“I’m afraid not,” I tell him. “I just wrap them in bandages when they get
injured.”

“Oh.” He looks disappointed. “I can’t wait for the Tourney to start. I wish I
could go to all the matches. I hate having to miss so many of them.”

“How come you’re not going to every game?” I ask. “As a prince, I’d have
thought getting tickets would be easy.”

Hiroto laughs. “That’s not a problem. But Family members can’t all go to a
match at the same time. If something really bad happened, and everyone in
the royal box was killed...”

“Of course,” I say. “The realm would fall.”

Hiroto nods glumly. “As the youngest royal, I’ve been sidelined the most,
so I’ll only get to a couple of the games.”

“It’s not fair, is it?” I say. “The grown-ups have all the fun.”
“Tell me about it,” Hiroto sighs.

I’d like to spend more time with the prince, but I can see he’s eager to track
down the players, so I let him off to roam.

“A sweet boy, isn’t he?” Malina says softly, leaning in close to me.



“Yes,” I say.
“I’d do anything to protect him from danger,” she murmurs.
I gulp and we share a sombre look.

A short while later, Inez returns. I stiffen when I see her coming down the
stairs, Kurtis just behind. He heads off in search of his uncle when they get
to the bottom of the steps, while Inez makes a beeline for me.

Malina beams and insists on introducing Inez to the people that we’re with.
I can’t say anything to her for a time, as we make small talk with our fellow
guests, but finally I'm able to draw her aside when the others stop to tuck
into chunks of a devised beast that’s the spitting image of a barbecued pig.

“How did you get on?” I ask.

“Better than I feared,” she says, and smiles sadly at me. “I know you have a
low opinion of Kurtis, but he’s a lot more sensitive than you believe. I
really hurt him and I don’t think he can ever truly forgive me, but he’s
doing his best.”

“He didn’t pull a knife on you, then?” I ask cynically.

Inez treats me to a withering look. “I told him the truth, that I really did like
him, and under different circumstances we could have been genuine
friends.”

“What did he have to say to that?” I ask.

She shrugs. “He admitted he’d have tried to take advantage of me if our
roles had been reversed, so everything was fine between us as far as he’s
concerned. I asked if we could meet again during the Tourney. He’s not sure
if he can swing any free time — his uncle has lots of meetings lined up — but
he’ll let me know if he can.”

I start to ask another question, but then a beaming woman presses forward
and noisily interrupts. It’s the frizzy-haired Cindy.



“You’re Archibald, aren’t you?” she asks, as if we’ve never met.
“Yes, but call me Archie,” I say, playing along.

“And Inez?”

“At your service,” Inez says, making the greet.

“I’m Cindy, one of Malina’s envoys,” Cindy says. “She can tell you’re not
into the soirée — even though you should be, because it’s beyond — and she
thought you might like a break, so she asked me to show you round. Would
you like to stretch your legs and check out a few rooms?”

“Archie?” Inez says lightly, as if it’s no big thing.
I shrug. “Why not?”

“Super,” Cindy says, then adds as she leads us away, “I’d prefer to stay here
and catch the eye of an eligible royal, but when my queen snaps her fingers,
I jump.”

We laugh and follow her out of the ballroom, listening politely as she takes
us on a leisurely tour of the palace, babbling away as if she was a
professional tour guide.

After visiting a few of the state rooms, bedrooms and kitchens, we come to
an indoor ice rink, which Cindy explains wasn’t built intentionally.

“We had a scare several hundred years ago, when sections of the palace
began to melt,” she says. “Our devisers managed to shore things up, but a
few rooms flooded and froze over. The royals enjoyed the novelty of being
able to skate inside, and asked that this room be preserved the way it was.
Hiroto loves this place.”

“I imagine he’ll spend a lot of time here during the Tourney matches,” Inez
says.

“I’m sure he will,” Cindy says breezily.



It sounds like a casual conversation, but I know what’s really being said —
this is where the kidnapping will happen.

There’s an alcove at the rear of the room where crowns and jewels are
rather carelessly stored. Hardly any of the modern royals bother with such
items, but she tells us they were common in the old days. She asks me if I
want to try on a crown made of ice. I expect it to weigh a lot and be
freezing, but it’s light and only cool to the touch.

“Do you want me to knight you?” I ask Inez, adopting a regal air.

She drops to one knee. “Yes please, Prince Archibald,” she simpers, and I
pretend to touch her shoulders with an imaginary sword.

“Me too,” Cindy laughs, and when I knight her, she gasps and declares,
“Beyond!”

Cindy’s smile fades when she stands and looks around cagily. We’re alone
in the large room, and the two guards outside can’t hear anything through
the thick door that she shut when we came in, but Cindy’s careful
regardless, and whispers, “Do you like mazes?”

It’s an odd question. “I suppose,” I sniff.
“I love them,” Inez says firmly.

“Excellent,” Cindy says. “In that case, follow me. I have something extra to
show you.”

Cindy moves aside a chest on which some jewels lie scattered, to reveal a
trapdoor in the floor, which she opens. There are steps trailing down into
the dark. Cindy starts down them, and gleam on the ceiling lights up as she
descends, Inez and I closely following.

We find ourselves in a cold corridor. Cindy walks to the end, where it
branches left. She takes a couple more turns, before coming to another set
of stairs, which lead us further beneath the ground. It’s even colder here,
and I start to wish I was wearing something warmer.



There’s another corridor at the bottom of the steps. It runs long and straight,
and at the end there’s an arched, wooden door frame (no door) with a sign
carved into the arch.

“ Upper level of the Maze of Ash,” I read aloud when we get there. “ Enter
at your own risk .”

“The Maze of Ash,” Inez murmurs, and shivers.

I peer through the doorway at the corridor beyond. “I don’t see any ashes.”
Inez thumps my arm. “You’re an idiot,” she says.

“Why?” I scowl.

“Ignore her,” Cindy tuts. “It’s an easy mistake to make. Ash was the name
of the person who discovered and redevised the maze. He was a prince who
lived here more than four thousand years ago. He was obsessed with mazes,
and when he found this one, it was as if he’d struck gold. He spent a few
hundred years reshaping it into the most bewildering, challenging maze
imaginable, and his base at ground level later became the royal residence,
which is why our palace sits where it does.”

Cindy leads us into the maze and we start to twist and turn. “Don’t worry,”
she says. “I won’t take us far inside. Even though this is only the upper
level, I wouldn’t dare go beyond the small section that I’'m familiar with.”

“It can’t be that bad,” I laugh, but Cindy looks at me seriously.

“The Maze of Ash is a nightmare for those who aren’t equipped for it,” she
says. “The upper level isn’t too daunting, but there are four lower levels,
accessible only by boreholes which are situated in these corridors and a few
spots around the city. They play host to the most fiendish maze that’s ever
been created.

“The walls move within the Maze of Ash,” Cindy continues. “They slide
and shift away from one another, and also dematerialise and rematerialize in
different areas. There’s a pattern to their movements, but it takes a long



time to crack it, and you need to concentrate fiercely. Someone who’s spent
a lot of time training can maybe find their way out in ten or so years.”

“Ten years ?” I ask incredulously.

“At least,” Cindy says. “Most experienced mazers take twenty years or
more. And if you’ve no clue about mazes, you’ll spend anywhere between
fifty and a hundred years stumbling around.”

“I heard there are people who’ve been in there for centuries,” Inez says as I
stare at Cindy with wide eyes.

“No,” Cindy smiles. “The longest verified stay is a hundred and sixty-three
years. We keep tabs on everyone who enters, and at the moment nobody has
been in there longer than a hundred and six years. Of course we can’t
account for people who wandered in on the quiet, but we don’t think there
are many of those.”

“I don’t understand,” I frown. “Doesn’t someone do a sweep every so often,
to pick up people who are lost?”

“You can’t find anyone in the Maze of Ash,” Cindy says. “It’s been devised
to keep explorers separate. Unless you go in with a partner, you’ll wander in
isolation until you work your way out.”

I see now why Inez shivered when she read the name.
“Prince Ash must have been a weird guy if he built this for fun,” I snort.

“As weird as they come,” Cindy agrees. “According to one of our legends,
even this maze wasn’t enough of a challenge for him. He craved a tougher
puzzle to crack, so he crossed into the Lost Zone with a view to figuring a
way back.”

“I never heard that one,” Inez gasps.

“We don’t talk about it much,” Cindy says quietly. “He must have been mad
to do that, and we don’t like to talk ill of our royals, even when they’re long
dead and gone. Or just gone, in Ash’s case.”



“What if he does find a way back?” I ask, and Inez and Cindy stare at me as
if ’'m mad. “It could happen, couldn’t it?”

“In theory,” Inez says dubiously.

“I’m not even sure it’s theoretically possible,” Cindy says. “A scientist tried
to explain it to me once. He’s spent all his time here trying to work out the
secrets of the Lost Zone. According to him, it’s like a black hole in the
Born, where light can go in but not come out.”

“I’ve never heard of a black hole,” Inez says.

“How can you not...” I start to ask, then remember that Inez died long
before the concept of black holes was first developed.

“Anyway,” Cindy says, “this is as far as we’ll go. There’s a little room
ahead. It used to be a storage room. There’s a surprise for you inside.”

She says that to me , and I cock my head. “A surprise? What is it?”
Cindy laughs. “If I told you, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

I glance at Inez, who shrugs. “No point looking at me. I don’t know.”
“The surprise is for you too,” Cindy says to Inez.

We share a curious look, then follow Cindy to a spot in a wall where a
heavy rug hangs across an opening in the ice. Cindy peels back the rug and
nods at me to enter. I hesitate, worried that this might be a trap, but Inez
puts a hand on my shoulder and gives it a squeeze, letting me know she has
my back.

I gulp and step forward. The opening is low-lying, so I have to bend to step
into the room. There are some bare shelves to my right and left, and a mat
straight ahead. A man is sitting on the mat, his back to me, tinkering with
something. He’s focused on whatever he’s holding. I take a half-step
towards the man, ready to turn and run if I sense a threat.



Then I glimpse a small cuckoo clock in the man’s hands, and relax. He’s the
last person I’d have expected to find beneath the ice in Niffelheim, but he’s
also just about the last person I need fear.

“Hi, Winston,” I shout, laughing as my mentor jumps with shock. “Do you
need a hand with that clock?”

“Archie!” Winston cries, then he’s on his feet and we’re hugging, and
Cindy and Inez are smiling, and all is well in this cold, dark, underground
world.
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There are no chairs , so we sit on the mat with Winston. He’s still smiling,
the scars on his cheeks almost invisible in the dim light. He puts the cuckoo
clock behind him — there are a few locks lying around too — and asks if
we’d like any mushrooms.

“My apologies,” he says, passing around a handful of sorry-looking
specimens. “They don’t grow too thickly in the maze, and they’re not the
finest quality.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask, taking a mushroom to be polite.

“I’ve come for the grop,” Winston says seriously, but can’t maintain a
straight face. “No, I’'m here for the kidnapping.”

“You know about that?” Inez gasps.

Winston nods. “Malina sent an envoy to me after the rest of you agreed to
get involved. The prince is going to be stored inside you, and Malina wants
the added security of an unpickable lock, like you had when you carried
Ghita.”

“That makes sense,” Inez says. “Cindy told me they had an artful Lox lined
up to create the lock, but I’d no idea it was you. When you refused to help
me last year, I thought you were out of the game forever. It never even
crossed my mind to turn to you this time.”



Winston looks sheepish. “I was out of the game. For the most part I still am,
and at first I rejected Malina’s envoy, but a few things swayed my call.”
Winston nods at me. “Archie was one reason I felt obliged to help — a
teacher should look out for his students. He was also indirectly the second
reason why I agreed to break cover. I’d told him what had happened to me
in the past, why I withdrew from the Merge, the way I was betrayed and
tortured.”

“You’ve never discussed that part of your life with me,” Inez says softly.

“It wasn’t something I wanted to talk about,” Winston says, stroking a few
of his scars. “For a long time I was sure the memories would crush me if I
dwelt upon them, so I blanked them, but after opening up to Archie, I found
myself thinking about the past a lot, and it didn’t scare me that much. I’'m
still worried I might be captured and tortured again, but living alone, a
hermit eking out a pale imitation of a life... that isn’t who I want to be any
more.

“There was a third reason,” Winston says, “and this was the most
motivational of all. Remember, Archie, when I told you that a royal broke
me out when I was Adil’s prisoner?”

“Yes,” I say.

“It was Malina,” he says. “She helped me when my need was great, so it
would have been poor form not to return the favour.”

The old locksmith laughs, and the rest of us laugh too.

“So what’s the plan?” I ask. Inez and the others haven’t discussed it in any
great depth with me, but this feels like the right time to ask.

Inez cocks an eyebrow at Cindy, who looks uneasy, but nods.

“There are several entrances to the upper level of the maze,” Inez says.
“One is in a tunnel far across the city, and is almost never used.”



“Hugo knows the way through the maze from that spot to the palace,”
Cindy says. “He was a close friend of Sheng’s when they were younger.
Sheng liked to explore the upper level and took Hugo along on some of his
journeys.”

“That was partly why Hugo insisted on doing this himself,” Inez says. “He
knew how to sneak into the palace, which meant one less detail to worry
about.”

“So we’ll sneak through the maze with Hugo during a grop match?” I ask.

“Yes,” Cindy says. “Malina will be in the palace that day, so she can
dismiss most of Hiroto’s guards and go to the ice skating room with him.”

“Cindy and Malina will bring the prince here,” Winston says. “I’m going to
install a lock on one of Inez’s storage zones in advance. I want you to help
me when I’m doing that, Archie, so you can learn how it’s done.”

“We’ll pop the prince inside the zone,” Inez says, “and Hugo too, once he
guides us out of the maze. Then we’ll split up and meet again in Cornan.”

“We’re going to split up?” I ask, not liking the sound of that.

“The lock will be similar to the one you opened for me in Canadu,” Inez
says. “If I get taken, no Lox of theirs will be able to pick it, but if you get
captured with me...”

“...they’ll force me to open it,” I sigh.
“You’re brave, Archie, but we all have our limits,” Inez says quietly.

“Nobody can hold up under torture forever,” Winston croaks, trembling at
some of his old memories.

“If all goes well,” Inez says, “you’ll meet me in Cornan, we’ll release
Hiroto and Hugo, and they’ll head off to a zone where he can keep the boy
safe.”

“And if it doesn’t go well, we’ll improvise,” Cindy adds, and laughs edgily.



“You won'’t be going to Cornan?” I ask Winston.

He shakes his head. “I’ll do my bit, then return home and keep my fingers
crossed that I’'m never needed for anything like this again.”

I think it over. It’s not the most complicated of plans, but that’s good, as it
means there are fewer things that can go wrong.

“When does all this happen?” I ask.
“The first of the semi-final matches,” Cindy says.

“Round one’s a group stage,” Inez explains, although I've already picked
this up from the players. “Two groups, three teams in each. In round two,
the third-placed team in the first group plays the runner-up in the second
group. Then the runner-up in the first group plays the third-placed team
from group two.”

“In the semi-finals, the winners from round two face the teams that placed
first in the group stage,” Cindy says. “Hiroto’s scheduled to attend the
second semi-final, so we need to carry this out during the first.”

“We wanted to do it earlier, during the group stages,” Inez says, “but that’s
the only time that Malina and Hiroto are scheduled to sit out a match
together.”

“It’ll be a long wait,” I note, thinking about how nervous I’'m going to be in
the run-up to the semi-finals.

“Yes,” Inez says, “but there’s an upside to that.” Her eyes twinkle. “It
means we get to enjoy eight grop matches before we have to focus on
business.”

“You can’t seriously care about the games with this looming ahead of us,” 1
grunt.

“Are you kidding?” Inez replies. “I’ve been waiting all my life for a
Tourney.”



“It doesn’t seem like that big a deal to me,” I mutter.

“Not now,” Inez says, “but by the time we get to the semis, I bet you’ll be
looking to push back the kidnapping, because you’ll want to see the final
few matches.”

“I doubt it,” I tell her.

“Only because you haven’t seen a big grop match yet,” she says, then leans
over and taps my knee. “But you will, and soon — the Tourney’s about to
begin, and it’s going to be one hell of a ride!”
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Inez and I return to the soirée for the last couple of hours, but I don’t take
much notice of what’s going on, and don’t sleep much at the end of the
night. My head’s spinning with thoughts of the kidnapping and all that
could go wrong.

The draw to determine the teams in each group is made the next day.
There’s huge excitement among the players, who gather around the hot tub
on the roof of the complex, where they can hear the information as it
sweeps through the city.

I’m not bothered by who we get drawn against, but Inez is edgy, discussing
the various permutations with Cal, who tugs on his moustache so hard that
I’'m afraid he’s going to pull it off.

The draw is made in the palace, with only the gropmeisters and Family
members in attendance, as tradition dictates. (Since Diamond isn’t
represented by a royal, the team captain has stepped in on their behalf.)
Julia Vox is waiting outside, and she’ll make the announcement to the
crowds. Thousands of people have turned up, to be among the first to hear,
even though the news will spread through the rest of the city in a matter of
minutes.

The appointed time draws close and everything comes to a standstill in the
streets beneath us, as people stop whatever they were doing and wait for
word to trickle through. But when that word comes, it’s not a trickle, but a
flood. It surges towards us in the distance, shouts and roars, spreading from
street to street. When it hits the area around the team quarters, I can’t make
sense of the hubbub. There are so many people yelling that it sounds like
gibberish. Inez and the players are struggling too, but our roommate Velvet
has a keen ear and makes sense out of the chaos.



“Ruby, Diamond and Pearl are in group A,” she bellows. “We’re with Topaz
and Emerald in group B.”

Groans ripple through the players, and I get the sense that’s not the news
they were hoping for.

“We wanted Diamond,” Cal snaps, showing surprisingly little loyalty to his
old realm. “They’re the most vulnerable. If we’d had Diamond in our
group, we’d have been assured of second at least.”

“And Pearl would have been easier than Emerald,” Velvet says.

“Hard to tell at this stage,” Cal rumbles, “but those who’ve seen the Pearlies
in training say some of their key players are past their prime. Emerald
certainly looks the tougher of the two.”

“We definitely didn’t want Topaz,” Inez says glumly. “The host realm, on
their own pitch, with the support of a home crowd...”

“We’re up against it,” Cal says, then smiles wickedly. “But that means it
will be an even greater achievement when we qualify top of the group.”

Several of the players around us cheer and slap Cal’s back.

The debates about the groups are interrupted when fresh shouting sweeps
through the streets below.

“What’s happening now?” I ask as Velvet darts to the edge of the roof to
listen more closely.

“The order of matches is drawn after the groups have been set,” Inez
explains. “The host realm always plays first, then...”

“It’s us!” Velvet shrieks, cutting Inez short and punching the air with
delight. “Topaz versus Sapphire, the first game of the Tourney!”

Most of the gropsters are delighted — it’s a huge honour to kick off a
Tourney — but Cal’s sombre. “They won’t have seen us in action, which
makes it difficult for them to prepare,” he says to Inez and me. “But we



won’t have seen them play either, so we’re at an equal disadvantage. Plus
they’ll be fired up for the first match, and the result will be crucial to them,
so they’ll fight for every point.”

Inez nods sourly. “If we’d played them in the final match, and we’d both
beaten Emerald, we’d have only been playing for first place. There’d be
less pressure.”

“Then again,” Cal says, “those low-stakes matches are forgettable affairs.
Did anyone catch the order of the other games?”

After a bit of questioning, we find out that Ruby will play Pearl in the first
group A game. We take on Emerald next, before the Rubicons get to run
rings around the understrength Diamonds. The last game in our group will
see the Topazers up against the Emeralds, with Pearl and Diamond playing
the final game of their group three days later.

Cal and Inez start discussing the likely outcomes of the games, and how the
tables might look at the finish, and who we’re likely to get if we have to
play in the second round, and...

I tune out and strip down to a pair of blue and white swimming trunks. I put
them on before coming upstairs. Inez, Cal and the rest will be debating the
draw for hours. I could stand around and pretend to be interested, or I could
relax in the hot tub. For me, the call isn’t even close.

Climbing in, I sigh happily as the warmth of the water seeps into my bones.
As the talk of battles to come rages around me, I lean my head back, close
my eyes and hum softly to drown out the babble. Inez and her Merged
compatriots can keep their grop — this is the life for me!
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We have three days to wait until the opening match. I’d like to spend some
of that time with Winston — it can’t be much fun for him, stuck in the
cramped room all by himself — but I can’t get through the maze without
Hugo to guide me, and he’s tied up with the team.



I don’t see much of Inez. She has to stay close to the squad, to release her
cargo whenever they need Logu , Maureen, Hector and Elizabeth. Now that
we know who we’re playing, the team’s working hard on specific tactics for
the first two matches, and the secret players have to be part of that.

The gropsters have access to a private pitch, where they can practise moves
out of sight of any spies. Only the players, Inez and the coaches travel there,
while the rest of us are left to twiddle our thumbs. I thought Baba Jen would
be working us hard, but she’s off gathering information about the Topazers
and Emeralds. She has a long list of people she knows from her acting days
and other activities in the past, and is busy calling in every favour she can,
getting the lowdown on the opposition players.

With free time on my hands, I track down some locksmiths and test myself
on the local locks. Many are made of ice and are unlike locks in other
realms. Sometimes I have to breathe on them to make the pieces move. I
never imagined there were so many ways to direct breath.

I’m enjoying the lock work so much that I'm almost annoyed when the day
of the big match dawns and I’'m confined to team quarters. The game
doesn’t kick off until early afternoon, but we’re not allowed to leave the
complex. This is what everything has been leading towards, and the coaches
don’t want any last-minute glitches, not even a bandage boy going missing.

Everyone in the backroom squad is brought to the players’ quarters and we
spend the morning with the gropsters. Baba Jen makes us put on a
bandaging display, and roars at us when we make the slightest mistake. I
feel thick beads of sweat trickling down my neck when it’s my turn, and
I’m sure I’ll botch it, but I get the sense at the end, when she mutters, “I
suppose that’s the best we can expect from a simpleton like you,” that I’ve
done alright.

The coaches do their best to lighten the mood, but the players are moody
and distant, or jittery and too talkative. More than one dashes away to dry
heave in peace and quiet. Even I start to feel nervous.

We eat a big meal a couple of hours before we’re due to leave, food that’s
been carefully devised to give the players every last zap of energy possible.



All of the food is prepared and cooked in the kitchen by members of the
squad — while most of the players happily ate the meals that the chef has
been serving up, they’re not taking any chances today.

There are speeches galore from the coaches, in which they talk about great
games of the past and the achievements of the current players. They tell the
gropsters to enjoy the game, give it their all and walk off the pitch proud,
win or lose, knowing they’ve done everything they can.

Baba Jen gets up on a table at one point and swears loudly. When all of the
players are looking at her, she swivels slowly, meeting the gaze of each
gropster directly.

“I’m older than most of you,” she growls. “I went to a few Tourneys when
they were a regular feature. So believe me when I tell you, the best team
doesn’t always win, and the team that wants it the most doesn’t always win.
Those who have the most to lose normally power through to victory. And
you have more to lose than any of the rest of those would-be grop
superstars.”

“How so?” Velvet hoots.

Baba Jen glares at her. “If players from the other teams blow it, the worst
they face is public humiliation and having to live with the knowledge that
they let their team and realm down. But if any of you underperform, I'll
chew off a couple of your toes.” Velvet and some of the other players laugh,
until they realise she isn’t joking. “Bear that in mind,” the tiny terror huffs,
and hops down off the table to tuck into her dessert.

I’m sitting next to Arlo, and he leans over to whisper, “If she was just a bit
bigger and we could send her out to play...”

“We’d win every match,” I nod, then finish off the rest of my food and join
the team in one last conflab. Then, when the call comes, we head outside to
where hand-drawn carriages are lined up to drive us through the crowds
thronging the streets, and on to the stadium where all of the games are due
to be staged.



The carriages, like so much else in this city, are made of ice. Thick rugs line
the benches inside, and each carriage can hold a dozen people. I expected
the players to ride separately to the rest of us, but the organisers mix us up,
so there’s a selection in each carriage, the players positioned by the
windows, members of the backroom team sandwiched between them.

We trundle through the streets, remoulded giants pulling the carriages as if
they were toys. I expect the locals to boo us, since we’re playing their team,
but to my surprise it’s cheers and applause all the way.

Baba Jen’s sitting close by me, scowling at the crowds. “It’s always this
way,” she snarls. “The idiots clap for every team on their way to the
stadium. I’d prefer it if they rained abuse down on us — it would rile the
players, and I like my teams to hit the pitch in an aggressive mood.”

There’s no pleasing some people.

It takes about an hour to wind through the city. I don’t see the stadium until
we’re almost upon it, as it’s set in a crater, and only becomes visible when
we crest the ridge above it.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” I wheeze, eyes widening.

Baba Jen sniffs. “It’s nothing,” she says. “That place is a pit, and it’s a pit
we’re going to rule, so poke your eyes back into their sockets.”

But no matter what Baba Jen says, it’s impressive, built to make newcomers
cower at its majesty, and I’m not the only one to gawp at it.

The stadium’s massive, and circular so that it fills most of the crater. It’s
built out of a mix of black stone and ice, so it’s both solemn-looking and
dazzling at the same time. There’s a domed roof of ice, supported by pillars
several metres thick, and there are four huge, arched entrances, one in each
quadrant. Most of the stadium isn’t seated. Instead, terraces stretch down
from the roofline to the edge of the pitch, and they’re already rammed with
tens of thousands of people.

“What’s the capacity?” I ask.



“Officially a hundred thousand,” Baba Jen grunts, “but you can bet they’ll
have squeezed in more.”

We begin our descent down a steep, curving slope. If the giants slipped and
let go, we’d pick up speed in no time and hurtle towards the bottom and a
certain sticky end, but each of them is wearing boots with large spikes, for
extra grip.

It’s strangely quiet. I expected more noise, but either the spectators are
standing silently, or the roof traps the sounds. I suspect it’s the latter, and
that we’re in for an ear-piercing shock when we get inside.

Once we’re at the crater’s base, the giants haul us three-quarters of the way
round the stadium, to an entrance decorated with our team’s colours. Lots of
Sapphirites have gathered here, fans who weren’t lucky enough to get
tickets, but who crossed realms regardless and came to the stadium to stand
outside and show their support.

We have to wait while the fans are cleared. I’'m studying a small blue
symbol on my right wrist — a deviser known as a ticketer drew one on all
our wrists a couple of days ago, and it allows us to attend every match —
when I think of something and turn to Arlo, who’s sitting beside me. “Do
the fans use paper tickets?”

“No,” he says. “Everyone has been issued with a symbol like ours. Most of
them only provide entrance to a specific match. Some are for both group
games. Others are valid for all the matches your team is involved in. There
are very few like ours, guaranteeing entrance to every single game.”

“Who gets the passes?” I ask.

Arlo shrugs. “Lots of grop teams are allocated a selection. Elected officials
and nobles. People who’ve worked behind the scenes. There are also
random draws.”

“You can’t buy them?” I ask.



Arlo shakes his head. “The symbols are non-transferable. If you can’t make
it, you miss the match, but very few people miss a Tourney game.”

When our fans are finally edged out of the way, the giants haul us through
the gate, and the noise levels increase dramatically. The players fall silent.
Even though we’re in the Sapphire quadrant, where the bulk of our
supporters are located, it’s as if every person in the stadium is screaming for
the Topazers.

“I knew it would be like this,” Baba Jen spits, her voice only barely audible
over the roar.

As we sit in our coaches and listen mutely to the crowd, Cal stands up,
bangs the roof of his coach and starts chanting, “Sapphire! Sapphire!
Sapphire!”

Others take up the chant. We begin to clap as well, and raise our voices as
loudly as we can. Those who are tall enough stand and bang on the roofs of
our carriages, while the rest of us slap the walls.

The giants scowl at us. Baba Jen cackles with delight and yells something
cutting at them which I can’t hear over the noise. The giants look as if they
want to eat her, but start moving again, dragging us through a tunnel
beneath the terraces, and a few minutes later we draw up to the side of the
pitch, where we dismount and take our places on the team benches.

We’re facing a sea of imposing Topaz fans almost everywhere we look,
except on the terraces behind us, which are swarming with Sapphirites. The
cheers and songs from our supporters drown out a lot of the other noise
when we’re on the benches.

“It lifts the heart, doesn’t it?” Pete the blocker beams, stepping up beside
me as I’'m twisting and turning to see as much of the stadium as I can. He
points to the fans who’ve come to roar us on.

“Let’s hope we can treat them to a victory,” I say.



“You’d better believe it,” Pete laughs, then goes to join the rest of the
players, who are gathering around the coaches on the pitch. Inez is with
them, ready to let out Hugo, Maureen, Hector or Elizabeth when and if
required, though they remain hidden inside her for the time being.

Although the stadium’s an incredible place, the pitch isn’t much different to
the one I saw in Cornan last year. Slightly bigger, maybe a hundred and
twenty metres by forty, and featuring an icy surface instead of grass. But the
odd-looking trees in each of the four corners, with no branches or leaves,
and a discoloured spot about six metres up the trunk, are the same.

One notable difference is that there are lots of columns set a few metres
back from the playing area, lining the sidelines and end lines, and stone
gargoyles are perched atop them.

“What are the gargoyles for?” I ask Arlo, who’s rifling through his supply
of bandages, making sure everything’s in order.

“To record the commentary,” he says. “They’ll be shipped off to various
zones around the realms after each game, so that people can listen to the
entire match. In some places they won’t even allow the scores to be
announced — they prefer to hear how it unfurls through the gargoyles.
Useful things, aren’t they?”

“Except when they’re used to warp a man’s mind,” I mutter, recalling the
gargoyle that had been smuggled into the palace in Diamond, to drive King
Lloyd mad.

As the players are readying themselves for battle, the Topazers arrive, and
the stadium goes wild. Unlike our players, who were delivered as a group,
each Topaz player arrives in a personal carriage, drawn by a giant, and their
name is announced by Julia Vox, who’s standing in the centre of the pitch
with a megaphone, and somehow manages to be heard over the frenzied
roars of the crowd.

“A nice touch,” Baba Jen grunts reluctantly.



The Topazers lap up the adulation, swanning around like rock stars, waving
at their supporters and blowing them kisses. Their backroom team files in as
they’re working the crowd, and there are more of them than us, bigger and
meaner-looking.

“Now that’s just ridiculous,” Baba Jen snorts. “As if a fierce-looking thug
with a bag full of bandages will make any difference.” But I see her cast an
angry eye over her charges, and I know she’s mad at herself for not having
chosen a more frightful bunch.

When all the Topazers are in place, Julia Vox calls the name of the
gropmeister, then withdraws. A hush falls as the gropmeister and four
assistants make their way to the centre, the players converging around them.
The gropmeister calls the captains forward and they have a brief chat. Then
one of his assistants hands him the grop, a fragile, oval-shaped ball. The
gropmeister says something to the captains — I guess they’re deciding who
kicks off — then passes the grop to the Topaz captain.

“THE FIRST PLAY WILL BE STARTED BY... TOPAZ!” Julia Vox
shouts, from her position next to the royal box on one side of the pitch. The
fans go crazy and yell the name of their team, until the foundations of the
stadium shake beneath us, while the roof trembles and makes a worrying
splintering noise.

“Don’t panic,” Arlo says when he catches me looking scared. “It’s just a
ruse to make us feel intimidated.”

“Well, it’s working,” I tell him.

The teams withdraw to their respective ends. The Topaz captain has a quick
word with his gropsters, and sixteen of the thirty depart to stand on the
touchline. This is a feature of grop — teams can change the number of
players over the course of a match, although the maximum they can have on
the pitch at any one time is twenty. The team that kicks off gets to make the
first call, and after that the team that scores gets the honour after each point
made. The opposing team can adjust their players accordingly, adding up to
two more, or subtracting one or two, if they please.



When Olivia sees the Topazers depart, she has a quick discussion with her
deputy, then dismisses half her team, choosing to set fifteen of our players
against their fourteen.

Intrigued murmurs sweep through the crowd. Apparently this is an unusual
call. A team normally selects the same number of players for the first move.
Sometimes, if they feel at a disadvantage, they’ll choose two more, to
defend in depth, and occasionally they might go for one or two less, if
they’re confident of victory and want to unnerve their opponents. But
choosing one player more makes little sense, and people are wondering if
there’s a tactical reason for it, or if Olivia is just trying to confuse the
Topazers.

While the debates rage, the Topaz captain hurls the ball high into the air. As
it’s soaring upwards, every person in the stadium stops talking and bellows,
“GROP !”

And the Tourney begins for real.
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The aim of grop is to move the ball up the pitch — no player can hold onto it
for more than five seconds at a time — and hurl it against a whorl (the
marked spots on the trees) to score a point. The light weight of the grop
means you can rarely score from far out, so you have to get close, and
ideally shoot from the air, using one of your smaller players (known as
birds), who gets thrown up high to shoot. The game finishes when a team
scores a certain number of points. In the Tourney, that’s thirty points. There
will be two halves, the first ending when one of the teams makes it to
fifteen.

In most matches there’s a winner and a loser, but in the group stages of a
Tourney there’s also the possibility of a draw. If one of the teams has
twenty-seven points or more when the other team hits the thirty mark, the
game continues. If the trailing team manages to draw it back to thirty points
each, they share the spoils, but if the leading team scores a thirty-first point
before that happens, they take the match.



(In the knockout stages and the final, play continues until a team wins by
three clear points. We’ve all heard the older players and coaches recalling
epic contests from past Tourneys — including one that finished a crazy
eighty-four to eighty-one points — and everyone’s hoping for a few classics
this time too.)

It’s a violent sport. Players are allowed to kick, punch or poleaxe the
opposition. The stakes today are high, which makes for a bruising
encounter. Limbs are broken, skulls dented, teeth smashed. Medics are
summoned onto the pitch after every play, to patch up the wounded and set
them back in place for the next frantic passage.

I thought I’d be able to sit back a lot of the time, relax and enjoy the game,
but I’m constantly called into action, to wrap up cuts that don’t merit the
attention of more talented medics, so I quickly lose track of the play.
Instead of following the moves, I’'m sorting through bandages, replacing
strips and throwing away bloodied bits of cloth that I collected while
changing dressings on the field.

It’s a shame, because I can tell from the occasional glimpse that it’s a
frenetic, closely contested match. The slippery pitch favours the Topazers,
but the Sapphirite coaches trained their players to cope with it, so they don’t
skid as much as the home fans were expecting. Topaz have the better
blockers and chuckers, but our birds are swifter and more accurate than
theirs.

Teams normally score from penalties when the fragile grops get shattered,
so they set out to earn as many of those as they can, but in Olivia we have
probably the best hummingbird in the sphere, so we aim to score a lot of
points from open play, even though that’s more difficult.

Olivia’s in her element, screaming orders that can be heard even over the
roaring commentary of Julia Vox. She’s always in the thick of the action,
darting around the pitch before and during plays, organising blockers,
telling chuckers where to run, keeping her fellow birds in formation. The
Topazers do everything they can to stop her — she’s been crushed whenever
their blockers get close enough to hurl themselves at her — but our medics



rush to her after every play and do enough, combined with her
determination to continue, to keep her on her feet.

Even though I don’t catch much of the action, I’m able to keep up with the
scores, since Julia calls them out every time a team wins a point. Topaz
plough into a five-two lead early on, before we peg them back to seven-six.
We take the lead for the first time shortly afterwards, going up nine-eight.
The locals don’t like that, and the boos drown out Julia’s huge voice, but the
cheers from the Sapphirite fans sweep through as the jeers die down, and
our players thrive on them. We score another, then another, to take a three-
point lead.

“THIS ISN’T LOOKING GOOD, PEOPLE,” Julia bellows, not even
pretending to be neutral. “LET’S REALLY GET BEHIND OUR TEAM
AND SHOW THESE NO-GOOD INTRUDERS WHAT WE’RE MADE
OF!”

The Topazers go crazy as instructed, screaming so loudly that I’'m surprised
their heads don’t explode. At first the noise doesn’t have an impact, and we
score again, but then the fearsome blockers of Topaz start coming into their
own, hitting our players even harder than before, slowing down the play
and hurting our birds.

Topaz score the next three points. We claw ourselves back into a thirteen-
eleven lead, before they score twice to even things out. Then they score
again, to move within a point of a half-time lead.

“THAT’S MORE LIKE IT,” Julia crows. “ONE MORE, AND LET’S
BRING THE BABY HOME, SO THAT WE CAN ENJOY OUR HALF-
TIME HOTCATS.”

The mention of hotcats seems to tempt the Topaz gropsters to greater
heights, and they break down our next attack before it’s properly started.
(The team that concedes a point always starts the next phase of play.) As
our players grapple with them and fight to stop them gaining a penalty too
close to our trees, their hummingbirds dive forward and break into the open
for the first time. Before Olivia can redirect her troops, a Topaz blocker
dinks the grop over the heads of the Sapphirites, and one of the birds grabs



it and tears forward. There aren’t any Topaz chuckers in this part of the
pitch — they held back, which helped fool our players — but one of the birds
is bigger than most, and he grabs the hummingbird with the grop and
launches her into the air. She doesn’t fly especially high, but it’s enough to
let her shoot clearly, and the grop smashes into the whorl and explodes. The
gropmeister blows his whistle and the first half comes to an end, with
Sapphire fifteen-thirteen down.

As the crowd goes into raptures, and Julia sings her team’s praises, the
players drag themselves from the pitch, bloodied, bruised, exhausted, the
Topazers jubilant, the Sapphirites downbeat.

Our coaches are more positive than the players. They say we’ve done
brilliantly, that the Topazers expected to cruise to half-time five or six
points ahead, that they’ve played their best game and not managed to tear
free of us, that the second half will be ours.

Even Baba Jen is upbeat, telling me and the other bandagers that we’re
doing an almost adequate job. She warns us to be a bit quicker getting to the
players, but does so without too many curses or threats.

Inez comes over to chat while I’'m resting. “You look as tired as the
gropsters,” she laughs.

“It’s crazy,” I pant. “I couldn’t understand why Baba Jen was training us so
hard, but now I get it. I’'m amazed the players are still going.”

“Several would have hobbled off by this stage in a normal match,” Inez
says, “but nobody wants to quit during a Tourney. They’ll go until their legs
are ripped off.”

She produces a hotcat, similar to a hotdog, except the meat is a greenish
colour. I thank her and take big bites, demolishing it in no time. “That was
delicious,” I say, smacking my lips. “Any more?”

“After the game,” Inez says. “If you ate another now, you might get
indigestion, which could slow you down and land you in trouble with Baba
Jen.”



“How’s Logu doing?” I ask, careful not to refer to Hugo by his real name.

“The coaches haven’t used him,” Inez says. “The Topazers have turned it
into a wrestling contest, but Logu needs space to flourish. I imagine they’ll
hold him back for the next match.”

Inez starts telling me how she thinks the second half will unfold, and what
we need to do to overcome the Topazers, but then the gropmeister blows his
whistle and it’s back into the fray.

The second half picks up where the first left off, more crushing tackles,
more dislocated limbs, more cuts that need quick stitching and bandaging.

Responding to instructions from the coaches, our players target a couple of
their key blockers, pounding them whenever an opportunity presents itself.
Julia Vox isn’t impressed, and cries foul after a few nasty tackles, but
although their fans boo our players, the gropmeister declares nothing amiss.

Our brutal tactics pay off, and one of their blockers has to leave the pitch
with a broken back — it can be repaired, but not today. The loss shakes
them, and we hustle our way to a twenty-two to nineteen advantage.

Then disaster strikes. Out of nowhere, as we’re launching another attack,
Olivia’s foot catches beneath her and she goes over on it so hard that it
snaps and twists a hundred and eighty degrees. Olivia screams with pain
and hammers the icy ground with her fists. Our medics want to rush to her
aid, but the grop’s still in play, and her teammates don’t think to put it out.
They’re fixated on getting up the other end of the pitch and scoring.

The Topaz captain makes a split-second decision to concede a point, and
instead of launching his blockers at the players closing in on a whorl, he
signals a pair to target Olivia. Our coaches see the danger and roar at our
players to help her, but the message doesn’t get through, and just as they’re
passing the grop to a bird and chucking her into the air, the Topaz blockers
hurl themselves at Olivia, grab her foot and twist it savagely in every
direction they can, drawing more screams from the tormented captain
before the pain overwhelms her and she blacks out.



Our bird scores and the gropmeister blows his whistle. The Topazers
immediately release Olivia — you’re penalised if you strike an opponent
once play stops — but the damage has already been done, and they jog away
from her, chuckling wickedly.

The Sapphirites cut short their celebrations when they see the medics and
coaches rushing to Olivia’s side, and hurry to their captain to watch with
wide, scared eyes as the medics tend to her.

The medics do their best in the time allowed, but Olivia’s still unconscious
when the gropmeister whistles at them to leave the pitch, and they’re forced
to withdraw with her. I can tell, by the way one of the coaches shakes her
head when a player asks a question, that Olivia won’t be rejoining the
action.

We have a four-point advantage, only seven away from victory. It’s a
commanding lead, and from the mutters of people around me, I get the
sense that we’d expect to win from here, regardless of the loss of a key
player. But our gropsters are deflated. Olivia was at the heart of everything.
She wasn’t just our top scorer — she also broke down many attacks, often
sensing a threat even before it presented itself.

Cal and some of the others do what they can to keep up morale, but heads
drop. Injuries and tiredness drain the gropsters, who lose their focus. As
well as that, the Topazers have the scent of victory in their nostrils, and
come at us like wrecking balls, hungry and full of renewed self-belief.

We hold the lead over the next several phases of play, but it begins to
narrow worryingly. Twenty-four to twenty-one. Twenty-five to twenty-
three. Twenty-seven to twenty-six.

We almost score our twenty-eighth point, to regain a two-point lead, but our
bird throws high and the grop shatters millimetres above the whorl. The
Topazers take heart from our cruel miss, and although we launch a
desperate defence, they score to draw level, twenty-seven points each.

“I’d take a draw now,” Arlo growls. He’s sweating, not just from running
on and off the pitch, but with nerves.



“Never,” Baba Jen snaps. “A team should always play to win.”

Topaz score the next point, then the next, to go up twenty-nine to twenty-
seven, but we get the next, making it twenty-nine to twenty-eight.

The next play is the longest of the match, most of it taking place in the
middle third of the pitch, neither set of players wanting to make a mistake
that will cost their team dearly. Baba Jen’s furious — she keeps screaming
that we should attack, not defend — but the coaches are pleased with how
we’re holding our own.

Julia Vox’s voice has hoarsened, but she maintains the commentary at the
same furious volume, detailing every play, naming every player involved,
praising not just the Topazers, but giving credit to the Sapphirites too.

“THIS IS AN AMAZING PERIOD,” she gasps. “I WANT IT TO LAST
FOREVER, BUT IT CAN’T. WHO WILL FALTER? WHO WILL SOAR?
WHO CAN TAKE THIS BEYOND MERE HEROISM AND INTO THE
REALM OF THE MYTHIC?”

We force play into the Topaz third of the pitch and our players fight to get
to a spot where we can take a penalty, but the Topazers dig in and launch
one desperate defensive tackle after another, holding firm. The passage of
play lengthens. It seems like hours since the last point was scored. How can
they carry on like this? Surely someone has to snap.

Eventually someone does, and unfortunately it’s one of our players. A bird
gets caught with the grop and possession shifts to the Topazers. They grind
their way out of their third of the pitch, back into the middle, then into our
third. We do all we can to halt them, but they slowly advance to a section
where they can muster a shot from a penalty. They’re still a long way out,
and Julia declares it one of the riskiest moves of the match, but their condor
sends the grop flying in an arc that ends with it brushing against the whorl
and shattering.

Thirty points to twenty-eight.



The draw is now the best we can hope for, and Baba Jen changes her tune.
“If we get a point out of this, it’ll be a majestic achievement,” she sniffs.

Our players head up the pitch, passing the grop between themselves, hell-
bent on getting the next score and forcing the match to a make or break
point. Surprisingly, a lot of the Topaz fans urge them on. Thirty-to-twenty-
nine games are extremely rare in grop, and for many spectators, the
excitement of such a situation would be worth the risk of maybe drawing
instead of winning.

Sadly for us, some of our players are thinking too much about the next point
and not enough about this one, because as most of them grapple with the
Topaz blockers, a couple of our birds are caught daydreaming while passing
the grop back and forth. One of the Topaz birds slips through and intercepts
the grop way too easily. Our players yelp and scramble after her, but the
bird dances free and lopes towards the nearest tree, racing to get there
within the five seconds allowed before she has to release the grop. Our fans
scream, trying to put her off, but I doubt she hears them over the ecstatic
cheers and aggressive whistles of the Topazers.

With the vast majority of people in the stadium roaring her on, the bird
takes a careful running leap, then hurls the grop at the tree. It hits the whorl
dead in the centre and explodes in a shower of splinters.

The roars of the Topazers threaten to lift the roof off the stadium and send it
flying like a Frisbee out of the crater and halfway across the city.

The score’s thirty-one to twenty-eight.
The first game of the Tourney is over.

We’ve lost.
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There are huge celebrations among the locals. Showers of coloured
snowflakes rain down on the terraces, and the Topazers sing while their



gropsters conga around the pitch.

Our players trudge to the sidelines in silence, heads low, most fighting back
tears, some openly crying. Their legs are heavy and they shuffle like old
people. A few of the coaches try to cheer them up, but their efforts are in
vain. This loss hurts .

I slowly pack my rolls of bandages back into my rucksack. I feel sick,
which isn’t what I expected. I thought the Tourney wouldn’t bother me. I
was worried that I’d struggle to fake enthusiasm, that people would see I
wasn’t into it and maybe wonder why I was here.

Those worries are a thing of the past. I might not know a lot about grop, but
I’ve caught the bug and I’m gutted. We gave everything we had out there
and it’s agony that we have to slink back to our quarters with nothing to
show for our efforts.

“You did well,” someone says behind me. It’s a soft, unfamiliar voice, but
when I turn to see who it is, I’m stunned to find that it’s Baba Jen.

“Thanks,” I whisper.

“We all did well,” she says in that same, soft voice, “but it wasn’t enough,
was it? Sometimes our best just doesn’t cut it.”

“It was the injury to Olivia,” I mutter. “That changed everything.”

Baba Jen nods glumly. “That’s the problem when you rely on a player too
much.”

“Will she be OK?” I ask.

“Don’t know,” Baba Jen says, then glares at me, her voice returning to its
normal bark. “I hope not. I want to win the next match without her, to prove
we’re not a one-trick pony. Now stop dawdling. This game’s history. Time
to look ahead.”

I hide a wry smile and follow her to where the carriages are waiting, the
smirking giants standing by. We pile in haphazardly, no order to where we



sit this time.

Many fans are lining the streets when we clear the crater. They cheer as we
pass, shouting out compliments, letting us know we played a good game,
wishing us luck against Emerald. Of course it’s easy to be generous when
you’ve won, but I think they were genuinely impressed. Quite a few yell
that they expect to play us again in the final, and I don’t think they’re
saying it just to be polite.

“The final seems a long way off, doesn’t it?” Arlo mumbles. He’s sitting
next to me, his rucksack perched on his lap, looking as drained as I feel.

“I thought it was odd that they don’t stage more games,” I reply. “I know
there are only six teams, but I felt they should play each other two or three
times in the group stage. But having seen how fiercely they contested this
match, I understand now why it’s set up this way.”

“We’re not out of the running,” Arlo says. “Second place is up for grabs,
and a few teams have even won the tournament from a third-place group
finish, but the first-placed teams have the advantage of playing one less
game, and that’s massive.”

“Hey, we could still finish first,” Velvet says. She’s sitting close by and
overheard us talking. She has a black eye, her left arm is bruised from the
shoulder down to the wrist, and a couple of her fingers have been twisted
out of shape, but she’s smiling despite her injuries. “If we beat Emerald,
and they beat Topaz, we could top the group yet. It goes to how many
points you’ve scored if that happens, and we notched up a lot today.”

Velvet was one of the birds who gave the grop away and allowed the Topaz
player in to seal our loss. I’'m surprised to see that she’s smiling now and
dreaming of finishing first. I thought she’d be downcast, that the others
would be shooting her dirty looks, but nobody’s pointing the finger of
blame at her.

“I messed up,” she says, perhaps seeing a hint of disapproval in my gaze,
“but it happens to us all. One of the things you learn in grop is that it’s all
about the team. I feel horrible but I’ll get over it. Life’s too short to worry



about what went wrong in the past. It should be all about what we’re going
to do in the future. And do you know what I’m going to do, Archie?”

“Beat Emerald and go on to win the Tourney?” I guess.
Velvet’s smile spreads. “Say that again, but sell it to me this time.”
“We’re going to beat Emerald and go on to win the Tourney,” I giggle.

“Hey,” Velvet shouts, grabbing the attention of the players around us.
“Have you guys heard what Archie’s saying?”

I blush as the others stare at me, but when Velvet pokes my leg, I mumble,
“We’re going to beat Emerald and win the Tourney.”

“Again,” Velvet grunts, and I repeat it, but with more conviction.

“What the hell do you know?” Baba Jen growls. “You’re a bandage boy.
Stick that rucksack in your mouth and let us wallow in miserable silence.”

I gulp and look away, but Velvet taps my knee and raises an eyebrow,
egging me on. I look from her to Baba Jen, then back again. Velvet bares
her teeth, pretending to be a lioness, and a fire ignites inside me.

“I’1l stick the rucksack in your mouth if you don’t shut up,” I tell Baba Jen.

The tyrannical toddler blinks, perhaps wondering which part of my body
she’s going to cut off first. I stand on the seat and bang the roof of the
carriage. “We’re going to beat Emerald and win the Tourney!” Some of the
players laugh and I quickly round on them. “We’re going to beat Emerald
and win the Tourney,” I say again, only this time I chant it, and bang the
roof of the carriage in time. “We’re going.” Bang. “To beat Emerald.” Bang.
“And win the Tourney.” Bang.

Velvet stands up and chants it with me, banging on the roof the same way I
am. Then Arlo stands and starts chanting and banging too. Soon it’s spread
through the entire carriage, as well as the carriages ahead of and behind us,
and everyone’s standing, roaring and slamming the roofs with the palms of
their hands, and the pain of the loss is almost forgotten.



At the height of the uproar, when Baba Jen has climbed onto my shoulders
to pull my ears painfully and howl with delight as she headbutts the roof,
Velvet leans over and shouts, “I didn’t think you had that in you, Archie.”

“Me neither,” I shout back.

“Which just goes to prove,” she laughs, “we should never underestimate the
quiet ones.”

And we grin with delight at one another as we chant and cheer and thump
the roo