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PART I

Four days before the waking
of the Salt King


1

Hreodwater, England

If you took the unsignposted path across the sugar beet fields and followed it for about a mile from the railway station—which belonged to a town distantly aware that there was such a place as Hreodwater, but not in the way that meant anybody ever went there—you reached a broad channel of black water, a narrow bridge, and a customs house with a single lamp above the gate.

In the dark, which had been settling in since midafternoon, the lamp was warm and bright, glowing an orange patch onto the path and glittering in the salt that rimed the eaves and window ledges.

On the path now was a priest. He had black hair and one of those faces that always looked attentive even when he was daydreaming about whether he could get away with adopting a house rabbit. He was also a Jesuit, and so although it was uncomfortable to wear when the day was more about airports and train strikes out of the London railway stations, he had on the black and the collar. Nobody except him and God would have known if he’d changed into a normal shirt, but the way he saw it, someone in holy orders who took the collar off when it was irritating was no different to the person who took their wedding ring off in a hotel bar. He had just come from Italy, and the iron cold that overhung the fen all the long winter was already biting through his coat.

Avelyn Brocken sounded like a name that ought to have belonged to somebody who spent a lot of time fighting Vikings in the tenth century. If he had stayed in Hreodwater instead of escaping to Rome, he would have looked like that too—but he had cut his hair twelve years ago, lasered off the tattoos, and thrown the silver earrings into the Tiber. He looked almost normal now, unless you saw the sun catch in his eyes.

He made sure that nobody saw that. He wore dark contact lenses.

The glow of the lamp above the customs house gave him a horrible, tight feeling, like a longbow pulled too far back.

He had hoped never to come back here.

The border between Hreodwater and the Outside was marked very, very clearly; not because anybody was territorial, but because the diocese didn’t like to be sued when someone took the warnings on the website less seriously than they should have and ended up in hospital, or several thousand pounds out of pocket—or dead.

On either side of the customs house was the fen, which was an expanse of undrained water that stretched for miles in both directions, haunted by swans. In order to go any further, you had to go through the customs house, and once you were inside, there were signs and notices everywhere. They all reminded visitors to turn their electronic devices off if they still wanted them to remain working electronic devices. In a glass cabinet were examples of what happened if you didn’t. A laptop, a phone, hearing aids, a Walkman, even an old wireless radio: they were all completely destroyed. Salt was spiking out of their ports and screens, the glass and the plastic broken from the force of it. WE AREN’T JOKING, said the sign in the cabinet. THIS WILL HAPPEN IF YOU TURN ON ANYTHING WITH AN ELECTRIC CURRENT. Then, right over the door that led out to the road and the stable, flanked with medical hazard symbols and repeated in five languages:

IF YOU HAVE A PACEMAKER, DO NOT PASS THIS POINT

Avelyn’s flight from Rome had been delayed, so it was after the normal hours when pilgrims would come through, but there was still a security guard. Even though she had just watched him see the salt-bound devices and the signs, she reminded him to turn everything off, and asked if he had hearing aids, or an electrical prosthesis.

Anywhere else that wanted to detect electronic devices would need scanners, like an airport, but Hreodwater couldn’t do that: the scanners would be salt-bound in ten minutes.

Instead, they had a strange device that looked a little bit like those static electricity lamps, the ones that would send out tiny lightning bolts from a central sphere if you touched the glass. These ones were about three feet across, and they weren’t lamps. There were two, one on either side of the door. Inside, there was Hreod salt. It was from the deepest parts of the mine, black, the most reactive kind there was. Avelyn double-checked his phone was off and stepped between the salt sensors, and then paused, because the black salt lifted right up into the air inside the glass bulbs, trying to get at him.

“It’s your headphones,” the security guard said, not impatiently.

He’d forgotten they were around his neck. He turned them off and told himself to get a grip. You couldn’t walk into Hreodwater with your mind half in the Outside. On the train, he had been listening to Father Li’s podcast about Jesuit life, because that was a way to hear Father Li’s voice without calling him and crying that this was going to be awful, please could he just be sent to a war zone to be shot at in an aid convoy, or, you know, burned relaxingly at the stake?

“And your pilgrim pass?” the security guard said, though her eyes caught on his face. She was clearly wondering if she should have asked for a resident’s pass. He was wearing the contact lenses, but he couldn’t do anything about the rest of him. People from all over the world had come to live in Hreodwater for a thousand years and more, but somehow, everyone still turned out looking eerily the same within a couple of generations. There were a lot of startlingly filthy Hreod stories about swans, and those made sense when you saw the people telling them. Everyone was long-necked and elegant and inclined to bite those who irritated them.

“I’m not a pilgrim,” Avelyn said, and handed over the letter from the Vatican. “It’s about the missing priest.”

“He’s not missing,” the guard said, looking puzzled. “He’s over there by the paddock. He turned to salt.”

The day before, when Father Li messaged him to come to the office at the Vatican, Avelyn had already been on his way across St Peter’s Square. It was Li’s birthday. Ever since Li had rescued him from Hreodwater twelve years before, it had been tradition for Avelyn to steal him from work early for dinner out at a proper restaurant. He thought the message was just about telling him to hurry up.

Li never called him now, in case Avelyn was on air. It had gone down in the annals of Radio Vaticano history when, in the middle of the news in Latin, Avelyn had to pick up the office phone and explain that it was okay, he wasn’t dead, he was coming in an hour; the high point being that he’d managed to do it in Latin. He secretly hoped it would happen again. Only about eight people listened to the Latin broadcasts (the same people who used the Latin-language ATM opposite the ice cream shop), and three of them had written in to say how funny it was.

The square was starry with camera flashes. The Christmas tree was spectacular, about forty feet tall and full of lights, and everyone was taking pictures of the nativity scene at its base. Avelyn must have seen about forty nativity scenes already this week. There was a huge unspoken competition among all the churches in Rome to see who could do the most extravagant one. Every year Avelyn and Li would, separately, visit as many as they could, and then compare their Nativity Bingo cards on Christmas morning: there was a bar of chocolate from the Extremely Posh Chocolate Shop near the Pantheon for whoever won.

It was getting dark. From the edge of the square, just over the Vatican border with Rome, street vendors were launching little flashing toys into the air, neon helicopters that flew up amazingly far before they sycamored back down again. The air smelled of mulled wine and spice cake, and traders with parrots in light-up collars were taking them through the edges of the crowd, charging for selfies. Up on the roof of the great cloister and the basilica, the statues of the angels and saints were floodlit.

He loved Christmas at the Vatican. For most of the year, the Holy See was a serious and majestic place, but in December half the world came to visit, the air turned fizzy, and everyone was suddenly full of fun and talking about Nativity Bingo and parrot selfies, as if the whole city was trapped in a bottle of champagne.

He texted Li back to say he’d be five minutes.

The Section for Relations with States was the Vatican’s department for foreign affairs. Father Li was in charge of the little corner of it that was concerned with the United Kingdom. To reach his office, right in the shadow of St Peter’s Basilica, you had to duck through the same side gate in the Vatican’s outer wall as the tourists, go through the metal detectors, and weave through the maze inside, which was sometimes tiny confusing corridors, sometimes broad, bright ways that led past courtyards and marble statues of saints and emperors, some open for the public, some hidden away, all chilly in the deepening autumn. In the places where there was no public access, there were fairy lights on the statues now. Probably it was against the rules, but nobody had complained, and every year the fairy lights became more luxuriant. Who was responsible for the lights was a subject of much speculation.

There was also a neat sign in chalk graffiti’d by the department door: ROMANES EUNT DOMUS.1

In both cases, Avelyn suspected Father Li.

When he came into the office, what Li said was not to do with birthdays or restaurants, but: “This is a tricky one. Close the door.”

He never asked anyone to close his office door. Avelyn shut it, not sure what was going on, and filling up with the sense that he’d done something wrong. Christ, it was going to be about that glassy seminarian who kept talking about how normal love was like McDonald’s but God’s love was like steak. Avelyn had hit him over the head with the diaries of Saint Teresa of Avila and told him to get a grip. Technically you were supposed to be more supportive than that.

On the left of the door was a beautiful seventeenth-century painting of the Virgin Mary; on the other, in exactly the same proportions, was a poster of Freddie Mercury. You could tell everything you needed to know about anybody, Father Li said, from their reaction to that. His favourite anecdote to tell new employees was that the Pope had seen it, failed to mention it at all, but left singing “We Will Rock You.” Avelyn still couldn’t decide if that was made up.

“Happy birthday,” Avelyn said, ready to say that he regretted nothing, because if more trainee priests would pay more attention to getting a grip, helped along by book-wielding Jesuits, then the Church would be in less of a mess.

“Oh—God, I’d forgotten. Thank you.” Li leaned up and hugged him. He was tiny and Welsh, sixty-one today, and much bigger on the inside. “Right—news from England,” he said, sounding grim. “I’ve been contacted by the Diocese of East Anglia.”

Avelyn had been pulling off his scarf, but he stopped halfway out of the knot. He couldn’t think of any reason for that diocese to contact the Vatican, and for Li to tell him about it, but one.

Dread. A gut-thump of dread.

Li turned around a tablet and touched the play sign on a video. Avelyn, whose instinct was always to move himself rather than move things, bent to see. He had to pull his sleeves over his hands because the ghosts of his old tattoos were prickling. It felt like spiders.

The video showed a young man talking animatedly to the camera. He was dressed in a Franciscan habit, and he was young, and American, but he wasn’t in America. He was standing on the edge of a narrow country way that could have been anywhere in England except for the salt that sparkled on the verges. Avelyn had a little thud of recognition. Behind the man was a cluster of standing stones, person-sized and made of the garnet-red halite that no one had ever actually found in the salt mine: they were strung out across about three miles outside Hreodwater, and they were called the Northmen.

“Hi, I’m Matthew, I’m a Franciscan friar, and this is a special episode of Beyond the Veil, which I usually cohost with my sister, Sister Mary, who says I should do this one by myself. Say hi, Mary.”

A woman with a blue veil leaned around the camera. “Hi everyone!”

“I know that hardly anyone watching will believe this,” the young man was saying, with laughter bubbling under his voice, “but three days ago, I was in a wheelchair. I was an aid worker and I was shot in the spine: I was supposed to never walk again. But then I went to stay at An El, which is a beautiful abbey here in Hreodwater in the UK … and after thirty days, I got up out of that chair and walked for the first time in two years.”

Avelyn flicked a glance at Father Li. A tiny, tiny spark of hope lit up in a deep chamber of his mind that had seen no light for a long time.

“That’s not even the point,” Li said. “Keep watching.”

The man pointed sideways on the screen, and a picture of him flashed up: he was in a wheelchair, looking a lot less healthy than he did now. “That, folks, was taken last week. I don’t know what happened, but there are miracles at An El, and you guys need to get on the waiting list to come on pilgrimage here right now. It’s the most incredible place: the abbey is down a mine, and the mine belongs to a village called Hreodwater, where they live without electricity, which is why I can’t film this down … there.” He stopped, and shifted his weight. He looked like he had just had a wave of nausea. He drew his hand over his forehead. “Sorry, just felt dizzy there. It’s been happening since I started walking, it’s a little like seasickness. I guess my balance isn’t right yet! But anyway, get on the website of the Diocese of East Anglia in the UK, get yourself registered for a pilgrim visa to visit Hreodwater and the abbey, but definitely do it now, because they only assign limited numbers of visas every year, and you will see why when you …” He stopped again. “When you get there.”

“Matt?” said his sister’s voice off camera. “Are you okay?”

“Uh …”

The light seemed to change on him, and he looked … dull. The colour went out of his hair, turning it a dim grey, then his clothes too. The effect was odd, as if someone had put a filter over him, but the light wasn’t changing on the path, nor the grass around him. The grey began to turn russet. Then little by little, there was no person anymore, but a person-sized stone that glittered ruby where the light shone through its crystalline places.

Red halite.

The glow down in that deep chamber flickered stronger, even under all the rubble Avelyn had buried it under. It was wonderful, and horrible. God, but hope could be a rancid thing.

“Turns to salt, funny,” Avelyn remembered to say, ex-tattoos burning. He forced himself to pan slowly back through the video, looking for impossible angles or moments when there were too many fingers, but every frame looked right.

That’s because, said a little voice from close by the glow, in Hreod, though he hadn’t thought in Hreod for years, it is real.

“AI’s getting good,” he said aloud. “You can’t tell if anything’s real anymore, and the only way to get news is from someone you trust and probably they’ve misheard. Blessed are the cheese-makers.”

Yes, that was quite convincing, the buried voice of Hreodwater Avelyn whispered, but you know this isn’t that.

“The tech people say,” Li said carefully, “that it isn’t AI. Or any kind of fake.”

One after another, some fast, some ponderous, the bells across Rome began to toll four into the darkening afternoon.

A few of them happened to hit an old, old pattern, and instead of random chimes, Avelyn heard the snatch of a hymn that had never been sung to any god so new as Christ.

All hail, He wakes …

Li waited for them to quiet down. “The young man in the video is indeed missing. He was supposed to get on a plane six hours after this was filmed. He missed his flight. His family haven’t heard from him, and nor has anyone else.”

Avelyn tried to shove the vault door closed on that deep chamber where the hope-fire was burning. “So his sister posted this.”

“She went out with him to help him travel. They operate this account together. It’s part of their respective missions: it’s just about different aspects of Catholicism. They go into why this or that is dogma but this or that isn’t, questions about the order of Mass, a few serious ones about the scandals and the Church’s position on abortion, that kind of thing. Not … stunts.”

Avelyn looked through the other videos posted by the same account. Li was right. The videos had names like “The Worst Baptism EVER” and “What Confession Is Like for Priests” and “Nuns Answer Ten Questions from Atheists.” Just little insights into life in holy orders. Nothing designed to go viral. Perhaps because of that, the turning-to-salt post didn’t have an extraordinary number of views. In the comments, lots of people were complaining that Matthew and Mary didn’t usually do silly fake things.

“Have the police been involved?” he asked.

“Unfortunately. Mary called them straightaway. But they in their supreme bloody wisdom thought she was having a psychotic break and arrested her.” Li was routinely told by American priests that swearing let in the Evil One, and he told them in return that if there was one certain way to provoke any normal person to murder, it was to go around saying “gosh dang” at them. “She then contacted the diocese, on the reasoning that they had some distant chance of actually believing her. The bishop went to find out what had happened, and immediately found witnesses. The stable master at the paddock, which is just out of shot here, saw it too, and swears it happened just like the video shows. So do two people who were behind them on the path. And so”—he took the tablet back to show Avelyn a new video, this time grainy and distant, but still clear enough—“does the CCTV in front of the Hreodwater border station. Which was also not tampered with.”

Avelyn watched it twice. It was a much shorter clip, but it showed Matthew and his sister. It also showed her yell and drop her phone, and tear at the salt, clearly trying to find her brother inside it, then collapse next to it. The stable master, a big Hreod man, ran over then, and so did two people from further behind on the path.

“Well, it must be fake, because he didn’t turn to salt, did he,” Avelyn said.

The hymn was singing itself in his head.

Bring him oak and bring him silver now,

And carve the black salt crown …

Li was giving him a painful, sympathetic study. “Those standing stones on the fen, the …?”

“The Northmen.”

“How many are there?”

“Forty-eight.”

“Forty-nine now,” Li said. “And … they look the same. Isn’t there a Hreod story that the Northmen themselves were … people? Real Vikings, who tried to attack the town, but ran afoul of …”

Avelyn scanned Li for a tell. This felt like a test. Maybe Li was showing him this because even after twelve years, Avelyn hadn’t done enough to prove he truly believed there was nothing at Hreodwater except a cult. No magic in the deep, no truth in the stories, and no Salt King.

Well, he could pass that test. He was an incredible liar now.

“Of course there are stories,” he said, “but why are we talking about Hreod stories in any context except their borderline personality disorders? The Northmen are red halite, it looks like blood, and it isn’t local to the area. So people made up a story about how some Vikings came to attack the town and the Salt King turned them to salt, but it’s rubbish, of course it is. The Northmen will have been imported from another salt mine because they’re pretty, but a story about the King and raiders is more fun than—you know, ‘We did a trade deal in the year nine seventy-whatever with Eric the Uninspiringly Bald, who did give us very reasonable prices.’ ”

“But,” Father Li said, “I don’t think Eric the Uninspiringly Bald is still in business.”

Avelyn waited to see if anything else was forthcoming, but it wasn’t. “Father, I’ve spent twelve years trying to convince you I understand that I was brought up in a cult. Can I ask why … you’re suddenly not so sure?”

Father Li dragged his hand over his face, and all at once, Avelyn realized it wasn’t a test.

“I’m sorry. I know,” Li said. “God knows I know, but—this morning, Matthew’s doctor in Chicago sent through the X-rays that showed his spine was irreparably damaged. I’ve spoken to her, and to his parents. He was in that chair for two years. It’s real.”

Avelyn stayed quiet. Before, he had felt like he was crouched behind a parapet, judging when and where to run to dodge all the arrows and javelins, but now that part of him was straightening up and peering over the battlements, just in case Li wasn’t trying to hit him after all.

“That boy was cured, and then he turned to salt. The Church is investigating it as a miracle.”

“What?” It came out with a lot more force than Avelyn ever would normally have used with Father Li, and he raised both hands to apologise while Li, at the same time, drew his through the air in a Don’t worry sign. “Why in God’s name would it be a miracle? That man is dead. Miracles are supposed to inspire joy and faith, not total bloody horror. We’re not in the Old Testament.”

“Except we … of course … are, a little bit.” Li coughed, as though he were having an allergic reaction to what he was about to say. “The last time anyone turned to salt in a … in a documented way, was at …” Li gave Avelyn a look that begged him to understand without making anybody say it.

Li was a theologian, and like almost everyone with that training, he was loath to talk about the more mystical side of the Church with anything approaching literal thinking. If you were a Catholic, and especially a priest, you could never outright deny that there were angels and demons and miracles because that was doctrine, but scholars sometimes sidled around this by saying, Yes, well, but not literally. The Bible does say there was a lady who turned to salt once, but you see, “turn to salt” is probably just an ancient Hebrew way of saying she was frightened, in the same way that today, one might say that one freezes; one does not mean one literally grows icicles.

Which worked very well until some inconsiderate sod turned literally to salt.

It was one of the few points where the two of them differed. Avelyn very extremely literally did believe in those things. There was no doubt in his mind that there were demons. He knew one well. He didn’t doubt, either, that long ago a woman had fled a burning city, looked back, and been turned to salt by what was besieging it.

“You mean,” he said, “that there might be an angel at Hreodwater.”

“Well.” Li coughed again. Avelyn wondered if he should be hunting around for some kind of theological EpiPen. “There are questions, anyway.”

“That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Whatever this is, is the opposite of a miracle. And whatever is down that mine, it is categorically not an angel.”

Li breathed in deep and slow. He clearly wanted to say that there was no Salt King, this wasn’t anything to do with Hreod stories, but the video was autoplaying again between them.

“That’s what we need to determine,” Li said, very softly. “You know what these investigations are for. Once we’ve ascertained it’s real, the question becomes whether it’s real and from God, or … real and not God.”

Avelyn nodded slightly. The verification of a miracle was a long process, and it was only the first step for the local bishop to confirm what had happened with witnesses and medical professionals. The next step was for the Vatican to send someone.

There were not many someones at the Vatican who spoke Hreod.

In fact, there was only one.

He dragged his eyes up to meet Li’s again.

Li looked wretched. “I’ve got to send you out there.”

The vow was: poverty, chastity, and obedience.

“Yes, Father,” he said.

Li was gouging a tiny Christmas tree into the leather surface of his desk with his thumbnail. They had never spent Christmas apart. Li’s family had disowned him: to their view, he had abducted a minor from an English village and trafficked said minor into Italy at the height of the abuse scandals. The Church would probably have taken the same stance if Avelyn hadn’t obviously worshipped the ground Li walked on and twice got into fights to defend his good name, but even now, there were sometimes murmurs at formal dinners.

Without Avelyn, Li could have been a cardinal by now. Sometimes Avelyn woke up in the middle of the night thinking about that.

“You speak Hreod,” Li pressed. “You understand Hreodwater. You’re clergy. This is a Venn diagram with only you in the middle of it.”

For Li, what you actually said was a barely noticeable tissue wrapping over what he thought you meant, and so even though Avelyn never argued with him, Li had a frustrating way of responding to “Yes, Father” as if he’d said anything at all on the spectrum from “Fantastic!” to “Please invite a passing eagle to peck out my liver so that I may be excused.”

“I know. I said yes,” said Avelyn. He wanted to say, I can’t go at Christmas, you’ll be on your own, but if he did say that, they would both cry.

“I know you wanted never to go back,” Father Li said, miserable now. “And I know you’re not an investigator. But I don’t think anyone has a better chance of finding out what’s happened.”

“I’m thinking of taking up dressage,” Avelyn said, in case anything would go in, and because he couldn’t listen to Li argue with what he wasn’t saying anymore.

Li looked pensive. “Isn’t women’s underwear awfully expensive, with the extra lacy bits and whatnot?”

Avelyn took a breath and held it while he worked out where Li had veered off. “You’re thinking of cross-dressing.”

Li gave him a wicked little glint, then slid across a plastic wallet with a debit card and a boarding pass in it. “You’re booked onto a flight tomorrow morning. All the details are there; train tickets for the other side, and all that. Now … I want you to get out of Hreodwater every morning, and call me, or I swear to God I will come and fetch you.”

Avelyn believed him. “Yes, Father.”

Li smiled ruefully, maybe half convinced that that one was a genuine “Yes, Father,” but he didn’t seem finished. His eyes were skimming over Avelyn’s face, over his whole self, even though he looked like he always did, in the black cassock with its thirty-three buttons and cinched waist. Something Li was seeing was worrying him. “I know that … God has never shown himself to you. I know that you can sit through a hundred Masses and feel nothing except a bit cold.”

Avelyn found himself going very still. This was not their normal afternoon conversation. It was a conversation they had spent twelve years meticulously not having at all.

When Li had first brought him to the Vatican and taken him to Mass, Li had said, How did that make you feel? Avelyn said, It was freezing. Li laughed at first, but he kept asking, and every time Avelyn shook his head—no, he felt no wave of acceptance or love or tranquillity—Li looked graver and graver. It had taken Avelyn a long time to understand that what Li was asking him was whether he could feel God.

He couldn’t. He never had. Burning Hreodwater and its madness out of his mind, coming to the understanding that the Salt King wasn’t a god, and stags weren’t spirits but ordinary animals built of blood and horn … it was the same as burning off his tattoos. To get all the ink, the laser had to burn deeper than was safe, so those places were scarred over—he could drip candle wax on them and feel nothing.

Burn out the Salt King, and you can’t feel God.

Li believed it, though, and Avelyn believed Li.

“Father,” he began, wanting urgently not to have this conversation now, or ever. He knew Li didn’t think it was a good idea to be in holy orders if you were as godblind as the staunchest atheist, but having opinions about someone else’s vows was the same as having opinions about someone else’s marriage: you kept it to yourself.

“No, no,” Li said. He drew his hand down his rosary, to rest on the crucifix. “Avelyn. You know why I brought you to Rome. God told me to. I know you think that’s just a story I made up, but—while there might be something terrible in that mine, I promise you, lovely boy … God is there too.”

Avelyn had never said some things. He had never said that he missed the Salt King more than he missed his family. Even though he knew exactly what the Salt King was now, and even though it was not an angel. Or, it wasn’t anymore.

“Yes, Father.”

 

 

 

 



1 Like a lot of Jesuit jokes, this was hilarious provided you had access to footnotes. It was a quote—it was supposed to mean “Romans go home!” but in fact said “Some Romans go in the house”—from a 1970s British comedy called The Life of Brian, in which an irascible centurion corrects the grammar of someone trying to write abusive graffiti, and therefore touches the hearts of everyone who has ever had to study Latin.


2

By the customs house was a stable. The stable master had gone home, but there was an honesty box. Avelyn had to stand under the lamp looking down at his handful of crystal Hreod coins for an embarrassing few seconds before he had any sense of the value. Six pence in a shilling, twelve shillings was a crown, six crowns was a guinea—had he used to earn a guinea a month in the mine? What was reasonable for a borrowed horse? He peered into the box to see what other people had left. It was mainly the little amethyst tokens that were pence. Right.

On the back of the coin, the antler-crowned image of the Salt King flashed as it fell. It landed, as all the coins had, with the King facing upwards.

He went out to the paddock to see if he could entice anybody over with an apple, boots creaking on the stiff marsh grass that liked the briny earth here. All the horses were clustered at the far end: they were licking a standing stone of red halite as though they were hoping to tidy it up for an important occasion.

It was the salt shape from the video.

The footage had made it look like a lump of rock, but if you were walking, catching the light on it at different angles, you could see that it had once been a person. The lines of elbows and shoulders were still there, and a dip that was the inward curve of a spine.

Something else hadn’t shown up on the camera either.

Avelyn knew what was coming, and he thought he was ready for it—he had even given himself a talking-to on the train about it—but when his sight adjusted, it was still a deep-down shock.

The halite glowed. It was not light that any film footage had ever recorded.

Avelyn didn’t know what salt light was. He’d never thought twice about it when he lived here. When he left, he had wondered for a while if Hreoda saw slightly further up the spectrum and he’d been seeing ultraviolet light, but that didn’t explain why he stopped seeing it when he left. He had tried to research it, but because Outsiders couldn’t see it, the few scholars who had braved Hreodwater seemed to think it was just a metaphor.

But he was actually seeing.

Threaded through the red stone was light. That light floated outward in an uneven halo, tinting the air for ten or twelve feet in every direction. It had its own colour, one Avelyn hadn’t seen for twelve years: an eerie amber-violet. Wisps of it hung in the air.

The closer to the mine you went, the brighter it would be.

The horses were happy. They loved rock salt almost as much as sugar. If there was nothing else, they’d nibble the salt that formed on the fence, but the discerning horse would always go for halite.

Avelyn eased between the horses and chipped some salt from the pillar with the corner of his phone. Each ruby shard smouldered, ember-glowing, as it fell into his palm.

Then he jumped, because the salt was hot. Not just warm because a horse had leaned against it, but—hot, like it had just come out of an oven.

What?

He had a maddening need to try and take a photo. His phone would still work for a couple of minutes this close to the border, but it wouldn’t pick up salt light, which was enraging because … how was he supposed to explain this to the Vatican?

A horse harrumphed and nudged him.

When he gave her an apple, she huffed approvingly and let him loop a bridle over her nose so they could go inside. The smell of hay and horses picked him up and dropped him twelve years into the past, and he was sixteen again.

Rome was a dream. He wasn’t a priest. That was silly. He was the grandson of Lady Brocken, and betrothed to Lady Hringen. He was the apprentice of a well-regarded witch and only a walk in the deep tunnels away from earning his mask.

He had to stand there and gather up the years again. He wasn’t sixteen: he had taken his vows, he had held two ministries, he had a master’s degree in theology from the Pontifical Gregorian University, he lived at the Jesuit Curia along with everyone else who worked for Radio Vaticano, where he looked after the pointless Latin section of the news service two days a week, and for the other three … he still had a year left teaching Latin to demonic teenagers at an inner-city secondary school before his training was finally done.1

The horse put her nose on his shoulder to remind him that she would be requiring more apples if he was going to hang around irritatingly.

Lifting down a saddle from the hooks, he was surprised at the weight of the tack. You forgot things like that if your normal commute involved a motorbike in Rome.

He had a strange rush of peace. Rome was good, and motorbikes were good, and honestly, so were taxis that could meet you by the station and wouldn’t kick you into a hedge if you startled them. But it was nice to do things properly again. Life in a city was tiring without being effortful; Hreodwater was effortful without being tiring.

He noticed suddenly he was doing it all without any normal light. The salt light was bright enough. He wasn’t sure he’d ever seen it like this before so far from the mine. It was as clear as moonlight, glowing from the salt on the ground and in a fine haze in the air.

He frowned into it, hating it.

Seeing differently meant thinking differently, and if a place could change your eyes, then it would change your mind soon after.

Not much further on, drawn straight across the path, there was a clear line. On Avelyn’s side, there was salt glittering in the gravel, and thick mud. On the other side, as if it were just beyond the invisible wall of a snow globe, there was a blizzard.

The snow was falling in incredible loops, the flakes magnificent and inches thick on the ground. Avelyn nearly laughed, because he had forgotten just how extreme the weird microclimates here could be. The horse snorted as snow fell onto her nose, but she was used to it and plodded on without any pause, leaving heavy shoe prints behind. Despite everything, Avelyn cheered up. He had a theory that your reaction to snow was a perfect measure of your mental health. If you looked outside and saw snow and thought, Yay, snowman time! then you were all right. If you thought, Ugh, what a pain in the arse, then probably you needed some antidepressants. The Jesuit motto was that God was in all things, and although Avelyn struggled with that, he was solid about God being in the snow.

Snow at Yule, whispered Hreodwater Avelyn from by his fire in the rubble, is not our snow.

“Shut up,” Avelyn said aloud.

To either side of the road was nothing but the reed-waving fen. Ahead, as always once you were close, fog. Then salt water washed across the road, the salt light in it just enough for him to see the silhouettes of the eels. No boat waited, so he took out the matches he’d only just remembered to bring, slipped down from the horse, and climbed the ladder up to the stone beacon. He balanced on the second-to-last rung to hunch over the kindling.

Expecting that it would be a little while, he settled down on the wharf with his flask of coffee and apple number three, and handed apple number four to the horse. They weren’t good apples, but for a long time now, he hadn’t been able to taste much. He had noticed it when he first arrived in Rome and thought he’d just got some kind of quiet cold, but it had never gone away.

The horse made an interrogatory sound at him and looked at the ground, which was moving.

He stood up fast, because it wasn’t the ground moving. It was rats. Hundreds of rats: they were swimming out of the water, scrambling ashore, and darting away onto the fen as though there was a fire behind them. There was nothing behind them, though. Only a flare of salt light in the fog, brighter than he’d ever seen it, from the minehead.

The ferryman had been the same person since Avelyn could remember. She was called Redspear—Avelyn had never been sure if that was a first 
or last name—and when she wasn’t steering the ferry, she was a farmer, which was why there were always seven or eight interested pigs aboard. Redspear believed in making sure they got in a good evening constitutional. As Avelyn tied the horse’s bridle to the rail, they all came to say hello. For her part, the horse seemed not to mind the ferry, although that might have been because she was distracted by a piglet, who had sat down next to her, clearly trying to work out what sort of pig she was.

“That’s never Avelyn Brocken come home again,” Redspear said suddenly in Hreod.

Avelyn hadn’t heard a word of Hreod since he’d left. It was a language from another life. “It is, grandmother.”

It was coming back as easily as slipping down a muddy hill.

Redspear broke into a slow grin. “I thought the King would wake sooner.”

She did not mean the King of England.

“Same,” Avelyn admitted, watching the water and trying desperately to broadcast preoccupation so he wouldn’t have to talk anymore.

The water was so salty that nothing grew in it. It was quartz-clear all the way down. That was about twenty feet at this time of year. Down there were the offerings of millennia sinking into the silt. By the motes of salt light dissolved into the water, he could see it all glinting. Coins, knives, sometimes armour—and once, a crown.

“What’s it like in the Outside?” Redspear asked.

Avelyn thought about it, not with his normal thinking, which Redspear would find at best irrelevant and at worst insane, but his Hreod thinking. He had hoped it was dead and cremated long ago, but no: there it was, waking with the deepening cold and the brightening salt, just like his eyes. “There’s nothing there,” he said at last.

Redspear looked satisfied. “Thought so.”

And there was Hreodwater. At first, it was a collection of sharp, tall angles in the fog: a rock that stood in the Flood, even though there was never rocky ground in the fens. It was because it wasn’t real rock. It was halite, hard as granite, never dissolving despite the water and the vaporous air. The houses were high and narrow, following the rock up right to the top, their lights so much dimmer than anything in the Outside. They glittered in the salt-rimed thatch and above the uneven doors, along the slim flights of steps that led up and up, and around the spiral of the single road.

He had a terrible swell of homecoming.

If, after years wandering, Eve’s lodestone had lost its magnetism and the stars had tricked her back the way she had come, and she found herself standing outside the gate of Eden, the masonry tumbled by bad weather so she could see inside to the spices and the flowers, up to the great tree on its hill where the snake had said, It’s better to know than not know: he thought maybe he understood how she’d feel.

The boat bumped the jetty. Avelyn climbed out, his hands shaking as he lifted his bag and paid Redspear. He was not afraid of this place, but he was afraid of who he was when he was here. Rome Avelyn seemed solid in Rome. But here, in the salt …

“Know where you’re going?” Redspear asked him, taking the horse’s bridle. There was a stable on the dock.

Avelyn pointed to the next island on, only just sketched out in the mist, where a strangely proportioned tower loomed. “North to An El,” he said. Hreod required you to know the compass directions of any place you mentioned, and even any object you wanted to emphasise. You couldn’t say, Pass me that thing on your left. That was nonsense in Hreod. You had to say, That thing in the northwest. He had no idea why. There was only one other language in the world that did it, somewhere in Australia, and they didn’t know why either. It always sounded as though everyone expected everything, even buildings, not to be where you’d left them.

At the mention of the abbey, Redspear’s cheer dulled, and she made the antler sign of the Salt King.

 

 

 

 



1 Jesuit training took ten years. It was ominously called formation, as if a finished Jesuit was a geological phenomenon built from terrifying pressures. You studied philosophy, then you did a pilgrimage in poverty, then you were posted to a ministry somewhere so desperate that they could forgive you for being a Jesuit, then there was more study, more ministry, and then finally, as the capstone to it all, you taught at a secondary school, because once you’d done that, you’d be grateful to be posted to a war zone.
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The Dead Sea, Jordan

When the archaeologists began to feel ill, they thought they’d probably just had a dodgy round of something from the food truck on the way to the site; they’d been calling it the Food Poisoning Kiosk all month already, though it was the only food for miles around unless you really enjoyed limp salads from a cooler. But when the electronics failed—phones, microscopes, ground radar, someone’s hearing aids—they called the government.

Safety officials arrived with dosimeters and spectrometers that promptly broke. The site was evacuated, because if there was a source of radiation severe enough to wreck electronics, it would wreck a human too. But to everyone’s puzzlement, there was no trace of radiation on anyone’s clothes once they left the site, and no record of nuclear waste being buried anywhere nearby.

Protocol, though, said that no records only meant one thing: illegal dumping. So the government called in the International Atomic Energy Agency, and the IAEA sent Tallis.

That was why she was driving at night down a deserted road, listening furiously to a Teach Yourself Intermediate Arabic download, towards a possibly radioactive dig site on the edge of the Dead Sea.

It was surreal. Really: you went to university and studied classical music, you did wonderfully, you wanted to write film scores, and you felt like it was fate because your mother had named you after a sixteenth-century composer … and then you graduated just in time for an apocalyptic recession and ended up being a nuclear safety inspector. Then you were in Jordan, where somehow it was still twenty-five degrees Celsius even in December at ten o’clock at night. Tallis was not a twenty-five-degrees kind of person. When she got back to the hotel, she was going to rent an industrial freezer and live in it.

That was providing she did not turn into irradiated sludge first.

The bright side was that she was meeting one of the Jordanian inspectors at the site and she already liked him. They’d been emailing; he’d recommended the hotel, booked the hire car for her, and for some reason they were now communicating in haiku. His name was Saloman, but he signed himself Sally.

He had also given her directions to get here. She had followed them so far and all seemed to be well, but she was worried about the last instruction, which said turn left at the suicidal goats.

She slowed down, because in the middle of the road and obviously parked for the night was a herd of smart brown goats. As her car headlights fell across them, some of them gave her long stares of intense, goaty belligerence. She laughed and turned left.

It brought her into view of the Dead Sea. She’d seen it when they had flown over a few hours before, in the last of the light, but seeing it from the ground, so close, was something else.

It was a silvery night, and even well beyond the headlights, everything was clear. Out on the surface of the lake, island-sized lily pads of salt grew so thick that a careful person could walk right across them. Just to her left, the ruins of an old gas station had sunk into the ground at a sharp angle, the shadows making the broken pillars of the forecourt into monstrous grasshopper legs. Chained to one of them was an abandoned motorbike. It was encrusted in salt.

The whole shore was collapsing. Only another twenty yards ahead, the road vanished into a sinkhole. To either side, horizon to horizon, the ground turned from desert scrubland to grey where the salt had saturated the earth.

It was because the lake was shrinking. The river Jordan was long dammed, it was hotter out here now than it had ever been before, the lake was an astonishing thirty-three per cent salt, and the water was just … evaporating. Now, what would once have been the lake bed was a moonscape of salt earth and sinkholes, some a hundred feet deep. When she saw the official-looking black landrover and some lights, she stopped the car and climbed out. Her boots crunched in the brine, and straightaway she could taste it in the air: sharp, alien, scratching.

“Hi!” A cheerful-looking man with curly hair straightened up from a tent beside the landrover. He was lit up by four or five lamps, the kind with real flames and gas canisters, their light winking on the zip of his beaten-up biker jacket. How was he wearing a jacket? Was he made of asbestos? “Are you Dr Osho?”

“Tallis though. You’re Dr Akhbar?”

“Sally,” he said happily. “Thanks for coming straight from the airport.” He had the easy American English of someone who’d been to an international school. Tallis felt inadequate.

“Are you joking? I know I haiku-grumbled a lot, but this is … much more fun than waiting to make coffee for everyone in our depressingly windowless office kitchenette. This place!” It wasn’t politeness-enthusiasm. Despite what they were here for, there was a loveliness to this land.

“How are you? Want to get started? You’re not too tired?”

With a jolt, she realized Sally couldn’t have been thirty yet.

In a deep-down place she tried not to visit, she felt disappointed. She’d wanted to make friends with the nice man who wrote emails in haiku. If he was young enough to be her son, though, that was—well, it wasn’t criminal, but she had a special and exacting scorn for the middle-aged men at work who swooned around after interns. She couldn’t be that.

Like always if she felt anything too strongly, or saw lights too bright, or heard a noise too loud, she saw a flicker from the corner of her eye, and when she looked—she’d never managed to train herself not to look—she saw a lion walk past. It wasn’t always a lion; sometimes it was an astronaut or an oddly placed tree, or furniture, or just lights, but there was always something.

She preferred the hallucinations to the medication. She had gone a little bit mad on the medication. At least if she saw something unlikely, she knew it was just her occipital lobe coughing. She was so relieved not to be feeling an intense urge to throw herself in front of a lorry that she was actually quite glad to see an inexplicable lion.

In any case, there was a difference between seeing a real thing and seeing a hallucination. They looked the same, and the hallucinations weren’t always impossible things, but there was a different aftertaste to the thought. Seeing them felt more like remembering seeing something than seeing. In the blissful new calm inside her head now that she wasn’t taking anything, she was finding that she didn’t mind at all. It was just an interesting thing that her brain liked to do sometimes. It wasn’t dangerous as long as she noticed it wasn’t real, and sometimes, there was a fun lion.

“Are you all right?” Sally asked, looking worried.

Tallis knew, because she’d filmed herself to see what it looked like for other people, that she went glassy when she was having a seizure. “I’m fine. Sorry, I have occipital epilepsy. It’s not dangerous, I won’t collapse, but I just …” See all kinds of fascinating things. She wouldn’t be saying that to the lovely man with the haiku. “I just zone out a bit.”

“Is it painful?” Sally asked.

“No, no. It’s fine. Ignore me.”

Uniquely among everyone she had ever met, he actually did as she asked. He just shook her hand, then pointed toward the lake. “I’ll show you the site. I’ve got hazmat gear for you.”

The reality of what they were about to do settled over her again. For all that nobody could find any radioactive contamination on them or in them, the archaeologists were sick. The site had broken anything electronic within ten minutes. Whatever was here, it was serious, and they were about to walk into it with no way of knowing what they were being exposed to.

“Twenty-five degrees inside a hazmat suit,” she said, trying to keep her tone brisk. There was no use fretting. “Lovely.”

He flashed her a smile, and between them, an anvil suspended on a string, hung the awareness that they had both volunteered for this so that colleagues with partners and families wouldn’t have to.

The suits were a truly unattractive shade of yellow, and the black masks looked sinister by the light of the camping lamps. She had been right: it was almost unbearably hot inside the suit. Usually she would have masking-taped a handheld fan on the inside, but Sally said that the reports weren’t exaggerating: anything electronic crunched to a stop within ten minutes once you were at the dig site.

“But no radiation readings at all?” she asked loudly through the mask. The report had said that, but it was so odd she wanted to check—again—that there hadn’t been some kind of misunderstanding.

“No, nothing,” Sally said as they made their way over the broken ground. They were skirting deep sinkholes, some so deep she couldn’t see the bottom, some shallow and pale with salt. “It’s not the equipment. We tried three dosimeters, two different models of scintillator, and eight bubble tests. Nothing. The hospital hasn’t found anything either. But the archaeologists do seem to be suffering symptoms in line with mild radiation sickness. Nausea, metallic taste … no burns, so it probably wasn’t anything they were handling, but it’s spooked my ministry enough that they want us to work through the night.”

Tallis digested that. She had known it was likely to be bad. Usually you didn’t wander around in the desert at night, even for a radiation problem, and usually there would be more people than just two inspectors. But you worked at night, and you sent the minimum possible number of people, if someone suspected something nasty. “What were they digging for, do you know? What brought them out here? It doesn’t seem as though … you know, many people walk their dogs here.”

The desert was unbroken for mile upon mile; no roofs, no fences, no sign even of tourists camping.

“No, the area’s been abandoned for forty years since the water retreated,” Sally agreed. “Ground’s unstable, as you can see. A salt mining company bought the land recently, and they were about to start building further up the shore when they took a last round of satellite images. They saw a huge salt deposit here. And they were confused, because it hadn’t been there a month before.” He dug in his bag and held out a picture, protected inside a plastic wallet.

Tallis held her lamp up. The picture showed two aerial images of this part of the shore. In one, dated from September, it looked like the rest of the terrain. In the second, right over where they were standing, there was a burst of bright new salt, star-shaped except where it touched the sea.

“How did it get here?” Tallis said.

“They wanted to know too. They sent some surveyors out here, and the surveyors found—that.”

They were at the edge of a sinkhole broader than any of the others. It was a cavern yawning into the pale earth. Partially exposed along one side was a tower. There was something military-seeming about it. A watchtower, or something like. But before it, spearing up from the ground, were metal … spikes. Huge, as though a spray of gorse had been made gigantic and then transformed into iron. The metal was black, and the points—dozens of them were visible, and more vanished into the earth on either side of the sinkhole—looked savage. Each spike had its own thorns. In order to reach the watchtower, someone walking would need to ease through that horrible forest. Closest to the place where the archaeologists had been working, someone had speared tennis balls onto the thorns, at least a dozen or so, but the bright yellow of the felt had already been greyed by salt.

Tallis had a strange drop of recognition. She felt as if she were seeing something she knew very well indeed—only, she had never been to Jordan before, and had never seen anything like this.

She ignored it. Epilepsy gave you bonkers déjà vu. Calm down, silly occipital lobe.

“It’s old,” Sally said. “So old nobody can tell exactly when it’s from. They gave the archaeologists two months to dig out as much as they could.”

Scaffolding stood down the nearer side of the sinkhole, and a series of wooden ladders. It must all have been put up for the archaeologists, because there was graffiti on it, some in English, some in Arabic, and all of it was competing in the Naffest Archaeology Joke contest. A little sign in marker pen said ASK ME OUT, ARCHAEOLOGISTS DATE ANYTHING!! and another, with some gold-star stickers stuck around it, said MY LIFE IS IN RUINS.

On the abandoned site, seeing it through a hazmat mask in the desert dark, Tallis felt a mixture of sadness and disquiet. It had been lively here, and fun, and then … what? An encounter with something that made humans sick and slaughtered machinery. It couldn’t be anything but ionising radiation, even if, somehow, it wasn’t leaving a trace.

The rubber gloves of the suit squeaked on the wooden ladder rungs, and her breathing sounded loud. It was even warmer in the sinkhole than on the surface. Sweat was soaking into the back of her T-shirt. She had to slow down. Breathing through the mask was unpleasant. The inside of it felt damp, and the air already tasted recycled and stale.

“Careful at the bottom,” Sally said. “There’s something on the ground, it’s sharp.” He held his lamp out to show her. It squeaked on its handle, gas shushing.

Something on the ground …

He was right. On the ground were heaps of what looked like tacks, the kind designed to burst car tyres. Mindful where she was putting her feet, because the spikes would go straight through her boots, she picked one up. It was heavy, and sharp, as if those gigantic gorse spars had blossomed and dropped vicious fruit. “What are they?”

“No idea. The archaeologists were excavating them from the gateway there.”

She looked. In the tower there was indeed a gate, only partially uncovered. The top section of it was cleared, but there was a slag heap of the tack things covering the rest, at least as tall as she was. Until the sinkhole formed, they must have been held in place by the weight of the earth. She had thought they were iron, but when she tilted hers to the light, it gleamed along a scratch.

“Jesus, is this silver?”

“Silver?”

She showed him. She knew a geologist at work who swore up and down that the best way to identify a rock or a mineral was to lick it, but she was pretty sure he was just trying to prank the interns. “Steel wasn’t invented until more recently, was it?”

They both looked up at the tower. Close up, the angles of its walls made her feel as though her teeth were turning to glass. Even without the gorse-forest of spikes outside, it would have been a place she wanted to leave well alone.

Sally turned the tack over in both hands. “Why would someone use five tonnes of silver to block a door?”


4

Hreodwater, England

What stood on the island in the Flood was not the abbey. It was the black tower that marked the entrance to the mine. The way was framed by mammoth tusks, carved with signs so old that nobody could read them anymore. Salt light breathed from the mouth of the shaft, bright enough to dust Avelyn’s shadow onto the white path. He was sure it had never been like this when he was young. Another rat shot by, leaving a furrow in the snow.

As he passed under the bone archway, a drumbeat ghosted up from the long passage down; then the song.

Bring him oak and bring him silver now,

And carve the black salt crown.

There were songs for moving through the mine and songs for working, songs for cleaning tools, and for the initiation of witches. Some were shanties, made to keep people in time when they were doing dangerous things. Some were hymns. The hymn to the Salt King was what you sang on your way up or down.

He had been prepared to see salt light. But he had not foreseen what it would be to hear a familiar song that had never been recorded, nor heard beyond the place of its first singing. You couldn’t listen to the hymns of the Hreoda on any streaming service. They had never been burned onto a disc, or even etched into the wax of a phonograph. For him, they had been as irretrievable as the years.

Oh, but now …

The hymn had many parts, as rich as any requiem sung at a great basilica, but different too. It soared and hollowed, parts straying and coming back, under and over the drums. He ached to sing it. To come down the mine and not sing to the King—it was blasphemy.

He wove his rosary between his fingers and squeezed hard, imprinting Christ into his palm.

He met the miners about halfway down, and stood back against the wall to let them pass. A couple of them noticed he had no light, and looked him over interestedly. By salt light, their eyes shone violet.

The difference between Hreoda and Outsiders was stark. The miners were all much taller than anyone from elsewhere. Age meant seniority, not fragility, and as always, the foreman at the head of the shift was a woman in her seventies, axe swinging easily from one hand. He recognised her. He recognised all of them. They were, like all Hreod mining shifts, one clan—the Hringen, which meant “silver”—and their tattoos all showed Saint Hildegard, because they worked on the series of deep shafts called the Saint’s Way.

There had always been three Hreod mining clans: the Hringen, the Balen, and the Brocken. Well. Two now. There was nobody left of the Brocken except him.

The overstretched-longbow feeling came back, and then slowly loosened again when no one recognised him. He didn’t look Hreod from any distance. He had stopped growing when he left Hreodwater, so he was only five foot seven, and the contact lenses hid his eyes.

At the back, some children were playing a game with handfuls of salt. They would throw it a little way into the air and then catch it in their hands and consult the shapes it made. Sometimes one of them laughed and looked triumphant, sometimes frustrated. He could remember doing that, sort of. It had been important. The shapes the salt made could tell you … something. It was like reading tea leaves. He did remember that his grandmother wouldn’t let him go down any deeper than the very shallowest shafts until the salt made the right shapes in his hands, but he couldn’t remember the rules or any of the rest.

It was shocking, how much he didn’t remember. He’d been sixteen when he left. If you were old enough to abscond with a mad Welsh priest, you were old enough to remember ordinary details about your life, but he didn’t.

He was one of the few people who had liked the Covid lockdowns, because now everyone else knew what it was like not to remember things you should have remembered. The lockdowns blurred together, and it was possible to remember individual pieces of any one of them, but wholly impossible to remember consecutive events. Sometimes someone said, God, do you remember the tier system, or, Am I hallucinating or did I have to do some kind of test in a gym car park somewhere …? And you thought: Christ, I do remember that, but I wouldn’t have if nobody had mentioned it, and even if my life depended on it I couldn’t tell you when that was or what was on either side of it. What else is finning around down there in the dark?

That was Hreodwater, for him.

“Don’t worry,” one of the bigger girls said to one of the smaller boys, who was looking miserable about whatever his salt was doing or not doing. “The King has been dreaming strong this last week. I could do it before, but sometimes I can’t now. All I get is the man on the causeway.”

“Who is he?” the little boy asked. “Why is the King dreaming about the man?”

“I don’t know. He might have been here last week or in the time of the mammoth,” the girl said. “You can never tell.”

“Do you think he really is waking?”

“Probably not,” she said philosophically, and then to Avelyn, only half seeing him, “Evening, uncle.” Then she did the first genuine double take he had ever seen a human do.

“Evening,” he said.

The children turned right around to see him go. He pretended not to notice.

It was warm. Salt light was. Not warm enough for him to take his coat off yet, but very much an improvement on the fen outside. Warm, and stronger the deeper he walked. Just when he was beginning to think he’d been walking for longer than he should be, the salt-bright passageway opened out onto a broad platform, and there it was.

He slowed down. When he was little, this had just been where his family worked. He’d come here every day and never looked at it, because it was normal, and anything normal is boring. Distantly he’d thought that everyone grew up in salt mines. He had never seen it. You had to go away and come back again, to see.

The cavern was vast, glittering with salt and lit, for Outsiders, by three titan chandeliers ablaze with candles. For Hreoda … the walls breathed salt light.

In the middle of the cavern was a lake. The water was turquoise, and so clear that even from where Avelyn stood, a hundred feet above, he could see the eels under the surface.

On the lake was an island, and on the island was An El. As he started down the long zigzagging stairway that would take him down to the shore, the bells tolled ten. It had taken him nearly two hours to cross the fen and the Flood.

The abbey was a chaotic collection of what looked like lots of smaller buildings stacked and fitted together, some with high, broad windows, some with tiny narrow ones, some walls curving, some straight, some with stairways outside. An enclosed bridge with stained glass windows connected the two towers near the top, spilling
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