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The salt is everywhere. It is in the air. It is in the water. It is in Elin’s lungs. It turns her skin white and red. It makes her itch.

Elin sat on a stone stool. Her back hurt. The stone was cold and wet. Outside, the sea hit the cliff. Boom. Boom. Boom. It sounded like a giant heart. It never stopped.

The Black Sump was a cage for bad people. But the bad people were gone. Most died of the cough. The rest just stopped breathing. The other guards left weeks ago. They took the boats. They did not take Elin. They said she was too slow. They said she belonged here.

Elin looked at her torch. The flame was low. It was blue and weak.

"I am still here," Elin said.

Her voice was thin. It sounded like paper tearing. No one answered.

Then, a sound came.

Clang.

Elin froze. Her heart hit her ribs. It was a bell. A small silver bell.

The sound came from the Deep Row. No one had been in the Deep Row for years. The doors there were rusted shut. The keys were lost.

Elin stood up. Her knees popped. She grabbed her spear. The wood was slick with salt.

"Who is there?" she yelled.

Silence.

She walked down the hall. The walls were tight. They felt like they were leaning in. The salt on the floor crunched under her boots. Crunch. Crunch. It sounded like chewing.

She reached the end of the hall. Cell 44.

The door was heavy iron. It was covered in thick, white salt. It looked like a frozen mouth.

Clang.

The bell rang again. It was inside the cell.

Elin put her hand on the door. It was hot. Not cold like the stone. It burned her palm. She pulled back.

"Open up," she whispered.

She did not want it to open. She wanted to run. But there was nowhere to go. The sea was down. The stone was up.

The door creaked. It did not need a key. It swung open on its own. The sound was like a woman screaming.

Elin held her torch high. The light pushed into the dark.

The cell was small. It smelled like old meat and wet hair.

In the middle of the floor sat a tray. A silver tray. On the tray was a bowl of soup. Steam rose from the bowl. It smelled like onions. It smelled like home.

Next to the bowl was a small silver bell. It was still shaking.

There was no one in the cell. The walls were solid. There were no holes. No windows.

Elin looked at the soup. Her stomach twisted. She had not eaten in three days. Her belly felt like it was full of glass.

"Hello?" Elin asked the dark.

A voice whispered in her ear. It was soft. It was like a finger touching her brain.

Eat, Elin. You are so thin.

Elin turned around. No one was there. She was alone in the salt.

She looked at the soup again. A piece of meat floated to the top. It was red and juicy.

She reached out. Her hand shook. She picked up the spoon. It was heavy. It was real.

She took a sip. It was hot. It was salty. It was the best thing she had ever tasted.

She ate fast. She burnt her tongue, but she did not care. She scraped the bottom of the bowl.

When she finished, she felt full. She felt warm.

Then she looked down at the tray.

The silver bell was gone.

In its place was a pile of hair. Long, black hair. It was wet. It was tangled.

Elin touched her own head. Her hair was short and blonde.

She looked at the bowl. The leftover soup wasn't brown anymore. It was red. Thick and red.

Something moved under the bed in the corner.

Clang.

The sound didn't come from a bell this time. It came from inside Elin's stomach.

She felt something cold slide up her throat.

Elin dropped the torch. The fire went out.

In the dark, she heard breathing. It wasn't her own.

"Who are you?" Elin cried.

The voice whispered again. It was closer now. It was inside her head.

I am the part of you that stayed.
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The dark was thick. It felt like wet wool against Elin’s face. She scrambled on the floor. Her hands hit the salt. It stung her raw skin.

"Where is the light?" she choked out.

She found the torch. It was cold. She fumbled for her flint. Strike. Strike. Strike. Spark.

The light jumped back to life. Elin’s eyes burned. She looked at the floor.

The tray was gone. The bowl was gone. The red soup was gone.

There was only the salt. And the hair.

The black hair was long. It moved in the draft. It looked like a dead spider. Elin reached out with her spear. She poked the hair. It was real. It was wet with salt water.

Thump.

The sound came from under the stone bed.

Elin knelt. She held the torch low.

A pair of boots stuck out from under the bed. They were guard boots. Heavy leather. Scuffed toes. They looked just like Elin’s boots.

"Who is under there?" Elin shouted. Her voice shook. "Come out. Now!"

The boots didn't move.

Elin grabbed a heel. She pulled. The body was light. It slid out easily.

It was a uniform. Just a uniform. Empty pants. An empty tunic. A silver badge pinned to the chest.

Elin looked at the badge. It was covered in grime. She wiped it with her thumb.

The name on the badge said: ELIN.

"No," she whispered. "I am wearing my badge."

She felt her chest. Her fingers hit bare cloth. Her badge was gone.

The empty uniform on the floor started to fill up. Not with a body. With salt.

White salt poured out of the sleeves. It spilled out of the neck. It piled up on the floor. It grew into a shape. A torso. Arms. A head.

The salt-thing sat up.

It had no eyes. It had no mouth. But it turned its head toward Elin.

You liked the soup, the voice said. It wasn't in her head anymore. It came from the salt-thing’s chest. It sounded like grinding stones.

Elin backed away. She hit the iron door. It was shut. It wouldn't budge.

"What was in it?" Elin asked. Her stomach began to cramp. A sharp, biting pain. Like she had swallowed needles.

The salt-thing pointed to the corner of the cell.

In the corner, there was a bucket. It was for waste. Elin looked inside.

It wasn't waste.

It was a hand. A human hand. The fingers were short. The nails were bitten down to the quick. Just like Elin’s nails. The wrist ended in a jagged, red mess.

Elin looked at her own left arm.

Her sleeve was soaked in dark blood.

She felt no pain. Not yet. She pulled back her sleeve.

Her hand was gone.

The stump was clean. The bone was white.

"I didn't... I didn't do this," Elin screamed.

She looked at the bowl on the floor. It had come back. It was full of the red soup again.

Inside the soup, four bitten fingers bobbed in the broth.

You were so hungry, the salt-thing whispered.

The pain hit her then. It was a white heat. It was a scream that filled her whole body. She dropped the torch. She fell to her knees.

She clutched her arm. Blood leaked through her fingers. It hit the salt floor. Drip. Drip. Drip.

The salt-thing leaned closer. It reached out a hand made of white crystals. It touched Elin’s cheek. It felt like sandpaper.

Do you want more? it asked.

Elin looked at the bowl. She felt a terrible hunger. A hunger that hurt more than the missing hand.

She reached for the spoon with her good hand.

"No," she sobbed.

But her hand kept moving. Her hand wanted the meat.

The salt-thing smiled. A crack opened in its face where a mouth should be.

Good girl, it said. Eat yourself whole.
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Elin woke up. The torch was dead. The dark was heavy.

Her arm throbbed. A dull, deep ache. She reached over with her right hand. She felt the end of her left wrist. It was wrapped in torn cloth from her shirt. The cloth was wet and sticky.

She remembered the meat. She remembered the salt-thing.

She threw up on the floor. It was just bitter, yellow water. Her stomach was empty again.

The air in the cell changed. It got hot. It felt like bad breath.

Elin heard a dripping sound. Drip. Drop. Drip.

She crawled to the wall. She touched the stone. It was wet. The salt was sweating.

Thick drops of water ran down the white crystals. It felt like slime.

Then, the wall shifted. It sounded like wet sand falling.

Elin scrambled backward. She found her flint on the floor. She struck it. Spark. She lit the torch. The fire flared up.

She looked at the wall. The salt was moving. It pushed out from the flat stone.

It made a shape. A chin. A nose. Two closed eyes. A mouth.

It was a huge face. It took up the whole wall.

Elin stopped breathing. Her chest grew tight.

She knew that face. It was wrinkled. It had a deep scar on the left cheek.

It was her mother.

Her mother died ten years ago. She died of the black cough.

The salt-lips parted. Wet, white dust fell from them.

"Elin," a voice said.

It was
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