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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.
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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.2

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.



2 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?”
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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 coloured shadows onto the roofs below. All of it was built from halite.

For him, every brick glowed; every windowpane, every salt-carved saint, and every flagstone. It was a castle of light. The stained glass—stained salt—windows threw their glorious colours outward as well as inward. Projected right out onto the stairway, so that you walked through it, was the image in the chapel window, of Saint Hildegard wrestling the King.

But the strongest salt light, full-moon brilliant, beamed from the great archway that led down to the deep mine and the working pit faces. Mammoths could have walked under that archway and felt small, and with the light so bright, there was a counterintuitive certainty that the way must lead outside, not deeper underground. The way was barred with high silver gates to keep anyone from wandering into the deep tunnels.

Then he felt it: exactly what Father Li had wanted him to feel at Mass, but he never had, and exactly what he used to feel every day in this mine.

Most people felt it down here. Hreod had a word for it. It was called the ras, grace: the feeling of being near to the King. He filled up with it, his whole mind falling still and calm.

It hadn’t done that for twelve years.

He had to stand there and breathe. It was like coming out of a long, grinding illness—taking the first painless step, the first easy breath, after years of being . . . what? Not an invalid; he functioned in Italy. But—not right, either.

It was the most incredible relief.

He didn’t think he had ever been able to explain properly to Father Li. Believing in the Salt King was the best feeling he’d ever had. Believing in God and Christ was dreadful. He couldn’t feel them or hear them; their rules were despotic; and he belonged to an order that had murdered its way through South America before starting the Spanish Inquisition. All under the aegis of a Church where, at conservative estimates, one in twenty ordained priests was guilty of the worst thing a man could do.

But it was also true. There was gravity, there was the churning of electrons, and there was the Holy Trinity.

And anything else that said it was a god . . . was not.

Quite suddenly, it occurred to him that he had no idea where to go now. He had been inside the abbey with Father Li years ago, but that had been the first and only time. The miners and the clergy didn’t overlap unless there was a safety problem.

When he strayed to the gate, there was a sign that said in several languages, including Hreod, TO THE Lodge.

He followed it across the courtyard, up a few steps, through a narrow archway, and to a broad door that had a much tinier door set inside it, with another sign that read LODGE. The tiny door was propped open. There was lamplight inside.

He went experimentally through.
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Lancang, Tibet

The problem with the sacred ducks was that they kept eating the coins in the pool. There were signs up everywhere asking visitors to the monastery not to throw coins, but Brother Kalden had watched streams of old ladies glare at the signs and ignore them in the pointed way of people who would claim not to be able to read if you tried to take them up on it.

And so now he was hurrying after a coughing duck, who didn’t realize he was trying to help and ran away.

He had to pause for a rest against the old salt well, wheezing, breath steaming in the clear morning cold. This altitude. He had joined the monastery a month ago, and he was all right now, mostly, but running around at fourteen thousand feet was enough to make him collapse after about forty seconds. Those elderly ladies kept lapping him on the toil up and down the mountain. He was glad he was giving them a little giggle whenever they saw him, but he was beginning to wish his lungs would hurry up and embrace the new life.

He lifted his phone and took a video of himself being defeated by a duck, and turned the camera around in time to show the duck swimming smugly away and—was he imagining it?—clinking.

It was part of his duties to maintain a social media channel about daily life as a monk. Initially, when the abbot had given him the phone, he had worried that he didn’t know enough yet to do a decent job. The abbot had laughed and said, “That’s the point. Show the ordinary side. Start with the ducks.” He was right. Kalden’s three-way war of attrition with the elderly ladies and the ducks was attracting quite a lot of people to the monastery website.

Below him, the great salt works glimmered their way down the gorge of the Lancang River. From so high up, the works looked like a natural formation of striations in the mountains, rows and rows of vertical terraces, but they weren’t: they were platforms, standing stacked above the river on high cedar posts. Closer to him, the pans were red; further away, they were white. Here and there, gem pools of brilliant green shone too. It was to do with the kind of silt in the pools, he’d heard; the colour affected the flavour of the salt. Small figures stood in the more evaporated pools, raking the salt into patterned ridges nearly like mandalas. Salt stalactites hung from the terraces, and up the steep side of the valley, donkeys laboured to pull carts filled with salt sacks. No roads out here.

That was why he had wanted to come. In this quiet, you could hear yourself pray. Sometimes you could even hear in the quality of the high mountain quiet that something was listening. Even the salt miners, pragmatic people who wore gum boots and pretended not to speak Mandarin when the inevitable news crews came from Beijing to make their yearly feature,3 said that you could hear singing in the river, if you made your mind quiet.

Kalden couldn’t hear it, as such. He understood why people called it hearing, but this felt more like the memory of hearing than hearing fresh. It was a song, and it was a feeling too. Something vast and . . . good.

He had it very clearly, he noticed, whenever he was near a salt well. There was water down there somewhere, densely salty water, but when he first arrived, the abbot had thrown a pebble down to show him how deep it was. So deep you couldn’t hear the splash. Only the song.

“Brother, brother!” Two of the littlest boys rushed up to him. The monastery took boys as young as six, and they were unbearably sweet. These two had hands full of yuan coins. “We got, we got these out of the ducks’ nests for you!”

“Do a magic trick!”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Kalden said, pretending to die of altitude sickness against the side of the well.

The boys squeaked and pushed some coins into his hands. “Do the magic trick, do the magic trick!”

“Oh . . . okay, okay.” He sat down on the ground and they crowded into his lap, which made doing the tricks harder, but even if he was useless with the ducks, he was good at this. He’d made a living doing magic tricks outside a railway station when he was little. “Ready . . . Up we go!” He flicked a coin. “Flower side up. Ready for it to do that again? And . . . again. And again. You try.”

The boys flicked some coins obediently, and of course the coins wouldn’t cooperate, because Kalden was switching the coins around when he did it. Numbers side, flower side, number side.

“What? You must have bad coins. Up! Oh . . . no, there we are. Flowers again!” He did two at a time, both hands. “And again. And again . . .”

For some reason, it was their favourite thing in the world. They both fell about laughing. They still had chesty baby laughs. One of them dove into his pocket like a puppy to investigate the smartphone—they hardly ever saw phones up here—so Kalden showed him how to take a video. Vibrating with importance, they both filmed him doing the trick, and squealed with pretend indignation when he cuddled them both.

“Now film us, now film us!” one of them demanded. He always said everything twice, not confident you would listen on the first go. Under the red monastery robes, he had on a puffer jacket that made him into a little ball.

“I’m doing it,” Kalden said, laughing too. “Go!”

They both flicked their coins, and let out delighted squeaks when they both threw flowers three times in a row. Kalden laughed too and wondered what the chances were. Well. Not that mad. One in twelve, was it?

A few hours later, feeling worried, he went to see the abbot.

The abbot was admiring the new fairy lights he had just put up in the chapel. They were rainbow colours, and the light gleamed on the gold of the thangkas across the walls, bringing out all the time-faded tints and details. Kalden, who had never seen the inside of a monastery until he was twelve, still thought sometimes that it was strange to see these incredible images of the fourteenth or fifteenth century lit not by candlelight but neon as they so often were, but he loved it. Colour was sacred, and he was privately certain that the monks from those lost centuries would have liked the electric lights too.

“So you’re saying,” the abbot said gently, “that the problem is that the boys have learned how to do a magic trick?”

Kalden wrung his hat between his hands. It was rainbow-coloured too; the abbot, who knitted, had made it for him as a welcome present. “No, sir, it’s—that they don’t know how to do it, but it’s working anyway. Can I show you what the trick is?”

The abbot looked bemused, but he nodded, and Kalden showed him the trick.

“You have to switch the coins, you see? You have to hold one the right way round and then swap it in.”

“I see?”

“But . . . that isn’t what they’re doing,” Kalden said, and showed him the video he had taken of them a few minutes ago. “They’re just doing a normal coin toss. And—it’s all of them, all the little ones. They only throw flower-side-up. All day. I worked it out with a calculator. The chances are . . . well, it’s something like one in forty billion now.”

He had thought the abbot would laugh at him. Instead, the abbot watched the video twice, then nodded slowly. Outside, there was a soft chiming; some visitors were walking around the walls of the monastery, hands trailing on the prayer wheels to keep them spinning. It was good for your soul to pace out a circuit every day, but Kalden was still impressed by the number of people who came up the mountain to do it.

“I see,” the abbot said.

“What’s happening?” Kalden asked, and heard how like a child he sounded.

The abbot squeezed his arm. “What was it that happened to your leg, did you ever tell me?”

“I was hit by a cab when I used to work by the railway station.”

“All right. I want you to walk the wheels and pray for your health today.” He thought about it. “And put in a good word about my sciatica.”

“Yes, sir,” Kalden said, puzzled, but you were supposed to be puzzled by abbots.

The abbot smiled, but he was looking at the thangka by the door now. It showed the mountain, and the spirit who lived beneath it; a many-faced, many-limbed figure who reminded Kalden of a Hindu god, if one had ever belonged in these snow-swept altitudes, with eagle wings and the pelt of a leopard, and many faces.



3 The documentaries were always roughly titled something like How Picturesque a Genuine Tang Dynasty Salt Mine Is, In What Is Genuinely Part of China Because Tibet Is Not a Separate Country, Honest. The journalists always seemed chagrined to find that among all the picturesque, traditional salt pans, people didn’t float around in Tang Dynasty robes reciting poetry but cadged cigarettes behind the storage sheds in bright red Adidas trousers, and that the monks all wore sneakers under their robes, and woolly hats, sometimes with a pom-pom on. You could see them wanting to wail that it wasn’t in keeping. This fuelled the strictly unspoken competition to see who could acquire the most tasteless sneakers. Not, of course, that monks engaged in worldly concerns, but if people would keep donating things, well . . .
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Hreodwater, England

The Lodge was bright with salt light, but under that, it was dim as far as ordinary light could go. There were a few candles in little groups here and there, the overflowed wax sealing them to the mantelpiece and the corner of the desk. Catching both kinds of light were the spines of the books on the shelves and, much more strangely, hanging by their straps from hooks along the wall, about twenty instant cameras. All of them were closed up in cases that at least looked like solid silver. There were even silver lens covers.

“Oh, come on,” a voice behind him said. “You can’t be an indoor snail. You won’t like it.”

Avelyn looked around and realized he had walked straight past a man who was leaning close to a sash window. Right where the window would crush it if he pushed the lower pane down was an interested snail, peeping over the window ledge. Hreod snails were fun. They spun their shells from salt rather than calcium, so they were luminous.

The man blew gently on the snail’s face. It pulled in its antennae, but only a little bit, and looked like it was scowling.

“Why don’t you pick it up?” asked Avelyn, who had never seen a human lose an argument with a snail before.

The man looked anguished. “I’ve tried, but he’s really glued on, and I don’t want to hurt him—oh.” He straightened up, surprised, and when he saw Avelyn, his expression opened. Avelyn was surprised too, because he’d expected the staff here to be Hreod. The man was from the Outside. “Is there any chance you’re Avelyn Brocken?” He got it right on his first try, Ah-vel-inn, which hadn’t happened in Avelyn’s whole adult life. Usually everyone started as if they were trying to say aviary. “If you’re not, it’s possible I’ve mislaid someone from Rome, and you’ll need to excuse me while I panic and organise a search party.”

“I am,” Avelyn said, glad someone was here, and that it was a someone who was nice to snails, and that they would be speaking in English. “Am I in the right place?”

“Oh, thank God,” the man said, and broke into a smile that was pure relief. “I’m Jericho, I’m the dean. Welcome to An El.”

Jericho didn’t look like he belonged to now. If someone had said that somewhere in the abbey was a portal to an arena in the fourth century, where there was a puzzled lion and conspicuously no Jericho, Avelyn would have believed them. He was wearing normal clothes, a shirt with the sleeves turned back and a grey waistcoat with a purple button, but even so, the overwhelming impression was of a saint who was meant to have been martyred but who had absconded and swiftly completed a course on hotel management in an effort to blend in.

And—seeing him made Avelyn’s heart jump. It was happy recognition. He waited, trying to trace how they knew each other. He had been in the abbey for a total of three days before Father Li took him to Rome, so that was a narrow window, but . . . he hadn’t met a man who looked like a saint.

Christ, but he was terrible with Outside faces, even now. Probably he was thinking of a painting.

Avelyn leaned over the desk to shake Jericho’s hand. “I’m sorry I’m so late. The flight was delayed, and then there were train strikes . . .”

“Not at all.” Jericho marked something off in a ledger, still exuding relief. Of course: he’d lost one priest this week already. “Are you tired? Do you just want to go to your room, or can I talk you through a few things?”

Actually, Avelyn was flooding with that euphoria that came from not having any more planes to miss, any more trains to lose, or any more ferrymen who might not realize he was trying to get their attention. He’d made it through from Heathrow to King’s Cross, he’d remembered how to saddle a horse, he’d not had an embarrassing breakdown on the walk down to An El. The world was lovely, Jericho was lovely, and in all honesty, he would be happier down here talking to someone than holed up alone in a room.

“Talk me through,” Avelyn said.

“Oh, right,” Jericho said, looking pleased. “I was just about to make some hot chocolate, would you like some?”

“Immediately,” said Avelyn. He wouldn’t be able to taste it properly—he couldn’t taste the difference between tea and coffee and hot chocolate, or even just a cup of hot water unless he concentrated—but hot drinks were psychological. They meant you had arrived, and you could sit down for twenty minutes.

Jericho waved at two armchairs near an iron stove. As Avelyn sank gratefully into one, Jericho took down a little bronze pan from a hook and poured in grated chocolate, and milk from a glass bottle. It began to steam straightaway. Avelyn smiled. There was a soothing ritual if ever there was one.

“The kitchen saved you some dinner, if you haven’t eaten,” Jericho said. “There’s usually someone there right up to midnight, but there’s a set of cupboards with things free for anyone—bread and cheese and apples, that kind of thing—if you’re an out-of-hours kind of person. I’ll take you over in a minute.”

“Oh, thanks,” said Avelyn, who hadn’t expected anything that generous. At home, if you missed dinner, tough: Sister Francesca went home at eight, that was that, and if you wanted anything afterwards, you could contemplate the great benefits of fasting.

Jericho managed to communicate just with his eyelashes that he thought Avelyn could do with less fasting, which was fair. Between Sister Francesca and the blandness of food generally, Avelyn was a wraith, even in the flowing tailoring of a Jesuit soutane. He liked it, though. If you were in holy orders, it was useful to look strange.

“Usually, meals come after services,” Jericho continued. “We’re on monastery time, so we’ve got breakfast after Lauds, lunch after Terce, dinner after Vespers, and a horrifying post-Matins snack time at four in the morning for people who don’t value their health. You don’t have to do any of the services, by the way—you’re here to work, no one’s expecting to see you in the middle of the night. And I don’t need to tell you about Hreodwater, do I? I don’t think anything has changed since you lived here.”

“No, it’s all coming back, unfortunately,” Avelyn said. The hymn for the King was still singing around his head. And part of his euphoria was the ras.

“Unfortunately?” Jericho said, and Avelyn blinked, because he hadn’t expected to be listened to that closely. Between Father Li and Latin radio and his class of fifteen-year-olds, Avelyn was used to saying things mostly for his own amusement and being eight-tenths ignored. “You don’t like it here?”

“I—have a bit of a strange relationship with Hreodwater. I ran away with a priest when I was sixteen, and he smuggled me illegally into Italy because he said God told him to.”

Jericho turned all the way around. “Did it work out?” he asked.

Avelyn’s brain stalled. He was a priest. He was invisible: people spoke to the collar. Priests were interchangeable, that was the whole point. He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had found him personally interesting. He met Jericho’s eyes for longer than he should have, trying to find something he could have misunderstood.

Jericho paused. “I mean . . . I am indifferent to your uninteresting history. I’m just making this hot chocolate. What do you mean, I’m nosy? I don’t know why you’d even say that.” He looked worried.

“No, no, I understand,” Avelyn said, starting to laugh. No Netflix down here. “It worked out beautifully. For me, I mean. He had hell to pay, but he claims not to mind.” Given the Freddie-Mercury-and-the-Pope situation, Avelyn still hadn’t come to a decision about whether or not Li was lying about the message from God.

The way Jericho smiled then, it was as though they had known each other for years, and for years, he had been wondering what had happened. “I’m glad.” He meant it. It wasn’t just a thing he was saying.

“Do I know you?” asked Avelyn. “I’m terrible with faces.”

“No,” Jericho said, but he looked away at exactly the wrong half-second.

“I think that’s a cunning lie,” said Avelyn, intrigued.

Jericho looked alarmed. “No . . .”

“Yes, and it will be weaselled from you eventually, but I stopped you mid introductory talk,” said Avelyn, who liked a long-term project, and some weaselling practise.

Jericho gave him an unexpected, calm tilt of the head. “My anti-weaselling precautions are thorough, but feel free to try.”

Avelyn put his hands together, delighted. He hardly ever had willing victims.

“Anyway,” Jericho said, turning back to the stove again, “I’m also the doctor. Good idea to have a medic down here permanently because people arrive with all sorts of terrible problems. Any medical things you need to tell me about?”

“No,” said Avelyn, “just one of those million-day coughs everyone gets since the pandemic.”

“Oh, that’ll go away here in a couple of days.”

“It will what?”

“I know it’s odd, but it will,” Jericho said mildly. “Small things clear up quickly here.”

“Well, great,” said Avelyn, hoping that was true. “Actually I don’t remember ever getting a cold before I went to the Outside.”

“No, Hreoda are medically very boring. I was excited when Covid happened, but nobody got it. Researchers write to us every now and then and ask if they can poke around, but they change their minds when I explain about the electricity.”

“And about the people,” said Avelyn.

“The people are lovely,” Jericho said, but there was a hint of strain.

“You must realize that isn’t true,” said Avelyn, thinking what a fabulous time he was going to have grinding Jericho down to admitting he was a normal person with homicidal ideations like everyone else.

Jericho picked up a block of beautiful red salt and grated a dusting of it with a tiny golden grater into the chocolate, which was rich and silky already. For Avelyn, it looked like Jericho was grating a hot coal. He hovered on the edge of explaining that he wouldn’t be able to taste it, but he left it too long.

Jericho poured out the chocolate into two glass cups and gave Avelyn the first one. Even though it was warm down here in the salt light and by the fire, the cold on the fen had soaked into him, and it was wonderful to hold something hot.

“Thanks.”

“Welcome,” Jericho said, and once he’d sat down too, he crossed his legs to balance his cup on his knee. Close to, he was more like an old painting than ever. He had feral black curls with a white shock through the front, the kind you got if someone smacked you in the head with the butt of a gun—the kind artists loved because it looked like it was symbolic of something. “And second to last on my list of things to say . . .” He leaned over and took one of the silver-clad cameras from the line of hooks. He held it out.

Avelyn took it. It was heavy because of the silver, which was real silver. It had a hallmark. Along its sides were etched incredible, complicated patterns: water dragons and stags, oak trees, all beautiful Hreod designs he hadn’t seen for twelve years except in the ghosts of his tattoos. “What’s this?”

“If you try to use a normal camera down here, salt light fogs the film; it will come out looking like you’ve exposed it to bright sunlight. But salt light doesn’t go through silver, and a few years ago, the smith in town started to make these. They should show more or less what you can see.”

“No,” Avelyn said, disbelieving.

It had been a source of endless frustration that he’d never been able to show Father Li what he was seeing down here.

Jericho held his hands out. “Proof-of-life picture for Father Li?” he asked.

Avelyn looked up properly from the camera. It would have been on the paperwork that someone called Cai Li had sent him here, but it wouldn’t have said that they were friends, or that Li absolutely would require proof of life sooner rather than later. “You know Father Li?”

“I wake up sometimes in the night and feel grateful that he isn’t here anymore,” Jericho said, and took a picture of Avelyn just as he laughed. The shutter clucked, and then the cogs inside shushed as they sent out the photograph. Jericho held it, but he was looking hauntedly into the middle distance. “He once told me a joke about an octopus and some condensed milk. It was awful.”

Avelyn was guiltily pleased to find that Father Li sometimes terrorised people other than him. “I’m so sorry. He’s much reformed.”

“I don’t even slightly believe you,” Jericho said. He gave him the camera back, and the photograph, and already, Avelyn could see that the film had picked up far more than the dim light of the candles and the fire. The walls were all alight.

“I can’t believe you were here when he was,” Avelyn said. He’d thought Jericho was about his age. “You seem much too young.”

“No, I’m very old,” Jericho said, half laughing. His hand went to the white bolt in his hair.

“You’re one of those irritating people who are better at fifty than twenty, aren’t you. That’s vexing. You are a vexatious person.”

Jericho looked pleased and embarrassed, and Avelyn clenched his hand, annoyed with himself. Because there was no chance whatsoever of any romance, it felt logical to flirt as a general marker of liking someone. It wasn’t just him: it seemed to be a common side effect of holy orders. Father Li and the theology tutor at the Venerable English College often promised to elope together for a weekend of cocaine and wild sex in Milan. Avelyn loved it—it was freeing—but he was prone to forgetting that if you didn’t know what it was, it was just harassment.

“Thanks for this,” he said about the camera, again. He put the photograph on the arm of the chair to let it develop all the way. Tomorrow, he’d take it to the Outside and make it into a ransom note to send recorded delivery. “It’s a great idea.”

“It is,” Jericho said. He sipped his chocolate. “Just one last thing to mention. The maximum stay at An El is forty days. It’s just what the Church will fund. People will be rotating out all the time. If you need to conduct a lot of interviews, it would be best to start with the people coming to the end of their stay, or you’ll lose them.”

“No, that’s fine, I understand,” said Avelyn. “Thank you.”

Jericho’s black eyes ticked over him twice. There was something wary about it, and Avelyn understood. No matter how normally Avelyn had been talking, he was still an inquisitor sent from the Vatican to investigate something that was either miraculous or requiring an exorcist. It gave Avelyn a little snick of unhappiness. Just for the last few minutes, he’d felt like maybe they could be friends; but that wasn’t what he was here for.

“Is there anything you want to ask me now,” Jericho said, “or do you want to wait for the morning?”

Avelyn fought the urge to wince. He wasn’t a detective. He wasn’t even on the list of the hundred best people to deal with any of this. This needed a real professional, but—this was what being a Jesuit was. They dropped you in Beirut or Mexico with a map and five dollars and said, “Sorry, that’s what there is: have at it.” You weren’t there because you were an international expert who had written papers about how to sort this out. You were there because nobody else was.

“So, just to explain how this works,” he said at last. “My job here is to investigate whether this is a miracle or not—and that doesn’t mean whether it’s real or not. It can be real without being a miracle. A miracle has to fulfil some strict requirements. The first requirement is that it must be doctrinally legitimate. The Church’s position is that everything God has to say has already been said, mainly by Christ. That’s called divine revelation, which the Church assumes . . . however problematically . . . to be true,4 and anything that contradicts it is nothing to do with God. So, since we can all see it’s real already, there are only two conclusions I can make here. One, it is a miracle. Two, it’s nothing to do with God.”

An uneasy line etched itself between Jericho’s eyebrows. “You’re just assuming it’s real?”

“Assuming, no, but it is real. It isn’t AI, medical records confirm the cure, four witnesses and two separate sets of footage confirm the transformation, Matthew is missing, and there is something wrong with the halite standing where he was: I just looked at it,” Avelyn said. “Have I missed something?”

Jericho let his neck bend. “No,” he said, but he didn’t lose his frown. “I suppose I just thought . . . no. What do you think about it?”

Avelyn breathed in deep. “I’m here to ask what you think, and what everyone else thinks, that’s important. Another requirement for a miracle is moral certainty, which is the Church way of saying it’s beyond reasonable doubt. I only prove that by talking to everyone. What do you think?”

Jericho looked down into his hot chocolate. “I think the curative effects of the mine have been stronger in the last couple of weeks than ever before, in any of our records—and the records go back to the tenth century, to Saint Hildegard.” He nodded to a set of bookshelves filled with ledgers, the top ones very old. “Matthew was just the most extreme case, but I’ve got three cancer patients with marked improvements since last week, and someone who needed a heart transplant when she arrived is now doing laps around the abbey. It’s extraordinary even for An El. Something’s different.”

Avelyn set his hot chocolate aside to cool and leaned forward. “What is it?”

Jericho shook his head. He still looked uncomfortable.

“Anyone whose prayers seem to be especially effective?” Avelyn asked, because if someone particular had been praying and that prayer had worked, then the Church would love it. There was a chronic shortage of saints in the twenty-first century. People did all sorts of good things, but you had to drum up a miracle to beatify someone, which was, even with the most open-minded approach, a right faff. Gone were the days when you could say, Look, someone cleared this field of geese, it’s a miracle, or My cheese was stolen, but lo, it hath miraculously reappeared.5

“Well, everyone prays, but . . . I’m not clergy. I’m not even Catholic. They wouldn’t necessarily have told me.”

“You’re not Catholic?” Avelyn said, taken with the novelty.

Jericho shook his head. “Not anything.”

Not wanting to seem as though he was flirting again, Avelyn didn’t say how exotic and fascinating that was.

“Okay,” he said instead, “I’ll start asking in the morning. Thanks.” He looked into space, thinking. More cures. Even Lourdes wasn’t like that. He sipped the hot chocolate, and then forgot about everything else.

There were different kinds of salt in Hreodwater, dozens: some were only good to grit roads with, some were worth more than diamonds. Whatever this one was, it tasted of caramel and gunpowder, like Yule Night fireworks from their little boats on the Flood. It really tasted of that. Like nothing had tasted of anything, for twelve years.

“This is . . .” He didn’t want to say revelatory. He would sound like the sort of person who thought they could manifest world peace.

“I know,” Jericho said. “Once you’ve had Hreod salt, nothing tastes of anything ever again.”

“No,” Avelyn said, shocked. He tried it again to make sure.

Yes. God. God.

Twelve years.

Twelve years of all food tasting of nothing: he’d thought there was something wrong with him. He tried to remember what he was supposed to be doing.

Why hadn’t anyone told him it was the salt? Well. It wasn’t as though he had given anyone a chance to mention it. He had left with Father Li and never looked back. Not even to find out if the bodies had been retrieved.

He would have to ask about that, too. Suddenly he felt like he had an anvil strapped to his back.

Jericho watched him for a long time. He was sitting very still now, far more still than people with his quicksilver energy ever usually could, and in his eyes there were points of light that weren’t from the candles, nor the salt. Avelyn couldn’t tell what that was, but now he had noticed it, he noticed something else too. Jericho seemed like he was more in shadow than the rest of the room. The salt light was everywhere, glowing from the masonry, from the block of salt by the stove, from tiny wisps in the air, but it didn’t quite . . . reach Jericho in the way it was reaching Avelyn, who was lit starkly by comparison. Only nothing was casting the shadow, and those bright points in his eyes—they looked like the stars would if you saw them from deep underwater.

Avelyn looked down, aware he had been staring.

“Shall I take you over to the kitchen?”

“What?” said Avelyn, because it didn’t make sense to hear something so ordinary. “Oh—yes, please.”



4 Avelyn’s main problem with all this was that Christ’s disciples were sometimes not very bright. His favourite example was the curing of the blind man. In a typical bout of random prejudice, the disciples ask what sin a blind man or his parents committed in order to bring on the blindness; Christ, being a normal, functioning person, says, Don’t be silly, of course he hasn’t committed any sin, look, I’ve cured him. Then the local officials object to him going around curing people on the Sabbath like a heathen. You could all but see him going subtextually home to bash his head against a wall. The blindness-means-sin people were the people who had told all the gospel stories: Avelyn always said told, not written, because he wasn’t convinced a bunch of first-century fishermen would have been able to read and write, and even if they had, it seemed unlikely they would have been able to do it in rather elegant Greek, which was how the New Testament arrived. His tutor at the English College disagreed vehemently and said that the idea that the disciples were illiterate peasants was just Protestant propaganda, and certainly they could have written their own stories—they owned businesses, of course they could write—and Avelyn sympathised with this urge to assume the best about people, but he did think there was a big difference between being able to write weights of fish and being able to write the Gospel of Mark. Mostly he thought that because he had grown up surrounded by Hreod fishermen. If you asked them if they could read, they asked you if you could fly.



5 Genuine miracles.
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The Dead Sea, Jordan

Between them, Tallis and Sally set up thirty film dosimeters around the site. There were a few ways to detect ionising radiation without electricity, but film dosimetry was the easiest. Usually, it was only used in places with X-ray machines—technicians wore little dosimetry badges which they gave to a lab every so often to make sure nothing dreadful was happening. It felt shambolic, relying on them here.

A film dosimeter was a simple thing: really just a way of taking a long-exposure photograph of radioactivity. You put a piece of film into a light-tight holder. Then, you put windows of different materials over different parts of it: plastic, aluminium, copper, lead. Beta particles could be slowed down by plastic; fairly sedate X-rays could get through aluminium but not through copper; gamma rays would go through anything. Radiation would show up as dark patches on the developed film.

Conventionally they were small, but Sally had made these ones bigger. It was a big site, and they didn’t know where they were supposed to be looking. Surface area wouldn’t hurt.

Tallis stuck one on the gate in case the source was on the other side.

She paused there, because around the gate, there was writing. It was marked onto beautiful tiles that looked like oxidised silver, the kind with rainbows across the surface that rippled when she moved her lamp, and each character was a vivid blue. She had no idea what language it could be. It was nothing like English or Arabic. More of a series of lines and narrow, triangle-shaped wedges. The archaeologists had clearly been working to uncover it. There were still paintbrushes and trowels abandoned on the ground, which was a spiky mess of those perhaps-silver tacks. She could feel the points of them even through the soles of her boots.

After each line or so, the writing changed. There were different symbols. She tilted her head, puzzled. Different languages, that had to be. Like at the airport: EXIT THIS WAY in Arabic and English.

Or, said a little voice she had been trying to muffle since arriving: Danger, do not approach.

There was a squeak as Sally tripped over one of the thorns on those gigantic spikes in the ground, and then in a muted voice, he said, “Oh . . . fuck.”

There was a horrible moment in which she was so sure that it would be impossible to fall here without impaling yourself that she couldn’t bring herself to ask him. If she didn’t ask, if she didn’t know, it was all fine. Schroedinger’s cat. It was fine until you looked.6

“Are you all right?”

“I’ve torn my suit.”

“Okay. It’s okay,” Tallis said, trying not to sound too relieved, and ducked through the leaning spikes to reach him. She was already pulling duct tape out of her suit pocket. Any radiation protection offered by a suit was also offered by duct tape. “Let’s tape you up and then go back to the top. We’re done down here anyway, I think we’ve set up plenty of dosimeters.” They’d need to wait at least an hour to give them time to pick anything up, probably more; there was no sense waiting down here. “Perfect timing, honestly. Are you hurt?”

“No. These things, though,” Sally said, shaking his head. He sounded annoyed with himself, but he let Tallis help him up. Behind the visor, his eyes tipped up to hers, full of apology. She was tempted to trip over just to prove she was more likely to than he was. All through school, people had assumed she would be a magnificent athlete; in fact she was a dork with two left feet and a famous ability to throw away something crucial along with the used tea bags, to be discovered upside down in a dumpster an hour later.

“They’re horrible, aren’t they,” she said instead, because she would die if she tried to fall over on purpose in this place.

“Don’t they remind you of . . .”

“What?” she said, because the déjà vu was still gnawing.

“You know those projects all our agencies run,” he said as they began to climb the first ladder, shadows lurching like nightmares as their lamps swung, “the ones where we try to design a nuclear waste disposal bunker that’s still recognisable as a dangerous place ten thousand years from now, when all that waste is still radioactive but there’s nobody left who knows any of the languages or symbols we use now?”

“Yes,” she said slowly, and looked back.

He was right. Those lethal spars and their thorns: they screamed Leave now. It was exactly what nuclear agencies’ designs tried to do. It was about making a place look frightening. There had been all kinds of mad ideas to make sure people in the far future had some warning about what was in the bunkers: someone had even suggested genetically modifying local cat populations so that they would glow in the event of a radiation leak. The ideas that were less mad, though . . . they all looked like this. They would be designed to stand for ten thousand years, and last for longer than English or Mandarin or anything else would. The half-life of plutonium was far longer than the half-life of a language.

It was noticeably cooler, the further up they climbed. She couldn’t see why, but the difference must have been ten degrees. “I don’t know about you, but . . . I feel like someone might have put something in that tower.”

“What, though?” said Sally. “Even if that’s the doorway to a uranium mine—which geologically it can’t be, the ground is all sandstone and salt out here—it wouldn’t be radioactive enough to kill electronics. Or to hurt anyone.”

She shook her head. “I suppose we’ll know once we develop the tests.”

“Which will be soon,” Sally said, cheerful again. “I’ve brought developer for the films so we can do it here.”

“Don’t you need a darkroom for that?”

“I,” he said triumphantly, “have a dark tent.”

Up by the cars, they ran an electronic dosimeter over each other, got not even a chirp from it, peeled off the suits, and sent messages back to their respective agencies to report their progress. Although it was cooler at ground level than it was in the pit, Tallis still thought she might die. Once the admin was done, they sat in the tent doorway together with their lamps nestled into the salt ground and a glass bottle of Diet Coke each from a cooler filled with ice, and it was the best thing she had ever tasted. She hated camping, but maybe that was because camping in the UK usually involved being freezing and flooded out, and spending most of your holiday huddled in the back of the car wondering how fast you could get trench foot. But if it was like this, on the shore of a lake so salty you couldn’t drown in it, when all your problems could be solved by a cold drink . . .

Sally had delicate tattoos on his fingers—astrological symbols. They suited him. He was one of those people who seemed like they spent much more time outdoors than in. Probably he had a motorbike. Close to, he smelled of cigarette smoke, the savage roll-up sort that murdered you if you so much as looked at the packaging. That shouldn’t have been good, but again, it suited him.

She realized she had been looking at him for too long and tried to take an interest in the stars. The crescent moon was honey-coloured tonight, tipped at an unfamiliar angle. She could never get used to that, the way the moon smiled more the closer to the equator you went.

“Hey, have you seen this?” he said, showing her his phone. Once you were fifty yards away from the site, electronics were fine.

It was a TikTok post. Priest turns to SALT!!

“You’re from England, aren’t you?” Sally added, as if that were desperately exotic and maybe she’d met King Arthur.

The video was convincing. Tallis replayed it. “That’s AI.”

“I don’t know, it’s on the BBC. They say the Vatican has sent someone to look into it.”

“The Vatican,” she said, scrunching her nose and wondering if somehow they had been transported back to the fourteenth century while she wasn’t looking.

“You don’t like them?” he said curiously.

“They’re the Taliban with better accountants.”

Sally started to laugh. “Oh, okay, cool cool cool. Next time I get some leave, I’ll go to Kabul for the tranquillity and wonderful cultural experiences, famously welcoming to all comers as they are there.”

She paused, marvelling that he had just—disagreed with her. At home, more and more, even if somebody said something you thought was mad, it was becoming normal to skate past it and then meticulously never talk to that person ever again. There were unspoken tribes at work; one half thought the other was a leftist wokey Blob, and they thought the others were crazed fascists. They all had coffee and meetings together, and never spoke about anything except nuclear decay chains and the weather. “Are we having a Whose Religious Nutbags Are Best competition?”

“No,” he said. “I’ve already won.”

How could you say to a man barely more than half your age that he was a revelation, without sounding as though you needed a restraining order? “Anyway, if someone really has turned to salt, then what’s the point of sending a priest? They should be sending people from Disease Control.”

“Ah . . . it says they’ve done that too, but it’s hard to do any tests because . . .” He narrowed his eyes at the text. “Because it’s in a place called . . . Huh-ree-od . . . water? And electricity doesn’t work there.”

“Hreodwater, Christ.” She’d been once, because her mother wasn’t just a Christian but radioactively Christian, with shelves and shelves full of pictures of Christ and the Virgin Mary wearing such saintly expressions you wanted to be sick in a bag, and Catholic tat collected from more or less every shrine you could visit. Though Hreodwater wasn’t actually far from London, it took a long time to get there. You had to do the last part on a horse and cart, much to ten-year-old Tallis’s delight. “It’s a huge Catholic shrine. It must be a publicity stunt.”

“Fun though,” said Sally. “I’d go. Why has it got a name nobody can say?” he added, with an open, unembarrassed inquisitiveness that made her like him even more than the haiku had.

Tallis blew her breath out and tried to remember. “They have their own language. Hreod means ‘reed,’ I think. It’s in the fens, so.”

“What’s a fen?”

“Waterlogged land. Imagine a very cold swamp with no interesting alligators, and the only wildlife is a duck and a disappointed ornithologist.”

She was disproportionately pleased when he exploded laughing. She couldn’t remember when anyone had laughed like that at something she’d said. The people she worked with were serious, businesslike administrators, or they were nuclear scientists. They told jokes, but the kind of jokes that involved equations.7

The timer on her phone went off. An hour already. She caught herself wishing it could have been longer.

Because of the sudden noise, Tallis hallucinated a whole flock of hummingbirds bursting up around them both. The doctor said it was unusual to hallucinate actual objects, not just shapes and lights, and now she had a little stab of epilepsy smugness. If you were going to hallucinate, you ought to do it properly. They were good hummingbirds.

“Tallis?”

“I’m good,” she said quickly, but she couldn’t help a furtive glance around, hoping for flamingos.

“Do you think we should leave them a bit?” Sally said. “If the radiation is minimal enough that it didn’t contaminate our suits, it probably won’t be showing on the films yet.”

“Mm. Good idea.” It was only five hours from London to Amman, but all at once, she was tired. Travel was strangely exhausting, even though you were mostly sitting down.

“Tell the people,” he said, holding his phone up.

“Oh, God, what?”

“For Instagram,” he said. “I run an account about radiation and what nuclear scientists and inspectors do.”

“Are you allowed to do that?”

“Sure. Actually it’s part of my remit at the ministry. There’s like a . . . transparency drive,” he said, making a face. “I don’t know why the King doesn’t put up a big neon sign above the palace that says ‘Nothing to Do with Iran—Honest.’ ”

“Iran?” Tallis said, lost.

“You know. Big authoritarian theocracy, quite near here, ambitions to become a secret nuclear power, not at all daydreaming about nuking Jerusalem, which is about ten minutes over there?” He nodded behind them, over the Sea. “In Israel, famously a little bit bomb-first-ask-questions-later, therefore very concerned that other nearby kingdoms aren’t also . . .?”

“Oh, I see. Wait. The government wants to make sure Israel knows they aren’t doing anything dodgy, so the answer is to have nuclear inspectors who are also . . . influencers?”

“Oh, yeah. They only hired me because I have ten thousand followers. I don’t even know any nuclear science. My degree’s in photography and interpretive dance.”

Tallis blinked.

He kicked her. “Oh, my God! Of course I have a PhD in nuclear physics, you absolute . . .” He trailed off into grumbly Arabic, which was more inventive at swearing than English. Then, lifting the phone again with a distinct air of revenge: “Hello everyone, I’m here at a mystery site in the desert with our special guest star, Dr Tallis Osho, an unbearable snob from the UK. Tallis, what’s going on?”

“Well, we’ve just left some dosimetry tests on a site with possible radioactive contamination,” Tallis said ruefully, “which is unusual, because usually we’d take readings with hand dosimeters—Geiger counters—and spectrometers, but this site is very strange. Anything electrical stops working once you get closer than about twenty yards away. We have to wait for them to develop now, which might take a few hours. So, here I am, marooned in the dark and working at night with your delightful host, Dr Akhbar, who—I don’t know if this shows on camera—is an irritating foetus person who I may or may not lose in the Dead Sea before the morning.”

“But don’t worry, because old ladies can do what they want, and even if they do send you to prison, it’ll be a really nice prison, with, like, a knitting club and stuff,” Sally said brightly. “More from us later when we have the test results!”

Tallis mimed punching him.

Sally cackled and set the phone down. “That was great. It took me ages to learn to speak to a camera. Do you run a channel too?”

“No, I did a music degree.” She looked above his head into the sky, because threads of light were arcing over the lake in the west, above Israel. “Hey, look, fireworks.”

He looked. “Missiles,” he said, quite gently. “A music degree?”

“I—yeah,” she said, feeling hopelessly naive about the missiles. “No stage fright.”

He paused. If he thought she was stupid, he didn’t show it. “I can’t tell if you’re lying as revenge for the interpretive dance thing.”

“I’m not, I’m not. My family are all musicians, that’s why I’m named after a composer. Thomas Tallis? I play the violin.”

“Is it here?” Sally said, as if that was much more interesting than a war going on behind him.

“What?”

“The violin.”

“It’s in the car—”

“Get it right now! How have you had a violin all this time, and we’ve just been sitting here like giant irradiated lemons? Play things!”

And that was how there came to be a social media video of Tallis playing “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” in the dark on the shore of the Dead Sea, a week before Christmas, by the light of missiles over Jerusalem, the strings singing across the lake and the desert with no one there to hear—except Sally, who was filming with his cheek resting on his hand, and smiling a strange sad smile she couldn’t read.



6 Although, nigglingly, she’d always felt that was flawed, because . . . well, the cat knew, didn’t it? Cats counted as observers. It was a little bit worrying that a pillar-thought of modern science rested on some tunnel-visioned physicists not realizing what any small child could have told them, which was that cats were crafty and this whole don’t-look-in-the-radioactive-box business was just a clever way not to be taken to the vet.



7 May the Mass Times the Acceleration be with you!
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Hreodwater, England

Avelyn was confused when Jericho took down a lamp from the wall and lit it with a silver lighter—the way was plenty bright—but of course it was only bright by salt light. Although there were lamps in the courtyard, and even a lamplighter out trimming the wicks from a long ladder, it wasn’t electric light. It was strange, seeing light in layers, but he could. The lamplight looked high and shallow, and very different to the deep strength of the salt light that glowed from the halite stonework and swam in the air.

Counterintuitively, there were trees down here. There was a kind of oak that grew by salt light. They were bright white, like birches, and now they were raining their acorns onto the path, each one pearly. They came into season around now, at Yule; Avelyn had never worked out why. He said so.

“This is the bright season,” Jericho explained. “It’s warmer, too. In summer you need a coat down here.”

Yes. The mine had its own seasons. How . . . that would have to go on the pile of things he didn’t know.

“It’s much brighter than I remember,” he said, feeling like that couldn’t be true, but sure it was. Even in winter, there hadn’t been all this salt light, not as high in the mine as An El. You could see by it then, but only like you see by a full moon. This, now . . . it was more like twilight.

“Yes, the Hreoda are saying so. It’s causing problems actually.” Jericho waved across the lake toward that towering archway that led into the working part of the mine. It shone. Just as Avelyn looked, a flare like a miniature aurora-stream flashed from inside. He’d never seen anything like that before. “I think it’s hurting people’s eyes. They’ve closed off the tourist routes now, and there’s talk about halting the mining shifts until it dies down.”

What was that—some kind of storm? If the mine could have seasons, then probably it could have weather. Couldn’t it?

“I’ve never seen that before,” said Avelyn, feeling indignant that this mine, which he knew atom by atom in some places, could do anything unexpected.

“I don’t think anyone has,” Jericho assured him. “Everyone’s talking about it.”

There was a statue in the courtyard. It was carved from black salt, so it glowed. It showed a woman with a miner’s axe. Avelyn stopped, because it might as well have come alive and punched him in the stomach. It was his grandmother.

The inscription on the plinth said in English and in Hreod:


IN MEMORIAM OF THE BROCKEN MINING CLAN. FIFTY-FOUR PEOPLE WERE KILLED IN THIS MINE ON FEBRUARY 12TH, 2018. WE COMMEND THEM TO GOD WHO IS IN HEAVEN, AND TO THE SALT KING WHO SLEEPS IN THE DEEP.



Avelyn looked at Jericho and couldn’t get the question out.

“The bodies were recovered. They were buried here,” Jericho said anyway. “A Requiem Mass was held in the chapel for each one.”

The Ordinary of the Mass, the basic texts of the Requiem Mass, was always and forever in his head not as words but music. It was something he loved about the Church. A requiem was a thing you sang. Requiem aeternam dona eis, domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis. Grant them eternal rest, Lord, and may light perpetual shine upon them. He doubted his uncles had ever heard it, but it was one of the few places where the two cultures matched up: you did not talk to your god, you sang. It clenched his throat now though, because never had there been light more eternal than in this godforsaken mine. It was a horrible joke.

And what would Jericho say, if he knew it had all been Avelyn’s fault?

“Who mines the King’s Way now?” Avelyn asked, to get off the subject. He realized he was wringing his hand around his own wrist, as if he could rub away the last of his tattoos.

“The Harkta.”

“The hauliers?” Traditionally, the Harkta clan shipped salt to the Outside. They had good English, so they tended to seem like Avelyn did now, neither Hreoda nor Outsiders, but they did know salt.

Jericho nodded, and in the most spectacular display of chivalry Avelyn had experienced in a long time, he didn’t ask if Avelyn was all right, or if coming back here was really a good idea, or if he needed to talk to someone. “They’re very nice. Sometimes they even say hello.”

“Hreoda, saying hello to someone who isn’t Hreod?” Avelyn said gratefully. “And have you contacted the relevant climate agencies about Hell freezing over?”

“I know, and I’ve only been here for ten or twelve thousand years. I think they’re going soft. Here we are.” Jericho pushed open a heavy side door.

The kitchen had no ordinary lamps. Instead, silver bowls of amber halite glowed with a warm light that danced in the steam from the ovens. Three or four people were still here despite the time, getting things ready for the morning. One of them looked around at the sound of the door, and to Avelyn’s surprise, she lit up.

“Avelyn Brocken, by the King! They said you were coming, and I never believed it. Where have you been?”

“In Rome. South in Rome,” he remembered to say, off balance.

“Southeast in Rome,” she told him, laughing like he’d come out in half-embarrassing, half-endearing baby talk. “Welcome home, brother. So it takes a man turning to salt to make you bother with us, then?”

He laughed too. He had been at school with her. She was called Fion, and she looked exactly the same as she had done when she showed him how to hammer a good edge onto a knife in the forge. “Oh, yes, sister, I’m much too important for all of you scum now.”

She hugged him and thumped his shoulder. “You prick,” she said warmly. “And you’re a witch for the nailed god now?” she added, looking at his clothes. “Is he well?”

“I think so,” he said, feeling peculiar, because he had forgotten the Hreod habit of talking about gods as if they lived next door. “And the King?”

“Well,” she said, and looked at the shrine in the corner as though the carving of the Salt King there had not been behaving.

Avelyn looked too, and had an awful lurch of loss. He liked the current pope, but working for someone interesting was not the same as serving a king. Nobody loved whoever they worked for in the Outside: that would have been unhealthy. But you could love your king. It wasn’t like other sorts of love. It wasn’t how he loved Father Li. It was blind, devoted, self-effacing love, and not a little insane. It was dangerous to feel that about anything or anyone—he could see that even while he was standing here feeling it—but it was also the purest and cleanest thing he’d ever felt. He wished he could go to that salt figure and leave an offering of silver or oak like he used to do.

He closed his hand over the crucifix on his rosary, deep in his pocket.

“We’re not sure how he is,” Fion was saying. “The miners are having trouble in the deep. The songs aren’t working. The salt light is blinding halfway up the Saint’s Way now, can you believe that? The Outsiders are getting the Blessing, whatever that is, and now that poor man Matthew—so something’s happening.” She dropped her voice as though she was trying to skirt something awful; nuclear holocaust, or the eruption of Yellowstone. “The grandmothers say he’s waking up.”

Avelyn could have asked her in great detail about any one of those things, but the practicality of actually speaking to a human meant you couldn’t ask about even one-tenth of the confusing things, because, well, it was late, you were getting hungry, and the need to have a bath and scrub off Heathrow Airport was increasingly strong, and the person you were talking to needed to get home too. It would wait till the morning.

“It’s Yule,” Avelyn said, instead of asking. He found that his eyes, traitors, were resting on the shrine again. “Maybe he’s just feeling shiny.”

Fion laughed. She really was the same: just taller and broader, with the strength of adulthood. It was hard not to stare at her. He’d never seen an adult before who he had known when they were a child. The change, and the not-change, was miraculous. “I hope so, I hope so. Anyway, you’ll be starving. We saved a tray. Do you want to eat down here with us or take it upstairs?”

“You know, I’m going to be rude and take it away,” he said, because if he ate down here, the meticulous politeness required of hosts toward guests would mean all the cooks had to stay behind as well, and it was already late. “But I’ll see you tomorrow. Will I?”

“Oh, yes.” She clapped his arm again. “Welcome home, brother.”

“Thank you, sister,” he said, and he really did feel welcome.

Fion paused, and her eyes ticked past him. “Brother . . . did you come here alone just now?”

Even with his Hreod Thinking switched on, he didn’t understand what that meant. Jericho was just behind him in the doorway, holding his lamp. He hadn’t come in—for him the kitchen would be pitch-black and he was probably hearing their voices entirely disembodied—but he was clearly there. Then Avelyn realized it was probably an indirect, polite way of asking who his friend was. Maybe she hadn’t recognised Jericho: he could imagine that they never overlapped.

“Oh, this is the dean,” Avelyn said. “We’ve just come over from the Lodge. Ah—n . . . orth at the Lodge,” he added, his internal compass squeaking as it got to work again.

“No, he’s not,” she said. “He isn’t real. You shouldn’t talk to things that aren’t real.”

Pow.

There it was.

Hreod Thinking.

He had no idea what to say. “Oh, right. Well. Night, sister.”

“Night,” she said, as though she hadn’t just said anything demented.

“All well?” Jericho said as he led the way out into the courtyard again.

“Yup,” said Avelyn, who was thinking about the grovelling apology he was going to extract from Father Li when he went home. Father Li thought that Avelyn’s dismissal of Hreod Thinking as frustrating, generally stupid, and sometimes dangerous was a sort of self-hating internalised racism. But he was going in the intellectual stocks when Avelyn got back to Rome, and Avelyn was going to be pelting him with intellectual vegetables, because while it was normal to complain that it was difficult to see your doctor, it was unhinged to claim he was imaginary.




PART II

Three days before the waking of the Salt King
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Yekaterinburg, Russia

If there was any group of people in the world who Katerina would have joyfully rounded up and shot, it was travel vloggers. In the good old days, she would probably have been allowed to do that, too. She couldn’t imagine the KGB having any patience with people like Hi I’m Vlad from Vladivostok and I’m Going to Take You on the Adventure of a LIFETIME!! Smash That Subscribe Button!!! There had probably been a special cell with a sloping floor and a drain at one end for those people. Probably using more than one exclamation mark would have been enough to get you deported to Kazakhstan.

But now you weren’t allowed to shoot people for being irritating. Now, if you were police, you had to spend a lot of time fishing vloggers out of stupid places where they weren’t meant to be, and you weren’t allowed to shoot them even a tiny bit. She’d bet anything that the police in Moscow didn’t have to deal with this nonsense. But if your city was only a hundred and fifty kilometers away from a massive nuclear facility that had been the stage for several spectacular disasters, you were flooded with the kind of people for whom a minibreak to Chernobyl was too tame.

“It’s another missing travel moron,” the dispatcher had said over the radio half an hour ago. “Actually, several travel morons.”

“If I have to drive to Lake fucking Karachay again and fish out the vomiting tourists and explain that it’s fucking radioactive, I will make them eat plutonium,” Katerina had said, teetering right on the edge of hurling her badge out of the window, sending a nice envelope of anthrax to the superintendent, and moving to Halkidiki.

“It’s much closer, don’t worry,” the dispatcher said soothingly. “It’s just the salt mine. Five lads posted something online about going down to explore three days ago and they were supposed to be there for no more than twenty hours. They’re just students,” he offered, in a tone that was only half hopeful she wouldn’t collapse the entrance of the mine and call it case closed. “Their parents have all reported them missing and one of the mothers is on the Something Committee, so the boss wants you to go straightaway.”

“Outstanding,” Katerina snarled.

So now, she was driving up to the gates. The salt mine had been abandoned years ago, and what had once been the parking lot was now just an empty, open space, ringed with barbed-wire fencing. The ground was all salt; it crunched and squeaked strangely under the tyres. She rummaged through her bag for a flashlight, and a spare battery for the flashlight, because she liked horror movies and had resolved never to be the subject of one.

She shivered as soon as she opened the car door. It was cold, even for December; even through her heavy jacket and the furry winter police hat. Above her, though, the sky was clear, and the stars were brilliant. It was really not a terrible night to be out here.

Not far away was exactly the kind of car you would expect irritating travel vloggers to have. It was an elderly Lada, in that horrifying shade of brown that used to be the only colour available: one they had clearly bought because they thought it was fun and retro, rather than what it was, which was a death trap. Her mother used to have one, and had spent a lot of time telling everyone what a marvel of engineering it was, which was technically accurate: it was marvellous to have built something that looked like a car from old stockings and scaffolding.

She shone the flashlight into the window. No, they hadn’t all conveniently died inside. Balls.

The gates of the mine had been locked together with a chain; now the chain was broken, the severed link winking bright. She nudged one of the gates open and trudged through.

“Hello?” she called into the tunnel. “Police. I’m here to . . . urgh . . . help you.”

Her voice echoed. She waited, but no second voice came back. Carefully, to keep her steps from echoing too loudly and covering over any other sound, she held the light up and went deeper into the tunnel.

The walls were incredible. They whirled kaleidoscope patterns in red and white, or blue and gold. She’d read about it somewhere; there was a mineral in the salt that made the colours. Everything was salt: the walls, the floor. The air tasted of it. She was instantly thirsty. It was warm too, not even that far from the open tunnel mouth. After about twenty metres she pulled off her hat and tucked it in her jacket pocket. After forty, she had to take off the jacket. What was making that heat? It was bizarre. Outside, it must have been minus twenty.

She called again, and again her voice echoed around and around. The tunnel branched up ahead. She swung the torchlight over the floor, looking for footprints. It was hard to see; the ground was powdery salt in some places, and in others the salt had formed in strange, alive-looking stalagmites, some small and new, others old, making pillars right up to the ceiling. All of it swirled with those incredible colours. She’d had no idea it was like this down here. Grudgingly, she felt a little bit grateful to the stupid vloggers. She would never have seen it otherwise.

Her light flickered, and at the same time, the radio in her belt made the whistling, crackly sound it did if she walked too close to the television at work.

Something in the flashlight was wrong. Something was spiking out of the little hatch that protected the battery, something white and crystalline. She dropped it, and the light went out. Pitch-black.

She snicked her lighter. The tiny light fell over the torch on the ground. It was bound up in spikes and weird arcs of . . . salt.

“What?” she said aloud, and then yelled when exactly the same thing happened to her radio with a howl of dying circuitry.

Only one thing destroyed electronics like that. To destroy them so quickly, there had to be a lot of it, too. A lot: even at Chernobyl, people had been able to use electronic devices for about fifteen minutes before they fried. How long had she been here—five minutes? Unprotected. That same fifteen minutes at Chernobyl had been enough to give all those people leukaemia. She backed away. God Almighty, what had they stored down here? It could be anything. They were only two hours away from the Mayak facility, where they made plutonium, where they had been making plutonium for seventy years, and spilling God knew what in the process—

The flame of the lighter caught on something on the left. A person.

No.

A statue about the size and shape of a person. Salt. Frozen mid-step, as though it was trying to run.

Five statues. Littered around them were salt-ruined phones and cameras, even a drone with a logo on it: MOST HAUNTED PLACES! LIKE, SUBSCRIBE, FOLLOW.

She ran back to the car. Getting out into the open and the roaring cold felt like reaching safe ground, though of course there was no way to know that. She wrenched the car door open and started the engine, almost expecting it to be dead and to open the bonnet and find spikes of salt inside, but it started, and cooperated as she skidded out of the parking lot. She pulled the car radio off its hook.

“Dispatch, this is Car Twelve at the salt mine, I—”

“That was quick,” the dispatcher said. “Any sign of them?”

“Their car is there.” She stared at the road. What was she supposed to say? “I think—I think I’ve found bodies.”
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Hreodwater, England

The tower room at An El had a view across the whole cavern and its lake. It all danced with salt light, and the salt panes of the window had their own glow that would have gone straight through curtains if you had Hreod eyes—and so they were fitted with silver shutters. Avelyn tilted them closed, and blinked when he saw the room lit only by lamplight. Completely different. Much darker. Different colours. He’d forgotten just how much he wasn’t seeing, by ordinary light. No wonder he spent all his time stumbling around Rome not recognising people he knew. He could only half see, in the same way he could only half taste.

There was silver cladding on the walls too. Just a veneer, but it was enough to block the glow of the halite masonry. It was good, of course, but . . . he couldn’t imagine many Hreoda ever stayed at the abbey. That was a mad expense to go to for no reason, and he couldn’t think of a reason why an Outsider would need a silver-clad room. He touched it, puzzled, and a mirror-Avelyn did the same thing in the reflection.

It made him jump, because he had taken out his contact lenses and his eyes had changed.

In the Outside, away from salt light, they were coin gold. That was bad enough. Here, though, adjusted to the light, they were violet.

Nope.

He pushed open the shutters, and the window for good measure.

Straightaway, a fog of warm salt light invited itself inside. He stood with his arms resting on the sill for a long time, soaking it in and feeling—distant but distinct—that wonderful certainty that someone here loved him. It sang with holy clarity.

He could see very well why people who didn’t understand the King might think something good was here.

He pushed his hands over his face. It didn’t feel like being drugged, or having your drink spiked. He would have minded less if it had. Those things were unpleasant, but at least you could feel what it was, and see the difference between your own thoughts and the drug. This was just . . . exactly like being in love. Useless longing. The wickedness of it was that he didn’t want it to stop, because the only thing worse than feeling it was not feeling it.

“Yes,” he said, quietly but aloud. “Hello again.”

As if it were an answer, his old tattoos stung so much suddenly that he had to pull his sleeves up to make sure nothing was wrong.

They were glowing.

There was salt in the ink that he hadn’t been able to see in Rome.

It was faded, the lines interrupted where the laser had burned, but although the black ink was mostly gone, the salt must have needled deeper, because the light images were still recognisable, just. On his left arm, the King was asleep, surrounded by white oaks. On the right, the King was awake, light beaming from him and the antler crown in knife-sharp rays that glowed purple and amber.

Avelyn pulled open the top half of the thirty-three buttons on his soutane. Those ray-lines cut right across him. There would be more on his back. He hadn’t burned those ones off—it would have taken too long, and it was painful, and there was no point, since no one but him ever saw them—and they were shining now. He could have read a book by their light alone.

He should have been horrified. Instead, it was relief that crashed through him. He sank down on the edge of the bed, crossed his arms over his chest, and bent forward over them. Not gone. Still with him, after all those silent years.

The ras flared. Something unknowably mighty stirred, so great that it couldn’t touch him much without blasting his soul to smoke, but something like a wingtip brushed him, and although there were no words, a meaning dropped into his mind like a feather. Gladness and love and welcome home.

Jericho would probably have said he was tired and churned up from coming back here after so long, but none of it came from inside his own head. It was the difference between tapping his own shoulder and feeling other hands slip under his shirt and then trace down his ribs.

His whole body reacted as though that was exactly what had happened. Suddenly he was too hot, and there was a horrifying, lovely ache in the cradle of his hips, and his lungs seized up.

He heard laypeople talk all the time in confession about how lust was wrong, for sure, but it was nice too. It was a great professional strain not to snarl that frankly it was a nasty piece of entitled decadence not to recognise the evil in the feeling. All those pathetic men who said, Oh, I just couldn’t help myself, I lost control: you bloody well learned control if you didn’t live in a culture that winked and patted you on the head for grabbing at waitresses. No: it was a fever you had to burn through and wait out, knowing you would be calmer on the other side.

Even knowing that, he didn’t want it to stop. He let it go on for far too long before shame elbowed its way through everything else, and he got together the will to turn the shower to freezing cold and sit under it.

He didn’t sleep. He was afraid to let go of the waking world because of what he might find in the dreaming one. In the end, as the bells tolled six, he got up, thinking he might as well trudge down to the chapel and hear Lauds or Mass or whatever they were doing next.

The chapel was more the size of what most people would call a cathedral, dominating the south side of the courtyard with its soaring round arches. He was surprised to see that under the salt light there was candlelight inside too, shimmering colours onto the ground through the stained windows. Someone was up and lighting those. He had an unreasonable wash of relief. Usually he didn’t mind being by himself; he liked his own brain, and it was good company most of the time, but it wasn’t behaving itself and he wanted someone to tune it against. He slipped through the long cloister and inside.

The whole abbey glowed with salt light, but inside the chapel, it was something else. Halite crystal had been inlaid into the walls in tiny mosaic squares. The walls, the columns, the roof, it was all alight. Up at the ceiling, they had used the salt that shone brightest, different tones of white and gold, so that it looked like sunlight. Down closer to the ground were illusion archways and pillars. It made the chapel look four times the real size, stretching into the distance. Up behind the altar was the famous window: Saint Hildegard wrestling the Salt King. Anyone would be able to see that part, but what only Hreoda could see was that the figure of the King—just a man with wings in the ordinary image, an angel—was much stranger than a man in the salt light. By salt light, the shape of him was unstable, only just a man, the rays coming off him warping into wheels and writhing shapes that suggested faces, wings, eyes, surrounded by fire.

Avelyn almost fell over. The optical illusion was phenomenal. If he concentrated, he could see what was a column and what was an image in the salt mosaics, and that there wasn’t a real sky above them, but . . .

Someone was singing.

The song echoed bell-clear in a language he didn’t know. At first he thought that it was a recording, taken by one of those incredible soloists at a Cambridge college, but then his mind caught up. It couldn’t be a recording.

He stepped slowly towards the nave, not wanting to interrupt, but very much wanting to listen. The song was lifting and falling, effortless. He hadn’t heard anyone sing like that in a decade of Vatican choirs.

It was Jericho.

He was sweeping the floor by the light of an iron tower of candles. More than ever, he looked like a painting—like a prince sold into slavery until he could be rescued by a passing knight, or a saint sworn to poverty and work that began before the dawn. Avelyn watched him, hypnotised. He had only ever heard one person sing like that before, and hearing it again brought on the same alloy of shame and longing as the ras.

He knocked on the back of a pew for want of a door. Jericho turned around.

“Avelyn.” He sounded pleased, but surprised. “Is everything all right?”

“Italian time is ahead,” Avelyn said, which felt like a lie though it wasn’t. “Can I help?”

Jericho seemed to see that this was one of those rare instances where not only was the offer real, but Avelyn urgently needed something practical to do. “Yes please. There’s another brush there. It’s the salt, it forms overnight now.”

He was right. All across the floor, the pews, everything, the salt sparkled just like it did further down the mine on the pit faces, where the children spent hours cleaning it off tools every day. Avelyn had spent a whole chunk of his life doing that. It was called salt tarnishing. If you left something in the mine for longer than about a fortnight, the salt ate it, and you wouldn’t make much of a dent even with the best chisels. His uncles used to maintain a Mobile of Shame in the King’s Way: it was made of cups and toys and kit engulfed in salt after people had forgotten about them for too long, all hung up on wires.

At the far end of the chapel was a bank of statues, at least eighty saints, all in rows of alcoves in the wall, five or six high. Salt was forming across all of them. The whole chapel looked as though the winter had come for a look around.

Where Avelyn had come in, he had left sharp boot prints in it.

“What was that song?” he asked. The brush was the old kind, willow sticks bound to a shaft with twine.

“Oh, I learned it when I was young. I love it, but I never hear it anymore unless I sing it, so.”

“You can really sing,” Avelyn said. That didn’t come close to describing what Jericho could do, but if he’d tried to be more accurate, he would have sounded like he was flirting again.

“Thanks.” Jericho was giving him a long scrutiny. Avelyn wasn’t sure he had met anyone who could look at you for so long without glancing away. It was at odds with Jericho’s quicksilver good nature. Usually people like him were skittish. Avelyn wondered how that had happened. More weaselling for later. “Are you sure everything’s all right?”

Avelyn nodded, meaning to say yes, but Jericho was so open that it was easier to talk to him that way too. “A bit disturbed, honestly. It’s a kind of running joke with Father Li that I can’t feel God. It helps to in holy orders, you know? Everyone says you go to Mass, and you feel loved. You get these irritating new seminarians who say that normal love is like McDonald’s but God’s love is like steak.”

“Are they—sorry to make appalling allegations against the institution you’ve given your life to, but are they American?” Jericho said.

“They are.” Avelyn laughed at a lag, enjoying how much Jericho had trusted him with that joke. If you said “appalling allegations” to someone in the Church, you generally meant something else. That was sharp humour for a man who lost fights with snails. He suspected there was a lot more to Jericho than universal goodwill. “But . . . I never could. Here, though, there’s the ras. You know, the grace? It feels like everyone says I should feel in church.”

“Isn’t that good?” Jericho asked, sweeping again, as if nothing Avelyn could say could possibly be disturbing enough to pause. That was nice of him.

“No, because it’s not God. It’s the Salt King,” Avelyn said.

Jericho’s black eyes and their stars caught on him again, though the brush didn’t stop. “Don’t you like him?”

It was Avelyn’s experience that the less afraid someone was of simple questions, the cleverer they usually were. It was how Avelyn wanted to be but wasn’t quite yet.

“That’s the problem. I do.”

Jericho stopped sweeping.

Avelyn held up his rosary. “No other god but me,” he said, even though he had never even hinted at any of this aloud before. He didn’t know why he was doing it now, except that Jericho had asked. Nobody had asked him before—or, not in a way that would be neutral no matter his reply. “It’s like being married to one person and in love with someone else. He’s pleased I’m back. The King, I mean. It’s so lovely. And it’s terrible, because he isn’t a god. There’s only one thing that pretends to be that. Underground. Killing priests.” He lifted his eyes, expecting Jericho to snort, and ready to say, Look: any Catholic who does not believe in demons is a heretic. It’s in the Catechism; there’s a whole section about the fall of the angels.

Jericho was leaning against the broom. He didn’t look impatient, or scornful—just as though he was thinking. “Could I show you something?” he asked.

“What?”

Jericho led him up the steps to the pulpit. It was quite high, and bathed in a glittering beam of coloured salt light from the window of Saint Hildegard and the King, which painted spilled-petrol rainbows through Jericho’s hair. Like sunlight, it was warmer than the air around it.

“What are we doing?” Avelyn asked as Jericho steered him to the rail.

Jericho pointed across the floor. “Look at the salt. Look at what we were sweeping away.”

Avelyn looked, didn’t see anything interesting, then did.

Across the whole further half of the floor, the salt had formed patterns. But not like frost. It had made an image. It was eels: the way you saw them if you looked through the reflections on the lake, coiling and busy with secret eel things. He could even see the salt-traced reflections of An El and its lights.

And very, very slowly, as new salt formed, barely faster than the unfurling of a fern, it was all moving.

“How . . .?”

Jericho smiled a sad kind of smile. “No idea. The salt makes these images everywhere. All sorts of things: real, not real, dreamy, nightmarish. There are books of them, tourists buy them. Usually it would take weeks for anything this clear to come through, but they’re forming overnight now, and this is what’s been coming up a lot lately. Can you see the reflection?”

“Of the abbey?”

“Of the boy.” He pointed to the left.

Yes. A boy, a teenager, knelt at the lake’s edge, staring into the water with a dead numbness that said something horrible had just happened to him. Even though the eels moved, the boy was still. He looked like he was thinking about drowning.

Avelyn took his hands off the rail. “That’s me,” he heard his own voice say, not in control of it.

“Yes. It’s been doing that all week. Since Matthew died. The Hreoda say the salt shows the King’s dreams.”

Down in the deep, the King sleeps . . . and dreams.

Avelyn hadn’t known that you could feel joy and fear at the same time. Simultaneously, he had an electric happiness—and the lurch he imagined a detective might suffer if she searched a ruined house, opened a closet door, and found a shrine to herself, full of pictures of her with the eyes burnt out.

“He knew I was coming,” Avelyn said at last.

“I didn’t show you to scare you. I showed you because . . . Look at it. That isn’t how you dream about someone you want to hurt. I think he’s worried about you.”

Avelyn nearly laughed. “How would you know? That could show a horrifying murder, and you’d think it was just an omen of change. For the better. And unicorns.”

“Hang on, you only met me a few hours ago—”

“Yes, losing a fight with a snail,” said Avelyn.

“Fair enough,” Jericho admitted, with a little bow of his head. “I’m sorry. Are you frightened?”

“No.” He paused, and then sighed. “My first ministry was at a prison. High security. I met this man once; his father was a serial killer and he used to help with the bodies, even though all the bodies looked a lot like him. I said, ‘Probably you should not do that,’ and he said, ‘I know, but I love my dad.’ He was eventually . . . serial-killed. I’m worried this is that.” He lifted his eyes, suddenly aware that that was the most he had spoken about anything more personal than the letters of Pliny to Emperor Trajan8 for a long time.

“I don’t think so,” Jericho said. “And I understand why you say that what’s here must be a demon, but—well, you’re the expert here, so you have to tell me if I’m wrong—but whatever is here doesn’t seem like it means anyone any harm. It hasn’t for a thousand years, until last week. What if it isn’t evil or good? What if it’s just—itself, like a tree or a cat?”

Avelyn smiled halfway. How lovely it would be, to see the world like that. No good, no evil. It would all look so still, and pristine; bleak, but like new-fallen snow. “The ras doesn’t feel like anything good to me.” He had to rest his eyes on the floor, and felt his contact lenses catch slightly. They were drier than they should have been in this salt air, but he’d sit in his room and die before he went anywhere without them.

“Really?” Jericho said, puzzled. “Most people like it.”

Avelyn had hoped Jericho would understand straightaway what he meant, but that, he realized, was making the mistake of assuming that Jericho had ever had an impure thought. Avelyn was more and more convinced he hadn’t. Probably Jericho thought that pornography was to do with drawing prawns. “I don’t think they would if they had to get into a cold shower.”

“Oh. Are you sure that isn’t by accident though?”

Avelyn laughed. “It’s nice to give things the benefit of the doubt, but after a point you start sounding a lot like the cardinals who said, ‘I’m sure it’s all fine, they’re all terribly good chaps, really.’”

Jericho took a whole step away from him. “I didn’t mean—”

“No, I know,” Avelyn said, feeling bad, because that had been like bringing a gun to a pillow fight. “But just because something is senselessly horrible doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” He scanned the salt again, and had that same shiver of joy and dread. “The Salt King is not an accident, or a tree. Only a thing with a mind can dream. Give the Devil his due.”

Jericho looked as though he wanted to argue more, but the bells tolled the half hour and then kept tolling to call people in for Mass. Before long, streams of clergy carrying lanterns filed in. They were from many orders—Franciscan friars like Matthew in the brown habit, Dominicans in black and white, Carmelite nuns in black as austere as the Jesuits, sisters from open orders in blue and white—but they all carried lamps, and they all sang the way in. Latin. Avelyn felt his own shoulders ease. It was so good to have a whole language that was entirely clean, one reserved for holy things.

All through the congregation, there were at least ten or twelve people who stood out much more than the others. They had a salt light halo. It surrounded them, as though they were attracting it. On some it was faint; on some it blazed.



8 A little bit famous because Pliny, the Roman governor of a province towards the end of the first century C.E., had asked what he should do about these bizarre Christians who wouldn’t sacrifice to the proper gods, and were making people worry that the gods would be angry and start a smiting rampage. Trajan had said it was fine as long as they promised not to be so annoying again; the subtext was that it didn’t matter because there were only ten of them anyway and the whole thing was unlikely to catch on, given that this son-of-god-rising-from-the-dead business was clearly just a peculiar regional version of Dionysus.
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It was a disrespectful thing to do, but Avelyn was too curious not to: he stood in front of the altar and took a picture with the silver-clad camera of the whole congregation. People frowned at him and made Stop that motions, and he bowed his head to apologise, but even as the camera rolled out the picture, it was developed enough to see that the halos were showing up. He caught up with Jericho, wanting to show him.

“Jericho, who’s that lady?” he began, about the closest person with the halo. She was a Carmelite nun who had just sat down at the end of a row, the salt light around her writhing in beautiful half-colours. Avelyn’s fingers itched to take another photograph, but people were still peering at him disapprovingly and he didn’t want to be crucified so early in the morning.

“That’s Sister Annunciata. I have to take her back to her room after the service, she’s blind.” Avelyn was going to ask if they could sit with her, but Jericho got there first. “I, er . . . speaking of whom, I’m hoping you’re available as an Emotional Support Jesuit?”

“I am?” Avelyn said, glad Jericho wasn’t annoyed with him for arguing earlier. He put the photograph in his pocket. “What for?”

Jericho looked anxious. “She’s Irish and terrifying. You need to help me. And—by help, I mean protect.”

“She can’t be that bad,” Avelyn said, studying the nun, who was an inoffensive-seeming person in her fifties or so. Jericho was right, nuns were terrifying—for sure they went to special classes—but they didn’t usually take aim at sweet doctors who looked after you at six in the morning and tried to convince you that your demon was probably quite nice really.

That halo . . . she looked like a holy visitation.

God is there too, Father Li had said.

“No,” Jericho said strainedly. “Of course not.”

In some holy orders, you took a new name upon entry. It wasn’t just whatever you liked, though. It came from a long process of discernment9 and prayer, and you had to go with what came to you after that. This was brilliant if you discerned that you were something devastatingly cool like Annunciata or Malachi, but Avelyn had always been glad that you didn’t have to change your name to be a Jesuit, because he had a deep-down worry that he’d discern he was a spiritual Gavin.

As soon as they sat down with her, Sister Annunciata was immediately and obviously the sort of person who went on long hikes to go wild swimming in some punishing loch where she would defeat any monsters who tried to interrupt, and then wrote lovely nature poetry about it.

“Morning! Oh, God, that was manic,” she said, moving her cane so they could sit down. “How are you? I don’t know why you come to Mass, Jericho, do you just not sleep?”

“I like the singing,” Jericho said. “And this is Avelyn, he’s just come from Rome.”

“Hello,” offered Avelyn. Her cane had a Ping-Pong ball on the end, with a little fluffy tail pinned to it so it looked like a scurrying animal whenever she moved it. He decided she was a good person. Jericho was just easily startled.

“Oh,” she said, sounding intrigued. They were all speaking low, under the song. The congregation was big enough that it didn’t matter. “From Rome. Will you be here to look into what happened to Matthew?”

“That’s right,” he said. “Nice to meet you.”

“What’s that accent? I’m usually good at accents. Say something else, I want to guess.”

“In the beginning,” said Avelyn, deciding he would bake her a cake if she could guess, because nobody ever could; a Hreod accent sounded as though it was wandering across all the chilly bits of Europe. “God made the heavens and the earth. But that earth was void and empty, and darkness was over the face of the deep.” He always wanted to say “darknesses,” because in Hreod you could have lots of little darks, just like in English you could have lots of little lights.

She guessed Danish first, then Scottish, then German.

“An hekwos, weyktis Deigom neve a ekmtom,” he said, to give her a clue, in the same rhythm so that she would know he was just repeating that first line of Genesis. “A va ekmtom gan hruth . . .”

“That’s Hreod! You’re Hreod!”

“Points, all the points,” Avelyn said, pleased that she was pleased. Then he paused, because Jericho had been making throat-cutting motions, and now he’d put his hand over his face.

“You and I are going to have breakfast together later,” Annunciata told him. “I have things to ask you. I’m a linguist. I’ve been writing about Hreod for years.”

“For what sin?” said Avelyn.10

“What are you talking about? It’s gorgeous. Anyway, I’m only here for another week, so don’t be too funny or nice, or I’ll be even sadder when I have to go. Only your blandest and most boring stories, all right? Nothing about the time you were on missionary work in the Congo and almost eaten by zebras.”

“What are you called, if you’re from Congo?” Jericho said distantly, not in the way of someone who expected to be listened to. “Is it Congo . . . nese? No. It can’t be. That sounds like tennis elbow.”

“What did I just say?” Annunciata said to him.

Jericho looked frightened. “Sorry?”

“This is what I’ve been dealing with this whole month,” she said to Avelyn. “Will he make an effort? Will he sod. Jericho, do I really have to go home on Wednesday? I can’t pay a squillion pounds and stay?”

Avelyn realized something odd then. It was that the salt light particles were behaving differently around each of them.

They brushed off him, as always.

Annunciata they loved, with that halo. The light motes were powering towards her, passing straight through her veil. They must have been clinging to her hair, because they were glowing through the fabric.

That was peculiar enough, but something else was happening too. Those same particles of salt light hated Jericho. He had a clear aura of darkness; the salt light wouldn’t get nearer than about three inches. Then it ricocheted away. Sitting side by side, Jericho and Annunciata were making the light behave as though it were made of minuscule iron filings dropped between the two poles of a magnet, one positive, one powerfully negative.

“You do,” Jericho was saying, “I’m sorry.”

Aware he looked odd, Avelyn rubbed his own sleeve to see if he could move the particles. They went through the fabric, but he could brush them off his arm. He could see he wouldn’t be able to brush them off Annunciata. The light was under her skin. He wondered suddenly if she knew. No, of course she didn’t. None of them would, the people with this halo. Unless they happened to take an awkward selfie with a silver-clad camera, and even then, it would probably come out on film looking like a lens flare.

“Do you suppose anyone’s ever, you know, run off into the mine and lived there secretly, predating on kitchen leftovers and stolen marmalade?” Annunciata asked. When she moved her head, the salt light halo moved with her. It was mesmerising.

“We have a large population of feral nuns living in the mine, yes,” Jericho said, with every sign of seriousness, “but we try not to talk about it because we don’t want people to put it in the reviews.”

“Hmm, I see, I see,” she said.

Jericho folded his arms, plainly feeling the cold, and no wonder, because the mine wasn’t warm: the salt light was warm. Jericho must have been moving around in his own pocket of coldness. He had a purple jumper on now, and since they had sat down, he had shrugged into a heavy herringbone coat with moss-coloured velvet on the inside of the collar.

Avelyn held one hand out to that dark aura around Jericho, and stopped when he felt it. Yes. About three inches away from him, the air was freezing. Jericho saw him do it and gave him a questioning glance with half a smile in it, because Avelyn looked as though he’d been caught out just before a stealth-poke.

“Sorry,” Avelyn said. “Salt light. It’s . . . ignore me.”

This was why Jericho had seemed like he was in deeper shadow than he should have been last night.

Bizarre.



9 A Church term to which Avelyn was anaphylactically allergic. It meant thinking, but implied it was much more important thinking than your common, silly thinking done by laypeople. Father Li protested that it just meant specifically religious thinking, and it was nice to have a word for that, but Avelyn’s position was that if you felt the need to dress up your thinking in Latin to make it sound fancy, you were not having any worthwhile thoughts.



10 He suspected that at conventions of famously difficult languages, like Navajo and Xhosa, the ones that made Mandarin and English look like baby talk, Hreod breezed in wearing a T-shirt that said HOLD MY BEER. It had one hundred and ten words for the. Its poetic register had eight tones. The grammar of the way you prayed to the King, meanwhile, was different in summer and in winter. Generations of scholars had cried themselves to sleep over it.
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The Dead Sea, Jordan

The sun was rising. It threw gold and a cold, pale pink across the salt formations on the seashore. Where other seas would have left their tidemarks in the sand, this one left it on the salt, each layer a slightly different colour, patterns grading down under the water. There were no clouds, and on the ground, the morning cool had a high, clear quality that felt to Tallis like the striking of a silver bell.

They had both fallen asleep on the tent groundsheet with Sally’s phone propped up between them, because they had been watching something on Netflix. Tallis woke up first. Sally was still curled up under his jacket, facing her, the new light showing the brown in his hair where he’d been out in the sun. She looked down at him for a long time, longer than she ever would have if he had been awake. Broad, strong men always looked immovable to her, and something in the back of her head was always aware she should give them room in case they did anything sudden—but lying down like this, he looked lighter than that, light enough for someone to have picked him up and dropped him there.

She wanted to touch his ribs and feel him breathe. She didn’t do that. She crawled out of the tent, pushed the heels of her hands into her eyes until she saw stars, then called, “Akhbar! Wake up!”

“I’m awake,” he said, obviously lying. He came out too, and gave the sun a resentful squint. She hadn’t seen yesterday in the dark, but he had green eyes, an amazing sea green. He pulled a cigarette from his jacket pocket, a roll-up with the paper twisted up at the end like a candlewick. “Ugh. Have you seen my lighter?”

“I thought self-harm was haram for Muslims? Doesn’t the cancer stick count?” said Tallis, to hide how homely the tobacco smelled.

“I know,” he said sorrowfully, and lit the cigarette when he unearthed the lighter, which was a terrible acid green. “I never said I was a good Muslim, though. I bet you’re a live-in-the-gym-with-a-vegetable-smoothie person. Aren’t you?”

“Fully yes,” she said. “I’ve probably only got about fifteen minutes left before I hit menopause and I’ll be buggered if I’m going to turn into a tiny bedbound old lady with sticks for arms. Weights and vegetables is the only way.”

“Gross,” he said, poking her. Then, with a wicked light in his eyes that made him look like a tousled devil, “Candy for breakfast?” He held out a chocolate bar.

“Yeah, go on,” she said, to see if she could make him laugh.

He did, and it was a fantastic husky smoker’s laugh with a boyish break in the middle.

It was easy to think, If only I were twenty years younger, but that wouldn’t have worked; Tallis hadn’t been baked yet twenty years ago. She would have been shy of someone like Sally then, or even frightened. I do everything too late, she thought suddenly; I graduated too late, I grew up too late, I understood humans too late. By the time she was ready for the Sallys of the world, her chance with them was long gone.

When she next blinked, there was a soft mist over everything. It wasn’t really there, but it looked convincing. Well done, brain.

“You look sad,” Sally said.

“Ah? Don’t be stupid.”

“I’m never stupid,” he told her, serene.

It felt even hotter down in the sinkhole this time, and the hazmat suit was suffocating. They collected all the film tests, painfully slow because it took so long to navigate through those vicious spikes and their thorns. After a while, Tallis realized there was grit all over her gloves, though she was sure she’d been careful to keep them clean; it was rubbing off on the film dosimeters. She brushed them off, annoyed with herself, but then paused. The more she brushed, the more grit there was. No; not grit. Salt. She held her hand up close to her visor.

The folds of her sleeves were covered in a fine layer of salt too. It was everywhere.

“Sally,” she said, and showed him. “Where’s all the salt coming from? It’s not windy.”

“I don’t know, it—”

Something fell out of the air and thumped between them. They both looked down. They had to do it exaggeratedly because of the suits, and to anyone watching it would have looked comical.

On the ground was a little lump of red rock, smaller than fist-sized, oddly round.

“Is that—some kind of hail?” Tallis hazarded, thinking that it sounded stupid even as she was saying it.

Sally picked it up. The red was translucent: crystal, not rock. “I don’t think so. It’s warm.”

They both looked up. The sky was empty and mauve.

Maybe someone was throwing rocks. She had been thinking so much about radioactivity that she hadn’t considered how exposed they were down here. People didn’t always like government agencies sending hazmat-suited inspectors to poke around. Not unreasonably, they worried you were doing something sinister.

“Better get back up,” Sally said.

Back at ground level, one of the cars was missing a wing mirror. It had been smashed, and Tallis swung around, looking for someone sullen with a hammer, but when Sally knelt to look at the mirror where it lay on the salty ground, he stood up with another of those rounded red crystals. There were a couple more here and there on the ground, not close enough to the cars to have been aimed at them.

“Maybe they really did just fall out of the sky,” Sally said, pulling off his hazmat suit.

The air felt cold when Tallis took her mask off. She tugged on the jumper she’d worn on the plane, wondering for at least the twelfth time what in God’s name accounted for that temperature differential between ground level and sinkhole.

Sally ducked into the tent to start developing the tests. She waited in her hire car with the door open, reading her emails, and the news, and then opened her social media for some mindless scrolling in case any kittens had done anything especially funny.

She had scooped up almost five hundred new followers overnight.

It was Sally’s video of “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel”; it had nine thousand likes. She blinked. She had never been that popular. There was even a little note from the Jordanian ministry, clearly from someone who wanted to cause maximum embarrassment: Romance on a nuclear inspection!!! They had even put on a winky face, the psychopath. She messaged back that there was nothing going on, thank you, and there was no need for anyone to call child protective services.

The next autoplay after that was a viral thread from a monastery in Tibet. It showed some tiny children with shaved hair playing with silver coins. Yuan coins didn’t have heads and tails but flowers and numbers, and every time the boys flicked the coins, they landed on flowers. The more it happened, the more the little boys laughed and laughed.

There was an answering thread of other people who were doing it too. Some teenagers somewhere called Wieliczka in Poland; a lady in Salt Lake City; a handsome man on the back of a motorbike in Khewra in Pakistan. The coins always landed the same way, time after time. All the videos were full of captions promising the coins weren’t weighted, and it wasn’t fake.

Feeling silly, Tallis took a dinar out of her pocket and flicked it. Heads. Heads . . . heads . . . heads. Feeling even sillier, she filmed herself doing it, almost sure that it wouldn’t work on camera, but it did. Heads ten times in a row.

Hmm.

When she was about to post the video, the app asked if she wanted to tag it like other similar videos with #CrazySaltLuck.

Salt.

Wasn’t Khewra the big salt mine in the Himalayas?

After some online searching, she found that it was. Wieliczka was an ancient salt mine in Poland.

No doubt because the algorithm thought she was now fascinated by that Tibetan monastery, a news notification flashed up and informed her that a young disabled monk there, hit by a car in front of a railway station when he was little, had been miraculously cured.

The monastery was at a place called Lancang.

It was a famous salt mine.

What?

“Oh, fuck!”

She jolted upright and almost fell, because suddenly the ground was littered with dozens and dozens of broken xylophones, swore when she dropped her phone and the camera-shutter noise reported that it had just taken a picture of her shoes, plunged through the imaginary xylophones—Why, why xylophones, why do I never hallucinate anything sensible?—which then disappeared apologetically, and reached the tent just as Sally lunged out of it.

She put her hands out instinctively but then clenched them and took them back again before she could touch his arms.

“Sorry! Sorry,” he said, but he looked shaken. “There’s—I need you to look at something.”

She followed him into the tent, where he had set out developer trays and pegged up the pictures on a string overhead. It smelled densely of chemicals. She had to wait for her eyes to adjust. It was dark inside: he’d put up an extra shroud of canvas to keep the sunlight out. He had a red lamp on, and it traced insufficient light over him, the developer trays, and a strange, concertina device like an upside-down camera obscura.

He turned on a proper lamp.

“So,” he said, then swallowed and started again. “So, something odd is showing up on the tests. The plastic sections are whited out—like they were exposed to sunlight.”

“No, they were sealed—”

“I know, I know, but look . . .”

He showed her some of the developed pictures, which he’d enlarged. On all of them, on the left side—the place that on the film dosimeter had been covered over with copper and plastic—the pictures were pure, bright white. On the right—the side that had been covered by the aluminium—there was some kind of fog, but not evenly spread across the frames. It sat in irregular wisps and bands.

And, incredibly, it silhouetted those vast metal spikes spearing through the ground, and their thorns, all pin sharp.

“That’s . . . not radioactivity,” she said.

“No,” he said. “But look what happens to the ones that were closer to that gate.” He handed her another. The left-hand side was blasted white, like the others, but on the right, where the film had been covered by the aluminium again, the light was brighter, the shapes of the spikes even starker. And another one; brighter again.

“What about the one I put on the gate?” she said, with something molten starting to flux in her chest.

“Yes,” he said tightly. “Yes, exactly.” He hesitated though, then picked up an image he’d left face down on the table.

Again, the left side was just white.

On the right, where the aluminium had been—there was a person.

Or something like a person. It was a whirl of brilliant light, and within that whirl were arms, faces, wings, horns, round streams like wheels, the furl of what might have been fabric, a chaos of many things all in the same space, but . . . slightly blurred. It had moved.

Tallis stood holding the picture. She had pinned the test on that door. Whatever this thing was, it had been right in front of her, just on the other side of the wood.

“Is there any way we could have accidentally exposed this one to . . . or overlaid another image on . . .?”

Wordless, Sally handed her the other pictures that had faced the same way.

The thing was on all of them.

“All right. Let’s get these emailed to both our agencies,” Tallis said, very carefully. “And then I think we should leave.”
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Hreodwater, England

From the gateway into the working part of the mine, the salt light flared and shone the image of Saint Hildegard and the King down across the congregation. It was uncanny to know nobody else could see it. All anyone else knew was that the candlelit darkness was a little bit warmer. As the salt light rippled, so did the image of the King: he was all whirling half shapes, wings, horns, faces, wheels, eyes.

Typical, Avelyn thought grumpily. When Hildegard had built the abbey, she must have known that the Hreoda were saying she had fought the Salt King, and by way of making sure that the annoying paganism didn’t get out of hand, she’d mixed that story thoroughly with the Book of Ezekiel and said, No, no, honest, they think the Salt King is some spirit of the fen but really he’s an angel, ta-dah. That was how you did missionary work in those days. You used Christianity like a red sock in a white wash. Launder it together with other faiths, and everything turns pink before long.

He surfaced when he realized he’d just heard his own name from the priest leading the Mass.

“And finally, let us welcome Father Avelyn Brocken, who has come to us from Rome to begin the process of verifying the miracles here for the Holy See.”

To Avelyn’s surprise, there was a little cheer. That was unusual for an early morning Mass where most people were still wearing pyjamas under their clericals.

The priest smiled encouragingly, in that particular way older people tended to do with Avelyn’s generation; the way that said, I know you were probably raised on a smartphone and now you have overpowering anxiety and ADHD but you really must learn to function in the real world and I’m about to make you do just that in a super-supportive and definitely not impatiently aggressive way. “Father Brocken, would you like to say a little something?”

Avelyn stood up, tickled in advance. “Well, that wasn’t how people normally react to the sudden appearance of a Jesuit, was it,” he said, and a little run of laughter went around. “Thanks. Right, as many of you will probably know, my job here is not to disprove what’s happened: we’re well past that now. The task is to find out whether these occurrences are miraculous, or just supernatural. That means I’ll be talking to all of you, starting with those who have experienced some kind of cure, and those of you coming to the end of your stay here. It’s not going to be scary; all I’m after is what you think and how you feel about it all. I’m supposed to tell you that nothing you say is going to be wrong, but that is of course a lie: if you do say anything disparaging about the Welsh rugby team, you will be immediately punished.”

“Yes, bach!” someone at back called.

Avelyn laughed. “Thanks, everyone.”

The priest looked disgruntled, remembered to thank him, and took over again for the final prayers.

“Did you prepare that in advance?” Annunciata whispered to him.

“No?” said Avelyn, distracted, because someone was eating behind him and he was suffering the urgent need to scream and set them on fire.

“Jesuits are scary.”

“You’re scary,” he said.

“Ssh,” the man behind them hissed.

Avelyn broke. “Ssh yourself. What kind of sociopath eats a peach during Mass anyway?”

The man scowled at him but put the peach awkwardly in his pocket.

On Avelyn’s other side, Jericho put one hand over his mouth, but not in time to cover up how he was smiling.

The priest was praying for the usual things; peace in the Middle East, good health for the afflicted.

Avelyn watched everyone. The people who seemed most ill were sitting at the front, and there was a raptness to them—to the whole congregation—that he almost never saw. The salt light from the great window scattered colours across them.

He waited for the priest to mention Matthew, but he didn’t. That was a significant thing to leave out, but nobody else seemed surprised. The priest moved straight on to the Eucharist. Avelyn shot a puzzled look at Jericho. A man had died here: there should have been prayers for weeks. Jericho shook his head slightly, like someone witnessing a bad verdict in a courtroom. Avelyn opened his hands, a little mime: Why?

“A lot of people think Matthew must have done something wrong,” Jericho whispered, leaning closer. So near to him, Avelyn could feel how cold the mine was without the salt light. “Sin, something, a misuse of his cure; and the salt was judgement. There haven’t been any prayers.”

“Great,” Avelyn muttered.

The salt light glowed around the bread and the chalice. “This is my body,” the priest intoned, in the singsong way an awful lot of priests fell into when they had said Mass too often, “and this is the chalice of my blood . . .”

Jericho gave it an uneasy look. Avelyn understood. If you weren’t a Catholic, it all looked like so much cannibalism. Avelyn caught his eye to say it was all right to ask if he wanted to.

“Is it really true it isn’t symbolic?” Jericho asked him. “People—genuinely believe it’s actually transforming into flesh and blood?”

“We do,” said Avelyn. “The substance changes, the accidents are the same.” He winced. If you weren’t careful with a theology degree, you ended up quoting Saint Thomas Aquinas and Aristotle to innocent passersby. He kept catching himself doing it. “It looks like bread, it’s still made of flour and water, but it is God. The breadness has gone and been replaced by Godness.” He thought some more, trying to find a way to it that would make sense if you were outside the faith. “It just means . . . things can be two things,” he said at last.

“Oh, so like trans people,” Jericho said, sounding relieved.

“Sorry?”

“Like, you can have the physical attributes of a woman but really you’re a man. Accidents: ovaries, oestrogen. Substance: man. It’s the same idea, isn’t it? Things can be two things?”

Avelyn watched him for a second, almost angry, before he realized that Jericho meant it genuinely and that in fact, Jericho probably didn’t understand the idea of being anything but genuine. “Y . . . es, though my thing is a holy sacrament and your thing is a mental illness.”

Jericho gave him a look that Avelyn just had time to be concerned about: it was full of quiet merriment. “In the image of God he created them, male and female he created them.”

“Exactly?”

“Why does that have to mean two separate things and not that we all have both inside us?”

Avelyn blinked. “Sorry, are you . . .?”

“I,” said Jericho cheerfully, “am not going to tell you.”

“No. No!” Avelyn only felt the full diabolical genius of it in stages. “You bastard! This is anti-weaselling protocol, isn’t it? That isn’t fair! Why would you lay cruel and unusual weasel traps? Just tell me things about yourself like a normal person! You don’t need to be all cool and mysterious, you need to be nice to weasels!”

“Weasels? What?” said Jericho, the very picture of mildness. “Anyway, hadn’t you better go up?” he added, about Communion.

“I can’t,” said Avelyn.

“How come?”

Avelyn inclined his head, not wanting to say it aloud again and hoping that Jericho knew that lust was a mortal sin, and that you shouldn’t take Communion in a state of mortal sin any more than you should go home to your partner covered in the gore of your latest victims. If you had to murder someone, then you did, but you didn’t have to get it all over the carpets.

“This is a challenging faith, isn’t it.” Jericho sighed.

“When you say ‘challenging,’ do you mean ‘stupid’?”

“No,” Jericho said quickly.

“Will one of you be taking me up to the altar, or will you be flirting some more?” said Annunciata.

Jericho looked like he was having a fantasy about locking himself in the Lodge and staring at a wall, untormented by Jesuits or Carmelites.

“Yes, sorry,” said Avelyn. And then, because he wanted revenge for the weasel trap, “Can I flirt with you instead?”

Annunciata was right on it. “Only if you promise we’re going on a dazzling sex romp after?”

“A thousand times yes.” Avelyn laughed, and Jericho put his hands over his face.

The queue was quite long, and it wasn’t moving yet. The priest was—probably because of an admittedly sensible health and safety edict aimed at making sure people didn’t give each other herpes all drinking from the same chalice—pouring the communion wine into dozens of those tiny plastic thimbles that doctors gave you pills in.

“So what do people think Matthew did?” Avelyn whispered to Annunciata.

“Oh, he was a right prick,” she said unexpectedly. “Ran a YouTube channel, he did all sorts of stupid bollocks for a picture. I know the channel was part of his mission, but he never thought of anything else. He took a Hreod lad over the Flood to see the Outside. Kid was only ten.”

Avelyn stared at her. Hreod children didn’t leave Hreodwater until they were at least fifteen, and never alone. “Really.”

“Oh, yeah, they nearly chucked him out for that, and they only didn’t because he convinced them he didn’t know it was so bad, but he feckin did. He just wanted footage. I don’t know what tipped God over the edge. Perhaps Matthew was being called to a new purpose after the cure and he said, ‘Balls to that, I’m after three million views.’”

“God or something else?” Avelyn said.

“Ah, your man the Salt King?” She sounded amused. “Doesn’t An El mean ‘the angel’?”

“No it does not,” Avelyn grumbled, but he didn’t start with how, in Hreod, An El had been a title of the Salt King long before the abbey was built, but when Hreoda told Saint Hildegard it meant “the spirit that burns,” she had played fast and loose with the translation and behold! A seraph.11 If Annunciata was a linguist, then she would know a damn sight more about it than he did.

She gave him a wicked sparkle that suggested he had just dodged a trap full of spikes, but she had no chance to say anything else, because at the front of the queue down the nave, there was a disturbed flurry.

“What have you put in that stuff? It tastes of metal!”

The elderly priest looked flustered. “Oh—I apologise, it just came out of the bottle, I think it’s, er . . . some ordinary merlot . . .”

Someone choked. “Oh, my God! That is not merlot!”

“That’s blood,” someone else said, to an appalled and curious muttering.

Back in the pews, Jericho had straightened.

“It is. Look.” Someone held up a piece of cloth, stained very red. Not red in the way wine was red.

“Sorry about this,” Avelyn said to Annunciata, and wove his way to the front.

People let him through, and someone handed him the chalice. What was inside was too viscous to be wine. He dipped his fingertip into it. Yes: blood. He looked back and showed the chalice to Jericho, who had come up close after him. Jericho nodded, dark eyes troubled. There was an excited murmur through everyone around them. The queue had bunched up into a crowd.

The flustered priest was showing him the bottle of wine. It was just wine.

“Can I see the bread?” Avelyn asked, and there was a weird, instant hush.

The priest looked at him uncomprehendingly for a half second, then turned back and gave him the consecrated bread on its silver plate.

It looked like bread, but when Avelyn touched it, he pulled his hand back, because the crust didn’t feel anything like baked dough. It was like . . . skin.

When he tore off a tiny piece, he saw the membranes stretch and tear, and so did miniature thread veins, just perceptibly blue and purple. Then the bread started to bleed. He dropped it, and the noise it made was the thwack of a raw steak.

There was a yell from almost everyone who had seen, and in a surge, some people went down onto their knees, praying. Others stood frozen. Feeling as though his heart had climbed up his throat like a toad to sit behind his wisdom teeth, Avelyn raised the silver camera that was still resting on his hip and took pictures. The elderly priest, hands shaking and tears running down his face, eased the plate back onto the altar. The noise of the prayers and the exclamations and shouts morphed little by little into singing.

Avelyn didn’t take the priest aside to ask him if he had faked it somehow. Perhaps with access to a very sophisticated laboratory, a person with the right kind of doctorate could have grown something like this, but there was no lab here. The rest of the loaf was ordinary Hreod bread, dense and dark and full of seeds.

He had everything packed up all the same, to be sent for analysis, but he already knew what the results would show. Whatever the flesh on the silver plate was, it wouldn’t be lab-grown, and tests on the blood were going to show that it came from someone healthy, probably in their early thirties, and the genetic markers would suggest it was a man from somewhere around the Dead Sea.



11 Seraph, pl. seraphim: literally “the burning ones.” People new to the Church were often surprised that the Bible described angels in a way so similar to demons, but it only made sense—they had started out as the same thing, and all this rubbish about demons appearing in a puff of sulphur and leering at you with rotten teeth and cloven hoofs was, as far as Avelyn was concerned, a frankly ingenious piece of propaganda from Hell. If you were looking for a cartoon devil, you didn’t recognise the real thing when it glided up to you smiling.
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Avelyn took the samples of the transformed bread and wine and made the walk to the surface, his phone an infuriatingly dead weight in his pocket. If he could catch the first ferry and then take a horse and ride fast, he could be in the Outside in an hour, and on a video call to Father Li the second he was in signal range. And then he was going to have to sit in a café somewhere with about eight shots of espresso and stare into space until he could get to grips with the world again.

He walked with half the congregation from An El, all keen to go up and tell friends and relatives and probably newspapers about what had happened, everyone jubilant, some still singing. Avelyn had never seen a group of clergy so electrified. Some nuns had lit sparklers, drawing crosses in the air and laughing, filling the air with the lovely festival smell of gunpowder.

He should have been too.

He wasn’t. He didn’t feel any of the fizzy happiness that was bubbling all around him now.

He knew exactly what Father Li would say about that. Father Li would say that Avelyn had a deep wariness of anything wonderful happening, because he had trained himself to expect horrors so that he wouldn’t be so shocked when they inevitably arrived.

But it wasn’t that.

He kept thinking about the way the membrane of the not-bread had torn, how the blood had pinpricked and then welled in the tiny broken veins, how there had even been a layer of subcutaneous fat just beneath that crust. It hadn’t looked miraculous. It had looked appalling. And he kept thinking how glad he was he hadn’t been the person at the front, the one who’d got a mouthful of blood.

He spent his whole life translating. Latin, English, Italian, Hreod—if someone visited the Jesuit Curia who didn’t speak any of the usual languages, it was Avelyn who ended up called down to sit with them, not because he was fluent in anything useful or any better with translation apps, but because he knew how to be incoherent. It was a skill on its own, the ability not to be embarrassed when you didn’t know things, to communicate with no understanding of nuance or context. He’d learned to translate tone even if he couldn’t understand the words, he had a whole lifetime of gauging general gists and the difference between an insult and a mistake, culture and malice, all the rest. He knew how to think about information he couldn’t understand.

Every instinct said that whatever this was all for, it had not been intended to make anybody happy.

“Oh my gosh, imagine if they could clone Christ,” someone said next to him, ebullient. “Do you think they should?”

The man was Avelyn’s age, in a Franciscan habit. Avelyn looked at him twice, because he had a halo almost as strong as Annunciata’s.

“Fabian,” the man said. “I’ve come from Dresden. I’ve just been cured of bone cancer.”

He said it as though it was becoming a standard part of a person’s introduction at An El. Name, origin, cure.

“Have you,” said Avelyn, studying the halo, which was strong enough to light the way up the passage. The steep path was darker and darker the closer you went to the surface. The salt in the walls was no brighter than a silvery midnight now.

“So do you think they should?” Fabian asked.

Avelyn glanced back, because he had a trail of people who were angling to touch the silver cases he had the miracle samples in, and he was beginning to feel like he was at school again and trapped in a slow game of It. “No,” he said. “He suffered enough the first time around.”

“Well, but you see, imagine if we’re supposed to, imagine if this is the Second Coming—”

“When did you notice your symptoms improving?” said Avelyn.

Fabian blinked at him. “Are you, like, neurodiverse?”

“No, I’m a Jesuit.”

“You surely are. You do you!”

Avelyn wondered if he would be in trouble if he accidentally lost Fabian in the lake, and Fabian was eaten by eels. “Lately, or as soon as you arrived, do you think?”

“I was here for maybe two weeks. It was after Matthew,” Fabian said, warming to it. “I’d been praying for a cure already, but after I saw Matthew get up out of that chair . . . it was like I truly understood it could happen. Something changed in me then, in my prayers, you know? It was like I’d opened a doorway, and God walked right on through it.”

Avelyn thought: I bet you’re in a band that plays songs called things like “Jesus Is My Bestie.”

“Congratulations,” he said, looking back through the people around them. The ones with the halos were like lanterns in the gloom. So Fabian had been cured, and he had the halo. Was that a coincidence, or would the others have seen some improvement too? Had Annunciata arrived with a heart condition she didn’t have anymore?

He’d have to start the interviews the second he was back in Hreodwater.

“Thanks, man,” Fabian said, and segued smoothly into a lecture on how he was extra-confident now, given that he was the recipient of God’s personal grace, about the paper he was writing against the inclusion of women in the priesthood.

They were almost at the surface. Avelyn could see daylight, misty and grey. He wasn’t sure of the time, but it must have been around eight. “I’m going to find the ferryman,” he said, hoping Fabian would take the hint.

The moment they were in the open air, the cold smacked into him like a cargo train. The snow was thick on the ground now, creaking under every step, pristine. Where salt light hung in mist-bands, it tinted the white land its eerie purple-amber. Avelyn pulled his coat around him tighter, not to much avail. All his clothes were good for Italy, where it was never cold. He hadn’t had time to buy anything that would help against all this. He hadn’t thought to. The climate of southern England in December was brown and wet and miserable. He’d thought the days of snow and frozen rivers were as long lost as Queen Victoria. Still, Hreodwater thought English was newfangled. Of course it hadn’t bothered with climate change.

“The point is,” Fabian said, following him, “that priests are modern apostles, which means teacher, right? And the original apostles were all men, so we’re just trying to stick as closely to Christ’s own choices as we can.”

“You’ve forgotten about Mary Magdalene,” Avelyn said, scanning the shore. Yes: there was the ferry, and thank Christ, there were already people clustered around it, so the first sailing must be soon.

“No, no, she never preached, she never spread the Word—”

“Apostle of the Apostles. She saw the resurrection and told the others.”

“Yes, but that’s hardly teaching, and it’s only in John.”

“John’s the only one who quotes Christ himself saying he is the literal son of God too. In the rest only other people say it and according to Jesus himself, he’s just some bloke.”12

“That’s heresy,” Fabian said knowingly.

“Fabian, I mean this in the most brotherly possible way, but fuck off before I shove you in the fucking fen.”

As Avelyn crossed the green in front of the minehead, the way was busy. People were setting up stalls by the light of salt torches, hanging up garlands of holly and wreaths made of mistletoe and bright berries, and building a mammoth—life-sized—from willow twigs. There was a wolf and a bear too, all enormous.

Yes: the fire festival. God. Yule. He’d forgotten. It would be . . . when? Three days. But the festival would start tonight.

He knew something odd was happening when he reached the dock and the jetties, because it was crowded, and not in a patient way. The Outsiders, all tourists who had stayed overnight, were talking uneasily amongst themselves, and a few were trying to argue with someone towards the front. He overheard snatches of conversations about trying to find somewhere to stay overnight again, and how expensive it was, and whether there would be anyone who spoke English . . .

“What’s going on?” Avelyn asked a lady with a little boy when he couldn’t edge any further through.

“The woman who does the ferry says she can’t take anyone across today. Something about the snow.” Her eyes caught on his collar, and he saw her wonder if she should move her little boy well away from him. It gave him a familiar needle of shame-fury, the one that made him want to march up to the Pope and demand that any priest found to have done that wasn’t only dismissed, as if he’d just made some tone-deaf comment online, but hurled into a volcano. There were precedents. That was how the Japanese had dealt with particularly irksome priests for some time, and if you looked at it from a reoffending point of view, it was markedly effective.

“The snow?” he said instead. The snow was heavy, but it wouldn’t make any difference to the ferry. The Flood wasn’t frozen.

“Wait, are you Hreod?” she asked, looking at him more closely. “Can you speak Hreod?”

“Yes—”

“Can you—”

“Yes,” he said. “Redspear! Grandmother—what’s going on?”

People heard Hreod and let him by, and eyes followed him hopefully as he slipped through.

Redspear was standing on the dockside beside a sign that said in English, Mandarin, and Hreod that the ferry was suspended until tomorrow. “I’ve been telling them,” she said, unbothered by all the agitated people. “I can’t take them across in this snow. Too much now.”

“What’s wrong with snow?”

“Look,” she told him, pointing across the Flood. “This isn’t our snow.”

He had a terrible feeling he was coming up to an impassable glacier of Hreod Thinking. “Why do you say?”

“You’re the witch; you tell me what’s wrong over there.”

He looked into the dawn. Fenland sunrises were glorious, and he had never seen any like them anywhere else. This one was sprawling mauve and orange right across the eastern sky, enamel-bright in the stillness of the Flood, as though it wasn’t water which didn’t look like water now but a sheet of polished bronze. The snow was falling from the strangely shaped clouds, settling among the reeds, so undisturbed that even on individual leaves it was sitting an inch thick. The cold made everything feel razor-sharp, every frozen line of every spider’s web vivid, every fold of the lily pads, every feather on the swans sailing north. Further onto the fen, there was a fog bank, hiding the road to the Outside, tinted gold by the sun and violet by the wisps of salt light that hung in the air even that far from the mine. And in the fog . . .

In the fog, there were lights. High up, like there was a tall building out there; except there wasn’t. The closest lights should have been the halogens at the railway station, but that was three miles away. They should have been bright dots toward the horizon.

“Oh,” Avelyn breathed.

He had seen it once before, when he was small. He had convinced himself, looking over the memory as an adult, that it had just been a shape in the fog, but—it wasn’t.

It was a castle. It had not been there yesterday.

His heart tried to leap and sink at the same time. The result was a dizzy roll, half joy, half dread. He was about to cry; the burn was starting in his eyes. It was real. All these years, and he had honestly thought . . .

Of course it wasn’t real. It was a mirage. That was all.

Redspear let her breath out in a weary cloud. “Can’t let anyone cross. The town won’t be there. They might even get stuck.” She glanced across at him. “Might even come across the knights.”

“What’s she saying?” a man asked Avelyn. “We’ve got to get back: the overnight car park ticket runs out at nine, and the wardens are animals!”

Redspear looked annoyingly amused at the translation problem she’d just given him.

“She said . . .” Avelyn felt like someone had just asked him to explain quantum mechanics. Actually, that would have been much easier, because at least then he could have said, Honestly, I know all this about dead cats and boxes sounds mad, but you can look it up.

Well, they’d sent him here to translate. It wasn’t as though anyone was going to do it better, even if he made a nuclear disaster mess of it.

“Right, everyone, thanks for waiting,” he said, loud enough to carry. He had no experience of talking to angry mobs, but if you could hold the interest of twenty demonic fifteen-year-olds who truly did not want to learn Latin, then probably it was no trouble. “As you all know, Hreoda have their own faith and their own beliefs, and they take those beliefs seriously.”

Fortunately, everyone went quiet.

“If you look out into the fog over there, you’ll see some lights, high up. I don’t know what they are, or if they’re some kind of illusion—”

They aren’t, said Hreodwater Avelyn from by his fire deep inside. He was burning crucifixes to keep it going.

Shut the fuck up.

“—but here, people believe that those are the lights of a place called Caer Halen. It’s the palace of the Salt King—the god of the fen, and the mine.”

Tourists and clergy were peering into the fog.

“The Hreod belief is that close to Yule, if there’s snow, it is not our snow. It comes here from the world of the Salt King. Caer Halen is at the border of that world. The ferryman thinks that if she takes you across now, and you were to follow the path . . . you wouldn’t come out in the town. You’d be lost in another world, and you might even come to harm from some of the people in it.”

It had come out sounding less mad than he had thought, because if you put anything in a straight line you could almost make it sound reasonable, but he could feel he was still in a dangerous twilight zone where someone could throw a shoe at him and say, That’s fucking ridiculous.

Hreodwater Avelyn laughed a low laugh.

He ignored it.

“I know that means you’ll be stuck here for another day and night, and I know it sounds crazy, but no one here will let you cross when the lights are on the fen. If you try, you’ll be in real trouble. Hreodwater is not part of England: it has its own laws, and the Wolkvos Clan—that’s the police here—can and will put you in a cell if they want. There’s also corporal punishment: if you’re violent, you’ll be flogged. So, if you wouldn’t mind waiting in the warm up at the inn, the Witan will make sure you all have accommodation overnight, either up here in the town, or down at An El. I’m sorry, everyone. This is just what Hreodwater is. Any parking charges, any expenses you incur because of this, I’ll get you the address to send everything to. Keep your receipts.”

“But we’ve got to be back by tonight,” someone said. “We’ve left our little girl with my sister, she won’t know what’s happened—”

“It’s Tuesday, I’ve got to be at work later,” someone else said indignantly. “I’m supposed to be at the hairdresser at six tonight—”

“If the ferry won’t take us, can’t we just rent a boat and—”

Behind them, Avelyn could already see Wolkvos people deploying along the jetty, putting themselves between everyone else and the eel boats.

“The only way you’ll get across is to swim,” Avelyn said over everyone. “They’re not going to let you use the boats. You have to understand, they believe they’re stopping you walking into a place you won’t be able to find your way back from.”

He wished he could look up what those lights really were. When he’d lived here, he’d had no idea what the internet was, and if you wanted to find something out, you had to ask someone. But now . . . he felt cut off, like he never had as a child. If he could just get three miles over the fen, there was a whole world of information, and probably there would be interesting articles about illusions and mirages, but standing here, all he could think was that the lights really did look like torches on high walls, and that he really could see the ghost of a portcullis gate.

“It’s just a bloody mirage,” an angry man snapped. “For fuck’s sake, this is mad. Why are you listening to a bunch of hippie morons and a professional kiddie-fiddler?” He waved at Avelyn. “If I have to swim over, then fine, I will. I have a job interview in the morning.”

The man jumped straight in with a splash whose waves rippled out violently enough to lap over the edge of the swans’ nest further along the shore. The swans hissed, indignant. There were yells from the humans too. There was ice among the sea lavender, and it was still a three-mile walk on the other side.

“Tell him to get back,” Redspear said to Avelyn.

Avelyn tipped his head, because he didn’t think the man was being unreasonable. If it were him, he wouldn’t have listened to a Catholic priest and assorted Hreoda either. He wanted the man to get across to the other side, stamp into town, and live angrily ever after. “I don’t think he’ll die of cold. He’s quite big.”

“No. Look,” she said, pointing to a bank of reeds.

On the far shore, hazy in the fog but silhouetted clearly enough by the sunrise, someone else was watching the man in the water. There was a rider on a horse, face hidden by a helmet, cloak heavy across the shoulders. When the horse breathed, the vapour cloud caught the fading sun and glowed. Whoever it was, was holding a crossbow, and sighting down the bolt.

“Is that someone from the Wolkvos dressed up?” Avelyn asked.

The look on Redspear’s face was enough to show that it wasn’t.

“For the King’s sake—hey!” she yelled at the man. “Get out of the water! Come back, now!”

The man just had time to stick his middle finger up at her before the knight fired, and a bolt with wicked black feathers slammed into his ribs. He collapsed backward with a shocked whoop, but there was already a dark stain in the water, and even from the shore, Avelyn could hear the wheeze from the wound as the man tried to breathe. People surged to the edge of the jetty, then jolted to stop as they all wondered what the range was.

Avelyn hung in one of those uncanny, without-time moments when he realized that he knew more than everyone else.

He had grown up hunting on the marsh, and he had only ever used a longbow,13 because crossbows were, frankly, garbage. The only reason people liked them was that a mechanism held the bowstring in place, not you, so you could aim for much longer without getting tired. But even someone skilled would only coax two shots per minute from the things, because reloading them was complicated, and the knight wasn’t reloading yet. In fact, it would be hard to do that at all on horseback. The ones Avelyn had seen, you needed to rest them on the ground to ratchet the string back.

Which meant there was time.

Do it just do it just do it just do it—

Before he could overthink it, he dropped the satchel of samples and his coat at Redspear’s feet, told her not to let anyone touch them, and dove into the water.

There was a film of ice on the surface. The second he was through it, he understood exactly why this gave people heart attacks. All his organs tried to lurch behind his spine. It hurt. Behind him somewhere, someone shouted to fetch the doctor, but he only heard it faintly through the roar of water. His nose and eyes stung straightaway: the water was so salty he could feel the buoyancy. It wasn’t far, though, before he could catch the back of the man’s shirt. He pulled hard—dead weight was so heavy—and by what felt like inches, dragged him back to the shore. Within seconds, Avelyn couldn’t feel his own hands. Like the man, his arms were just weights attached to him.

There was a surge of yelling from the jetty, and then . . .

He thought at first that the man had woken up and kicked him hard, straight in the thigh midway between his hip and his knee. The impact knocked him to the side. It didn’t hurt that much, though, and he didn’t give it a lot of thought, because he was straining to lift the man free of the water. It was only peripherally that part of his mind said: Hang on. He’s unconscious. Nobody kicked you.

Then people were lifting him out, pulling the other man out too, soaking, to leak red onto the frost and salt glittering on the jetty. After the water, the air felt warm.

It was Avelyn’s blood too. He sat still and put his hand over his face—Christ, there was ice forming in his hair already—and felt stupid. Yes, it took a long time to reload a crossbow, and so, if someone was well prepared, you could reasonably expect them to have . . . two.

The bolt had hit him at an angle, so it wasn’t buried deep, but it had carved a valley into him. He wondered if he ought to pull it out. Maybe . . . not? There were some important arteries there. Maybe he would bleed to death.

That would be even more stupid.

He was starting to feel spacey and strange, and the noise around him was swirling into a generalised roar of voices and steps, and then there was a thunk that might have been some Wolkvos guards forming a shield wall. All he could do was sit there thinking he had never been this cold before, that he was going to need to sew up the hole in his jeans and the cassock, and that he needed to learn not to be such a bloody smartarse that he thought it was a clever idea to dive into range of a crossbow. He thought distantly that he should have felt frightened, but he didn’t. Just stupid, and angry. It was amazing how angry it made you, being shot.

“Hello,” Jericho said, kneeling down next to him. He had a shoulder bag with him. Medical things. Yes, that was right: Jericho was the doctor.

“Hey,” said Avelyn gloomily. “You should look at him first.”

“I have,” Jericho said, and Avelyn thought, That’s interesting, time is passing in funny chunks. “That was unnecessarily Jesuity, I hope you understand?” Jericho added, as though Avelyn had done nothing more particularly idiotic than planting a dead banana in Fabian’s pocket. “Less of that in future?”

Avelyn nodded.

“How are you doing?”

“Furious,” he said, feeling more and more indignant about it. Usually he had a good grip on his own mind; testosterone was rarely in charge, but it was stomping around blowing up buildings now. “I want to fucking smash something.”

Jericho laughed. “Well, hold off for now. I’m going to take this out. It’s not going to hurt, and it hasn’t gone through anything important, so don’t worry, but you’ll feel it pull, all right?”

“Is he dead?” Avelyn asked, because some people were carrying away the man who had been shot, bundled up in a blanket. The blanket was covering his face.

“Yes. I didn’t get here in time.” Jericho touched the side of his neck to make him look around again. His hand was vividly warm after the ice. Avelyn jumped. Nobody ever touched him, so he felt it too much. “What happened?”

“There was a knight. With a crossbow . . .” He swayed, because Jericho had pulled out the bolt, but as he’d said, it didn’t hurt. What? Surely it ought to have hurt. “I thought it was someone dressed up. Redspear wouldn’t let anyone cross, because you can see Caer Halen. But the crossbow was real, and I jumped right in front of it like a fucking idiot.” He heard a whole choir of his teachers’ voices telling him not to swear and mentally mowed them all down with a combine harvester.

Jericho looked across at the other shore, his black eyes sharp. People were around them still, but different people, Hreoda, and the light was different. There was a shield wall at the end of the jetty now, blocking any more shots. Avelyn blinked twice, not liking being on the ground among everyone’s boots—heavy Hreod boots designed for the fen—even though everyone was being careful to give Jericho space. Someone with Balen tattoos was offering him a blanket. He remembered to say thank you, but couldn’t tell if it came out in the right language. Even that little failure made him angry.

Christ, calm down. Calm down. He breathed out slowly. The inside of his mind was full of razor spikes.

“All right, up you get,” Jericho told him, and helped him upright. He was talking as though it was normal to extract crossbow bolts from morons who had provoked mystery knights on the fen. “Let’s get you home, and I can clean that up properly.”

Avelyn liked him fiercely for not suggesting a stretcher; he would have murdered anyone who tried to put him on one. He would get himself down to An El, or he would sit here and spontaneously combust.

High in the fog, those lights still shone, the spectres of the battlements still stood, and somewhere, thudding through the ground, there were hoofbeats.



12 In biblical times, saying somebody was “a son of God” just meant he was a nice person, not any kind of genetic relation, in the same way you could say in English that someone was “a child of nature.” Christ never said it about himself in any of the gospels except John, which was written decades after the rest. Rather, he was gloriously tricksy, and called himself the Son of Man. “Son of man”—ben adam—was just a way to say “person,” Joe Ordinary. But maybe it also referred to a prophecy in Daniel about a messiah figure, “one like a son of man.” The famous trial scene where the high priest says, “Tell us if you are the Messiah, the Son of God,” and Christ says, “You have said so” was a piece of fabulous cattiness. It was a source of continuing chagrin for Avelyn that so many people read the New Testament and completely missed that Christ was deadpanning throughout, always tightrope-walking on double meanings but consistently, marvellously, taking the absolute piss out of enraged hardliners pretending that everyday phrases meant treason, even at his own trial. It was brave and clever and futile in a way hardly anyone noticed anymore.



13 Guns did work in Hreodwater. But, like everyone else in Europe, the Witan had taken one look at guns and made them illegal. Visiting Americans were often puzzled by this and talked as though Europeans had decided that for some reason washing machines were a bad idea, although in Hreodwater, they tended not to do this for long, because while Hreoda didn’t have guns, most people absolutely did have brilliant aim, a plentiful supply of old cauliflowers, and a practical approach to international ethics.
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The Dead Sea, Jordan

Tallis was desiccating. The heat had arrived all at once, the salt in the air was sharp, and now they were striking the tent in sunglasses, even though it wasn’t much past seven in the morning. Sally had attached his phone to his car speakers, so they were working to some nineties music that she suspected he thought was retro. Every so often the sound crackled, and Sally looked over, somewhere between confused and annoyed. It was a new car.

“Have you got signal?” he asked her. “Mine was fine yesterday, but . . .”

“I got a scary message about roaming last night, so I turned my phone off,” Tallis admitted, looking at her bag, where the phone was crouched in a side pocket like a very expensive bomb. “I thought it would kick in automatically, but then I had to buy some at the airport, and now it’s angry with me and yelling about allowances and—that was a long way of saying no, sorry. I could try—”

From the direction of the sinkhole, there was an odd noise. It was something like the sound of a skip being emptied; slow and quiet at first, and then a crash of—something. Brick, debris.

“Did something collapse?” Sally said, straightening too.

“We’d better go and look, to make sure we can tell them it wasn’t our fault,” said Tallis, having visions of being blamed by the archaeologists for ruining something of historic importance. All her colleagues would believe them too, and talk about The Time with the Jar of Caesium.

It was much easier to navigate over the uneven ground by daylight, but it didn’t make the site any less disquieting. Lit stark, the metal spikes were worse than before. At least in the dark they were lost reassuringly in the gloom after a few yards. Now, they cast razor shadows, deep black against the white of the salt, so that the whole site looked as though it had been shot somehow in monochrome, under the light of a star too bright and cold to be theirs.

“Oh, God. The door in the gate,” she said.

The door hadn’t just collapsed. It had been pulverized. There was just—no more wood in the gateway. The noise they had heard must have been those bizarre silver tacks tumbling inward into the tower, tonnes of them. Beyond was darkness.

“Exposure to the air?” Sally said, pulling out his phone to take a picture. He was right. Nobody would believe it wasn’t them, but they did need to document it. “It was protected all that time, and now—well, it was probably just dust.”

Tallis stared into the gateway. If their tests could be trusted, then in that darkness was a kind of light that neither of them could see, so powerful that it shone through wood and aluminium onto film, and coming from . . . from something that had certainly looked as though it could be alive. It was unnerving to see nothing now, with her own eyes.

Sally’s phone made a hissing noise. The screen fuzzed. Something in it cracked, something blasted out of the electronics inside, brushing his hand, and he dropped it. When it landed on the ground, it split open, and for a terrible fraction of a second Tallis thought something alive was mangling its way out. For the next fraction, she thought she was hallucinating in a way far more sinister than usual, but then, aeons later, she realized that Sally could see it all too.

Spikes of salt had blasted out of the phone’s sockets and through the screen. The salt formed loops, following the arcs of electromagnetism. They both stood looking at it, waiting for it to do anything else, but it seemed not to want to. The arcs broke when, gingerly, Sally picked it up.

For a long time, neither of them said anything. The silence seethed. Down in the pit, the darkness beyond the gate was inky. Tallis stared into it. A primordial part of her mind stirred. With as much certainty as she knew that Sally was beside her, she knew that something in that darkness was watching them.

Right on the edge of perception, she could hear singing. Or, not hear: it was more like the memory of having heard. She had never hallucinated a sound before. She turned her head one way, then the other, waiting for it to fade, but it was constant, so quiet it almost wasn’t there; but only almost.

But then she supposed she had never stood on the edge of a pit in the desert and wondered if there was something alive in an unclassified type of radiation, either. Perhaps epilepsy liked to move along with events.

“I feel like insurance . . . might not cover this,” Sally said, turning over the mess of crystals and bits of wiring that had been his phone.

An alarming thought cracked open. “Jesus, the cars.”

He was paralysed too for a second, and then they were scrambling up and hurrying as quickly as they could without breaking ankles. Salt dust puffed around them, so dry it floated in the air. Tallis had the car keys in her hand long before they reached the cars. God, what did they charge you if you wrecked a hire car? A portion of your liver and rights to your firstborn, at least.

Clack-click: the lights flashed on as she unlocked the car, quick and untroubled. Relief bashed her over the head. She picked her bag up from the ground by the tent, quite hoping that her phone had turned to salt too, but of course it bloody hadn’t. It was probably broadcasting a signal that would let the company charge her a thousand pounds just for the privilege of turning it back on again. She decided not to try.

“Mashallah,” Sally said, laughing. His keys had worked too. “I really thought we might be stuck here just then.”

“Not that I would have minded the company,” Tallis said, laughing too. She heard how inappropriate that was, but she was too giddy to mind. Or, she would have a good full-body cringe about it at two o’clock in the morning in the privacy of her hotel, but for now, it didn’t matter. “Would you mind if I followed you back into Amman? I had the satnav on my phone on the way here, I don’t think I can get back by myself . . .”

“Oh, of course. I can take you to the hotel. I know where it is.”

“But—that must be well out of your way?” Tallis said, taken aback. The district her hotel was in, on the edge of the city and quite close to the airport, didn’t seem to be a residential place. People who lived in Amman lived much nearer to the centre, in those fabulous crowded terraces and blocks painted all different colours, with their gardens full of date trees and fairy lights.

“I know you come from a weird broken country, but we do hospitality properly here,” Sally told her firmly. He smiled. “But if you’re going to tie yourself in knots about it, you can take me inside and buy me a drink to say thank you.”

He didn’t mean that in the way he might have if he had been speaking to someone younger, but it didn’t matter. There was nothing she wanted to do more than buy him a cocktail in the pretty hotel bar in the foyer by the fountain, among its neon lights that shone on the silk ties of businessmen and the white veils of the women who worked at the army base, the ones who, when Tallis had arrived, had been comparing the virtues of different fighter jet engines over expensive baklava while the concierge looked worried about the dust on their combat boots.

It was a hollow wanting. Her grandfather had once said that it had made him sad to see the moon landing, because it was so magical, but he would never go. She knew what he meant.

“Yes please,” she said, and saw a tree right in front of her. Deliberately, she stepped forward into it, and it vanished obediently. She touched the side of her own head, as if that would soothe all the misfiring electricity there.

Still, on the border of everything, singing.

As Sally started his engine, Tallis remembered to pick up their empty Coca-Cola bottles where she’d left them on the ground. As soon as she did, though, the sun hit them wrongly.

The bottles had been clear when they’d finished the drinks. Now . . . they were a deep, brilliant violet.

“Oh, wait,” Sally said through his open window, sounding puzzled, at exactly the same time that she said, “Um, Sally,” with a building strain deep under her lungs.

The thrum of Sally’s engine sputtered, then cut.

Something exploded, and she hit the ground faster than she had ever imagined she could react to anything, because it sounded like gunshots—only it wasn’t. It was the headlights shattering, salt smashing outward, and then a crackling roar that was salt blasting out of the engine. There was no fire, but the bonnet shrieked and tore. Sally tumbled out and staggered away from the car. Tallis caught his arm and pulled him back further, half expecting it to explode.

No; nothing. No flames. The broken steel groaned, quieter and quieter. There was an insectile clicking that was salt building insane arcs above the car’s smashed engine. It looked hideously alive.

“Sally,” she managed, and came back to common sense enough to move around in front of him. “Jesus Christ, are you hurt?”

He was grazed, but he was shaking his head. “No. No, I’m . . . what . . .”

“I don’t know. I don’t know, but whatever it is, it turned the Coke bottles purple.”

He finally turned his head to look at her properly. “The windscreen and the windows too.”

He was right. They were dark, too dark, and so were hers. She hadn’t noticed: she’d thought they were just tinted.

“Up,” she said tightly, slinging her backpack on. She was the kind of person, it turned out, who remembered her passport even whilst being catastrophically irradiated. “Up, right now. Run. Run.”

The reason that some quartzes were such beautiful colours was natural radiation. It usually took thousands of years, but atom by atom, the radiation dyed them, the colour deepening down the millennia. If it sat beside some thorium, clear quartz would turn amber, then blue, then a magnificent purple. That was how you got citrine, aquamarine, and amethyst.

If you blasted it with gamma rays, though, you could turn glass purple within minutes. If you found strangely tinted glass on a site with suspected radioactive contamination . . . well, you left. Quickly.

It was a stumbling, tripping run to the road. Tallis almost fell twice where the salt-eaten ground plunged into hidden sinkholes. Sally snatched her arm and pulled her back. Then they were on the edge of the road, among the suicidal goats who baa’d at them, clearly wanting know why they were rushing around so disruptively. The goats, Tallis noticed, were fine. Not sick. Not sick.

“Any burns, any symptoms?” she asked Sally, breath ragged. They hadn’t slowed down on the road. The tang of salt was lacerating her lungs. It was unbelievably strong. Sally was breathing hard too.

“No. No, I don’t think so—I don’t feel sick, or—what about you?”

“No, nothing so far—”

“It isn’t radiation,” he said. “It can’t be radiation, we would know, it would have shown up on the Geiger counter, on the film tests, it . . .”

“It’s something,” she said. In front of them, the dusty road was glittering with heat mirages. She slowed down, coughing. The salt was punishing. “Sorry . . .”

“No, me too,” he rasped, and they faded to a walk, coughing into their sleeves. “It feels like I’ve swallowed seawater.”

“The Dead Sea, Christ . . .”

“It isn’t normally like this.” He straightened up and pushed his hands through his hair, then stopped. “There’s salt in my hair.”

“Me too.” It was right in the roots of her braids. “It’s everywhere.” She ran her hand down the sleeve of her shirt and rubbed off so much salt that it covered her palm, leaching the moisture from her skin. “I . . . oh, my God,” she said.

The salt had eaten through her sleeve.

“What does this?” Sally said, disbelieving.

“No idea. But this happened after the door into the tower crumbled,” she said, thinking aloud but certain all the same.

Neither of them said, What if that thing in the tower really is alive? Neither of them said, What if it’s out of the tower now? What if it’s following us? There was no point. They couldn’t see it. Tallis pressed her teeth together hard enough to hurt, trying to silence the panicky feverish certainty that she was about to feel them crumble into salt.

“I think I need to . . .” Sally was breathing too shallowly, and plainly trying not to. She stopped and touched his shoulder as he slowed down to nothing, his fists clenched. She’d thought he was just out of breath, but after a second it was clear it wasn’t that. He had gone a terrible colour.

“It’s okay,” she said, much softer. “It’s just going to be a long, annoying walk with an elderly lady who thinks unreasonable things and will probably shake her walking stick at a cloud along the way. I’m sorry about that.”

Like she’d desperately hoped he would, he laughed, or, sort of. He leaned sideways and hugged her. She held him tight for a second, hating how her mind was filing it away as a precious thing, then went still, because she had just seen the scars on his arms.

There were dozens of them, very fine, cut close together and over each other, all exactly straight. A fresh graze raked some of them, from throwing himself out of the car. For all he was a head taller than her, that new blood over the scars made him seem unspeakably fragile. She wished she could make him sit down. No; she wished there was a tower she could put him in and keep him away from the world and whatever had made him do that to himself. Crazily, it occurred to her that whoever had built the tower behind them and walled it up with silver hadn’t been trying to trap anything, but to protect it.

He saw her notice, and she saw the dread come down in his eyes.

“I think I should try my phone,” she said, wanting to add that of course she would never ask him; who had he been talking to, who had? “Maybe I’ll have some signal?”

“But if your phone explodes . . . we’ll have nothing,” he said. His breathing was better now. He had calmed himself down astonishingly quickly. Tallis had never had a panic attack, but she had seen other people have them. It was only a shade less crippling than coronary failure. There were tears in his eyelashes, unshed. “I think we should try for the main road. Someone might stop for us.”

Now that he had said it, she realized that had been her plan too; and that they couldn’t do it. “Even if they do—Sally, we shouldn’t get in a car with anybody. Or public transport. I know it doesn’t seem like it could be radiation, but we’ve been exposed to something that turns glass purple, so . . .”

She didn’t need to finish. If it was radiation, they were both so contaminated that they might make someone else sick, just by sitting beside them.

He hesitated, then nodded. He was still gripping her arm, and despite the heat, his hand was freezing. She touched his hip, halfway to putting her other arm around his waist before she caught herself and stopped. “Okay. Let’s try your phone. If it’s okay . . . I’ll see if I can get someone from my ministry to send an ambulance to pick us up. Or something. What do they send?” he asked.

“Honestly, I’ve no idea,” she said.

She pulled her phone out, and they both looked down at it, willing everything to be all right, before she turned it on. She held it out at arm’s length so that she could drop it fast if anything happened.

The logo flashed onto the screen cooperatively enough.

Passcode . . .

No signal.

Sally’s shoulders went back. “Okay, we need to make a video. You’re good at talking; do you mind doing it if I film it?”

“A video? Why?” This wasn’t the time to worry about social media fodder, but Sally wasn’t stupid, so that wouldn’t be what was happening.

Sally met her eyes with a sadness that went all the way down. “Because if we die before we can get back into Amman, there needs to be a record of what happened to us.”

There was a tremendous weight in that, but thinking about it wouldn’t help. “Okay,” she said.

She opened the camera app, but then stopped, because the last photograph she had taken was there in a miniature icon to the left side. It was of her shoe and a clutter of what were unmistakeably xylophones. They were all over the ground, ten or twelve of them. “Sally,” she said carefully. “Can you—see xylophones?”

“Can I see what?” he asked, but he took the phone to look. He frowned. “Yes. What is that?”

“I . . .” She didn’t know what to say. People said that all the time, I don’t know what to say, but it had never truly happened to her before, the failure of language. “I—well, because of the epilepsy, I hallucinate things sometimes, if there’s a loud noise or something, and when you yelled after you’d developed the pictures, I saw . . . xylophones.”

His green eyes met hers over the phone. “They’re in the photo, though.”

“But there definitely weren’t xylophones on the ground at the camp, right?”

“No. There were not.”

“What the fuck is happening?” she asked uselessly.

“I don’t know.” He was still looking at the picture. They both gave up at the same time. It was one nonsensical thing too many. “But . . . explain what’s going on here as well as you can?”

She felt drunk: the world was at much more of a remove than it should have been. The future seemed bizarre—the idea that she was going to explain what had happened so far to people who might not see it until after both of them were dead, then walk towards the main road and hope she could pick up some signal on the way, just in case they didn’t die . . . it was a maniac’s fever dream.

“Okay,” she said, and gave him the phone.

He held it up. “Ready?”

She pulled some thoughts together. “Okay,” she said again.
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Hreodwater, England

Avelyn made it almost all the way to An El. He was just feeling pleased with himself when a cold weakness slimed through his whole body. He collapsed on the bridge over the abbey’s lake. That had never happened to him before, and what was shocking was that there was no steering; he couldn’t try not to hit his head or land at a better angle. His joints just—folded.

Jericho caught him an inch before his head smacked the floor. Avelyn thought they would have to stay there until he could stand again, and he was trying to think of a way to say that he couldn’t when, slowly, Jericho straightened and carried him. Avelyn stiffened, his whole skeleton tight with the certainty he would be too heavy. But Jericho only pushed down the Lodge door latch with one elbow and eased through. He wasn’t struggling.

Avelyn clenched his hands. His wet clothes would be soaking disgustingly through Jericho’s too now. He felt like he might have riverweed inside his jeans somehow, and silt and grit right under his collar. But he let his head bump against Jericho’s shoulder, too drained to protest. Hazily, he tried to remember the last time he had been carried. Never in his memory. It was unnerving but good. Like a lot of his overlap with Jericho, really. Jericho’s jumper smelled of beeswax and fire. Yes. From candles. It was so nice.

At least he wasn’t angry now. Just—tired. His mind was ringing hollow, as if he were standing in a vast hall with nothing in it, fever-echoing.

“It’s all right,” Jericho was saying. “You’re just coming down from the adrenaline. Once we warm you up, you’ll be much better.”

Avelyn heard his voice projected through his collarbone more than through the air. At seminary, the Greek tutor used to put one of those tiny metal music boxes on the hot water pipe and play it, and it had sung a hymn all through the college; the very gentlest way of saying, Come on, boys, you’re late. Avelyn, who had always been late because he was smoking behind the bike racks with the later-life converts from the merchant navy, had run inside for that, even when he’d ignored the bells for Mass.

The Lodge was a haven of warmth and quiet, the fire and the candles still burning, paperwork across the desk, and the chair pushed out.

Jericho eased Avelyn onto the fur rug by the fire. It was only then that Avelyn realized he was shaking. He looked at his own hands, feeling betrayed. Jericho knelt down next to him to help him out of the soutane, fingertips swift on the tiny buttons, even though for him they were the wrong way around. Then they were peeling it off, and then Jericho was cutting through his jeans with scissors from the medical kit.

In the echoing hall, Avelyn thought: Those are only six months old. That’s so annoying. Where do I find new jeans in Hreodwater? You can’t order anything, and even if you could, what would you put on the delivery instructions? Proceed past imaginary castle, mind the angry knights, try not to turn to salt for no reason . . . do not leave parcel in a safe place unless you’ve thoroughly checked that nobody has a crossbow.

Silt and blood had marked his clothes and his skin in gritty tidelines. The wound was a furious ravine right through the muscle of his thigh, almost up to his hip. The skin around it was already bruising into thunderclouds. It was interesting: he’d never been hurt like this before, so there was a novelty to it. He tried to not think about what bacteria were finning around in the Flood’s water. He was lucky the eels hadn’t noticed.

“It won’t be infected, don’t worry,” Jericho said, reading his mind. He was cleaning the blood away. “Just think about how often you’re going to eat out on this.”

Some of Avelyn’s normal thinking was coming back, struggling through the sludge his mind had become up on the jetty. He was starting to notice ordinary things again. He was steaming in the heat of the open stove; there were pins and needles right up his arms. Now that they were lukewarm, his wet clothes felt even worse. The thin white top he wore under the soutane was sticking to him so transparently that he might as well not have been wearing anything, tattoos glowing straight through it, and what was left of his jeans felt foul. His leg hurt in a dull pulse, but much less than he would have thought. That was so odd: Jericho hadn’t given him anything. Had he?

Now, Jericho was tipping ethanol from a glass bottle into his hand. He held his palmful of it over a candle. It lit with a rush of blue flame, and he washed his hands with it, shockingly slowly despite the fire racing over his skin. Avelyn flinched, but then Jericho swept the fire out and held his hands up to show he wasn’t hurt. “Plastic gloves salt-tarnish in a few weeks down here, so I hardly ever have them,” he explained.

With the firelight casting shadows down the tendons in his wrists, he threaded a suture needle. “All right: this looks horrifying, but it’s so sharp you won’t feel it, I promise. Ready? If you could keep the screams to a minimum so we don’t startle the Franciscans . . .”

Avelyn nodded to say he understood, and realized too late that it was a joke and he should have laughed.

Jericho bent his neck to start. As he did, he set his free hand on Avelyn’s knee to hold it flat in case he flinched. It was only a sensible thing to do, but Avelyn froze. It felt fathoms too intimate.

As Jericho said, he didn’t feel the needle much, but that might have been because his skin was on fire under the cool of Jericho’s palm. He set his teeth. How did you explain that you wanted something to stop not because it was awful, but because it wasn’t?

“What’s the story, about the knights?” Jericho asked him over the shush of the thread moving.

Avelyn nodded tightly, aware that Jericho just wanted him to talk so that there would be some warning if he fainted again. “When . . . the French chevaliers came to raid Hreodwater after England fell—after Hastings—the King did nothing, even though he had defended the town before that. The French killed the witches, so nobody knew what to do.” That made no sense if you were from the Outside. “A—a witch is something like a doctor mixed with a priest. I’m a witch, you’re a witch. So . . . the Witan sent to Whitby Abbey for a holy woman.” He heard how he was dropping into old-sounding phrasing—that always happened when he was tired or upset. They were Hreod rhythms.

Jericho finally lifted his hand to speed up with the needle. Avelyn had to swallow a surge of loss. That was what happened, with this life. He stared into the middle distance. He was just going to have to accept that all this would be one of the memories that fissioned and burned forever, stellar above the empty glacier of holy orders. He had a few of them, these stars, and he wished he didn’t. It was much harder to be alone when you saw a sliver of what it would be like not to be.

“Little break?” Jericho asked him, dark eyes searching his.

“Mm.”

Jericho held his calf and stroked the hollow of his kneecap. “You’re bloody tough.” His voice turned light with admiration. “I have bishops in here howling about sprained wrists.”

Avelyn blinked slowly and felt tears soak his lashes.

“What happened then?” Jericho asked, to the needle again.

“Whitby sent Saint Hildegard. She went down into the mine and woke the King, and when the knights came back, he trapped them on the fen, at Caer Halen. They were cursed to ride forever, never knowing how long it had been.”

“Caer Halen means ‘the Salt Fortress,’ right?”

“Right,” Avelyn said, crushing the need to fold his arms. He was sitting here half naked. Even when he’d spent three days negotiating with an unwilling cement mixer on a building site in Sudan in fifty-degree heat, he had never taken his shirt off. This was the first time anyone had seen his tattoos since the tattooist.

“I never understood,” Jericho said, still sewing as calmly as if he were putting a button back on an old shirt, “how the Salt King is supposed to live at Caer Halen, but also in the mine here. Or—is it just two stories that were never really meant to match up?”

“It’s . . .” Avelyn tried to concentrate. Jericho needed to do the stitching.

Jericho touched his ankle to move him to a better angle for the light and this time, Avelyn had no control over it. He jolted back. The thread pulled taut, and Jericho had to make an awkward lurch after him to keep it from snapping.

“Did I—”

“No—no.”

For a long time, there was no sound but the fire. Avelyn wanted to speak, but he couldn’t. He had to put his hand over his mouth and stare at the floor, waiting for his throat to unlock and his breath to stop catching. He wanted to lock himself away and never come out.

“You’re doing brilliantly,” Jericho told him. He was just a monochrome blur now. “I’ll be finished soon. Or I can talk you through how to do this yourself, if that’s better? It isn’t difficult.”

“No, I’d stitch my elbow to it,” Avelyn said, trying hard to smile.

“Good, because that was a lie. I would very definitely be called before a jury if I gave you a suture needle.”

Come on. Sentences. “What? I’ve been very polite and hardly Jesuity at all. Haven’t I?”

Jericho lifted his eyebrow and leaned over to snag some kind of official form from his desk. It was a formal complaint about Avelyn. Aggressive and bullying. Submitted anonymously.

Anonymous, but somehow the handwriting could only belong to a person who said You do you! “Fabian . . . blessed me with his presence.”

“Oh, I see,” Jericho said, and relaxed.

“Sorry, you mean there exists somebody you don’t like?” Avelyn said, because this was revelatory information and never mind any other crises.

Jericho stiffened, caught out. “No. He’s perfectly lovely.”

“He surely is,” Avelyn said, on the scent now.

Jericho looked like he was having some internal moral clashes. “Did he, er . . .”

“Give me a detailed lecture about why there shouldn’t be any women allowed in the priesthood? Yes, he did.”

“Because the apostles—”

“Because the apostles were all men,” Avelyn joined in, aware that the only reason Jericho had brought this up was so that he could sit still and get used to the idea of the stitching before it began again. “You’ve heard it too. What did you say?”

“I said, ‘But wouldn’t first-century socioeconomic factors mean the broad majority of women weren’t free to give up everything to wander around after a carpenter,’ and he said, ‘It was the Lord’s choice,’ and then I made him sit next to Annunciata for a week,” Jericho said. “People . . . are allowed to have their opinions, though.” It was cracking around the edges.

Avelyn was starting to feel less terrible. “I’m going to start cornering him in corridors and asking him about abortion. As you say, he’s great. I’m sure he’ll say completely reasonable things.”

Jericho broke. “I will stab you with this.”

“Ah, you’re a normal person really,” Avelyn said, victorious. It was a brittle kind of cheer, but it was better than nothing.

“For God’s sake, you’re like a cat with a—no! Never mind,” Jericho cut himself off. Avelyn must have been emanating triumph. “Never mind. I’m not encouraging you. Shall I try this again?” he asked, about the stitching.

Avelyn nodded. It had to be done one way or another. His shoulders tacked when Jericho began again, but it wasn’t as dramatic as before.

“Tell me about Caer Halen.”

Avelyn watched him sew, thinking how neatly he could do it, so that he wouldn’t think about anything else. “It’s . . . not different stories. The King is supposed to sleep down in the deep, but at the same time, he’s inside Caer Halen. It’s one place.” He mimed worlds overlapping with his hands. “The miners say that if you go down deep enough, you find columns and castle halls and daylight, and you come out onto the fen, even though you should be two thousand feet underground.”

Jericho was tying a knot. Avelyn hoped that meant he was almost finished.

He was. When he sat back, he rested his wrists on his knees and gave Avelyn another of his long studies. When he was talking, he was animated, but when he did this, it made him unreadable.

“Thank you,” said Avelyn, to make it stop. The tear tracks were stiff under his eyes.

“Right,” Jericho said. “I’m going to run a bath and you’re going to get in it and wash off the fen, and meanwhile I’m going to go up to your room and bring you some dry clothes. Then we’ll get a bandage over that. Yes?”

“Yes,” Avelyn said.

It was a relief to be clean again, and warm, and dry, all at the same time. By the time he was, Jericho had brought back his spare jeans and a soft grey top with long sleeves. Avelyn found his rosary tucked into the jeans’ pocket. Gratitude fissured all his other thinking, and he cast a look at the door, wondering how many people would have thought to do that.

On his little cross, Christ did not, as usual, have anything to say. He could feel the King, though; the ras was soaking through him as much as the heat of the bath had done. He tried to persuade himself that it wasn’t the ras, just the contentment that came of being in the nicest bathroom he’d ever seen. It had its own stained salt window, as tall as he was; it showed a contingent of Roman legionaries who had been lost in the mine, and the red of their cloaks spilled pretty red light across the flagstones and across the room’s central column. That column supported the arches and vaults of the ceiling, carved with tiny saints and stags. The bath, with its polished brass taps, was plumbed in just beside it, and somebody had put up a shelf just at sitting-down eye level so you could read without getting the book wet. In the corner burned a tall iron sconce of candles, beside a green velvet armchair.

It was the ras, though. If he closed his eyes, he could feel the King close by.

“Is there any chance you can talk me through the bandage so I can do it?” he asked through the door.

He heard Jericho come to the other side, and for the next few minutes, it was instructions and questions. If the King could see them somehow, they must have looked odd, both sitting facing the bathroom door. Once he had finished, Jericho passed him a silver camera so Avelyn could take a picture and he could check the knot was all right. In the reflection in the silver casing, Avelyn saw that Jericho was sitting on the floor just outside like a mermaid, leaning on one hand, his head angled away, so that he wouldn’t see Avelyn. The light skimmed the long tendon in his throat and pooled between his collarbones.

“That’s good,” Jericho said, after Avelyn had posted the picture under the door.

Avelyn set the camera aside and dug his fingernails into the back of his hand so he’d feel something other than humiliated. “I know, by the way. That I shouldn’t care about seeing a doctor.”

“Shouldn’t you?” Jericho said. “It’s unreasonable to say you have to live a life where no one touches you and then say you shouldn’t mind when someone has to. That isn’t how humans work.” He paused. “Why do priests have to be celibate? I mean I understand why very devoted people might choose to be, but why is it . . . required?”

That was an unusual question. People asked about celibacy all the time—it was the first thing some people said to him—but they always asked what it was like; not why it was.

“Entering the priesthood is the same as a marriage. You should be faithful to that marriage.” Avelyn was easing into the new jeans, trying not to dislodge the knot on the bandage. “To seek out that kind of relationship with another human is a violation of what you’ve promised to God. You promise soul and body, not just soul.”

“I understand, but—why? Protestant ministers can marry, rabbis can marry . . .”

Avelyn was quiet at first, thinking of all the things he could say. Because especially for young men, sex was often not about affection but power, and celibacy was a way to crush that rancid way of thinking. Because if all that just wasn’t part of your life, and never would be, then you formed deep, intense friendships and you maintained an ironclad loyalty to more or less everyone you knew in the way most people only did with family. Because if you had the kind of faith Father Li did, that ideally you should, then . . . you just wouldn’t want that kind of relationship with another person, just like you didn’t in a good marriage.

He didn’t want to say any of that though. Those were all excellent reasons to choose it, but not to enforce it across the entire Church.

“It guarantees cheap labour,” he said at last. “If you say nobody can have any other commitments but work, then all you have to do is pay one person’s bed and board. You don’t need to worry about paying anyone a salary that could support a family, or about anyone wanting parental leave or being torn between children and the job and all the rest. People in holy orders aren’t paid—I get two hundred euros a month for coffee and things, but that’s it. The Church houses us and provides meals, and whatever we need for our missions. I think if big companies could demand it, they would.”

“But you do it anyway?”

Avelyn nodded to his own buttons. “Of course. When I left Hreodwater, I was sixteen. That’s too late to learn everything you need to, to be independent in the Outside. If I tried to live by myself, I’d die on the street in forty-eight hours. I’m not joking. The Church will educate you for free, give you work with real purpose, and look after you for life. A condition of having that is being part of an institution where about one in twenty priests is guilty of the worst thing in the world. Another condition is celibacy. I can either live with it, or die without it.”

There was quiet on the other side of the door.

“I’m not trying to be depressing,” Avelyn said. “Anyway, I’m brilliant at it. I fall in love all the time but never with anyone who wouldn’t be horrified, so it’s not like I ever have an opportunity to break any vows. Clever, right?”

“No, that’s much worse,” Jericho said, sounding shaken.

“You’re married then,” said Avelyn. He slightly lost interest. He had a particular dislike of the way married people tended to talk to him, which was often as though he had amputated a leg, when in fact he had a brilliant life that was a thousand times better than being shackled to some awful desk job just to support three obnoxious children who hated you. In all honesty, the idea of living with someone who might at any moment change their mind and decide they didn’t like you anymore before asserting their legal rights to half your stuff, even—and maybe, especially to annoy you—the hand-painted Converse from the little shop near the Piazza Navona, sounded hellish.

But Jericho snorted. “Of course I’m not married. I live in a hole in the ground surrounded by professionally unavailable people.”

Avelyn was re-interested. “Why do you?”

“Raging agoraphobia,” Jericho said.

A survey of the available facts didn’t seem to support that. “But you were outside just now.”

“Mm.” It was a viola thrum from deep in his chest. “First time for about a year.”

“What?” Avelyn said, shocked. “Are you all right?”

“I’m calming down,” Jericho said. “It helps when someone tells me fairy tales in a lovely Hreod accent, honestly. They should prescribe you on the NHS.14 Actually, you should be on the radio.”

Avelyn laughed. Usually his accent drove people mad. It occurred to him suddenly that for all they’d spoken a lot now, Jericho hadn’t once asked him to repeat himself. “I am on the radio. The Jesuits run Radio Vaticano. I read the news in Latin.”

There was a pause in which Jericho absorbed that. Then, as usual, he skipped the normal responses. “What happens if you have to say something modern?”

“We have a whole modern dictionary that scholars work on, we can say anything. Your Latin must be okay, you’re a doctor trapped with Catholics? I once had to say brevissimae bracae feminae.”

“Super . . . short . . . lady-trousers?”

“Hot pants.”

It was a real, brilliant laugh that came through the door then, and in it, you could hear that Jericho could sing like a chorister. Avelyn hoped that you couldn’t be laughing like that and still scared by having been made to go aboveground with no warning because some cock had got himself shot.

Dressed now but still sitting on the floor, not completely sure how to approach standing up, Avelyn pushed the door open again and leaned out to see into the firelight. His boots were drying out by the stove, and his wet clothes had vanished.

“I didn’t mean for you to deal with all my wet things,” he said.

Jericho winced. He was still on the floor too. “Y . . . es. They’ve gone to the laundry, you’ll be lucky if you ever see them again, and even if you do, they’ll probably be pink.” The beginnings of a smile traced lines around his eyes. “You look so different.”

“I know,” said Avelyn, tying his damp hair back into its normal high knot. In civilian clothes, he looked like a reformed skater boy who was right on the edge of deciding to go backpacking somewhere remote. He had never been able to bring himself to cut his hair as short as Outsider men did. He couldn’t shake his childhood certainty that the only men with short hair were criminals, so the compromise was to keep it just long enough to tie up, and that way he could face himself in the mirror.

“How is it?” Jericho asked, nodding to Avelyn’s leg.

“Amazingly okay. How are you?”

Jericho nodded, letting it slide off. He wasn’t seeing it as a real question. It was what people did when they were never at the top of the list, for anything. Now Avelyn was looking for it, though, he was a markedly starker shade of pale than his usual one.

Avelyn held his arm out. Jericho’s expression fractured, and then he leaned into him and hugged him hard. There was an urgency to it that said he had needed it. Avelyn held him for a few seconds, worried that he was much more disturbed by having been made to go above than he was saying.

Feeling Jericho’s whole spine bow toward him, the yield of that solid muscle across his shoulders, was a shock. The only other person he normally touched was Father Li, but Li was so tiny that Avelyn mostly just arced over him and gave him a quick pat in case there was an accident and then he was in trouble with the Secretary, who frowned on leaving squashed diplomats on the expensive carpet. But Jericho—if a marble statue had leaned across to be reassured, it would have felt as outlandish.

“How did it happen?” Avelyn said. Just for a moment, he let himself bow his head against Jericho’s hair. It was a relief to find he wasn’t the only one who had some cracks in his soul, but he wished that there was a way to mend these ones. He couldn’t think of anyone who deserved them less than Jericho.

“Oh, you know,” Jericho said. “Just my age, I suppose.”

Avelyn didn’t push. There was a fine line between weaselling and bullying. He nodded instead and fist-bumped him gently, trying to let him know he still had his dignity. But Jericho gave him a crooked smile, caught his fist in one open palm, and kissed his knuckles. It was the chastest touch, nothing but a joke and a courtly scratch of stubble, but it still felt like being branded might have if burning could feel good. There was something in it that said: That’s it. We have to be friends now. And it was true. Today wasn’t a day two people could live through together and come away without an invisible string linking their wrists together for years.

Avelyn was stupidly glad.

And . . . all that was left now was to limp up to his room and go back to bed. Suddenly there was nothing in the world he wanted to do less, but he didn’t know how to ask if he could stay here for a little while. He had taken up enough of a busy doctor’s time already.

Someone tapped on the Lodge door. It was Annunciata. Her salt light halo was brighter than ever, lighting the way before her and casting its own shadows now.

“I heard Avelyn was just shot?” she said. “By someone with a crossbow?”

“He was,” Jericho said. “He’s here now.”

“You stupid sod, what did you go and do that for?” Annunciata asked. It cracked all of Avelyn’s hesitance, and he started to laugh. They all did.

Before long, Avelyn and Annunciata were tucked under blankets on the couch, and Jericho was reading to them aloud from The Exorcist, which Annunciata said was much better than the film and which Avelyn hadn’t read. He sat curled sideways with his head on the arm of the couch. Between the sleepless night and everything else, he was exhausted. Sometimes, if she thought he’d gone too long without laughing, Annunciata poked him with her cane, with its little ferret tail on the end. Jericho made a new round of hot chocolate after every few chapters, and on his way by, he pressed his hand to the side of Avelyn’s head as if he were stroking an unhappy puppy. Before long, Avelyn faded into a shallow doze, dimly aware he was going to need to get up and go to his room, and dreading it.

“How old is he?” he heard Annunciata ask, hushed. They must both have thought he was asleep. “He sounds really young.”

“He is. He must be . . . twenty-seven, twenty-eight?”

“Jesus. I’d have been in bits if this had happened to me when I was twenty-seven.”

“Honestly, I don’t think he particularly noticed,” Jericho said, from closer. He tucked a hot water bottle under Avelyn’s arm. Avelyn felt dishonest and opened his eyes to show that he was awake. Jericho made a pretend-stern face at him. Avelyn hugged the hot water bottle, guiltily loving being looked after. “But being repulsively young, he’ll get better quickly down here.”

Avelyn grinned and sank further down.

“Yes,” Annunciata said pensively, as though she would have liked to say something else.

“What?” said Jericho, looking back.

“Jericho . . . is there any chance you’ve got black hair with a white mark through it?”

Jesus.

Avelyn sat up.

Jericho held up both hands. “Can you see how many fingers?”

“Seven,” Annunciata whispered.



14 The UK’s national health service. Doctors treated you for free, something Father Li brought up a lot when he wanted to enrage Americans. In practise though, Father Li had warned Avelyn not to get sick while he was in England, because the whole idea—even though doctors worked heroically hard—proved tricky to enact on a damp island almost in the North Pole with millions of people on it, most of whom were chronically ill because of age, the pandemic, living chiefly off chemicals cooked in a microwave, or the landlord’s point-blank refusal to do anything about the suspicious mushroom growing through the bathroom floor. If you had a problem that wouldn’t kill you, nobody was interested, a broken leg could take weeks to treat, and even if you had been run over by an industrial lawn mower and were currently in pieces in the hospital foyer, there was probably a waiting list.
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The Dead Sea, Jordan

The main road was further than Tallis remembered. It took them more than an hour to reach the turning that, when she had been driving, had felt as though it came right before she saw the goats. She wasn’t tired, though. She could have started running again. She felt overcharged, crackling with static.

They had sent the video to their agencies, but there was still no phone signal. Whenever she checked the screen, it was stuck on message sending . . .

“We should be dead by now,” she said. “Enough gamma radiation to turn glass violet instantly? We should be slush. I feel fine. Do you?”

“Yeah,” Sally said, looking more and more unsure about it, as though he could have missed organ failure and whole-body haemorrhaging. He rubbed his arm absently. His skin was dry and cracked, but it wasn’t like a radiation burn. “It’s not radiation, is it?”

“I don’t think so,” Tallis said, and it felt wrong, but it couldn’t be ionising radiation. How long had they been walking—two hours? They should have been feeling sick, at least.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s think about what we do know. We know that a month ago, that site was underground. Then the salt production company saw the new salt formation on the satellite image, and when they went to investigate, that salt had caused the sinkhole to open. Then the tower was partially exposed. So whatever is in there, it became active then.”

“How long did the archaeologists dig before they got sick?” Tallis asked.

“About a month.”

“And they were uncovering that gate. Behind that is—something, blasting out . . . some . . . kind of light that isn’t visible but isn’t ionising radiation either, but gets through wood and aluminium just like gamma rays would.”

“Yes. And we felt the effects more strongly once the gate collapsed and all that silver moved.”

“Something like gamma rays, but isn’t, and . . . is blocked by silver,” Tallis said to the heat haze above the road.

She ploughed past what that could possibly be. The electromagnetic spectrum was straightforward. There was visible light. Then, when the photons were a little zingier, there was ultraviolet, which could burn you. X-rays were more energetic still: enough to pass through human tissue. And then, finally, the deadly drill force of gamma rays, so powerful that they smashed DNA. There was nothing left to discover, no gap where a new light could sit.

So why did a light that could be stopped only with silver sound so familiar?

“Okay,” she said. “So why now? Whatever’s in there, it can’t have been blasting out all this—all this mystery contamination ever since the tower was built, because the soil would have dried as the salt formed and collapsed years ago. But now, suddenly . . . that huge salt deposit. Why? What’s changed?”

“I don’t know,” he said. He looked helpless, and too young for any of this. “Nothing has been disturbed, there’s been no building work at all. It’s just been the surveys and the aerial photos. That massive salt deposit, that came from nowhere.”

“I think,” she said, with building certainty, “that even if we’d dug that site up and stuck a film test right on that gateway a month and a half ago, we wouldn’t have picked anything up. Whatever’s in that tower . . . it wasn’t active.”

“But it has been, in the past,” Sally said gradually.

“Say again?”

He looked across at her. “The tower. Blocking the door with silver. Those—spikes outside. Someone knew. A long, long time ago, someone built that tower, sealed the door, and put those structures outside. I think they did that once the thing was dormant, in case it ever . . .”

Tallis swallowed down the need to say woke up. “In case it ever became active again.”

“God, but we need to get to some signal,” Sally said, twisting to see further down the main road. “I know we shouldn’t contaminate anyone else, but we also can’t just leave that place open for anyone to wander into. I think I’m going to try and flag the first car that—”

Tallis saw something plummet out of the sky and snatched him backwards right before it hit him.

It was another of those chunks of red crystal. Sally looked upwards. Tallis picked it up. Like the others at the site, there was a curve to it, as though somebody had started to carve it and smooth it down. And now she was touching it with her bare hands, not gloves, she could tell it wasn’t quartz, like she’d thought. It was dry, and gritty, and when she brought it up to her face, she could smell the sharpness. With her thumbnail, she scraped at it, and a fine powder came away. She touched her tongue to it.

Rock salt.

“Oh God,” Sally said, and yanked her in front of him, pushing her down almost to the ground, curling over her, and then—

Thump. Thump, thump, thump.

The red crystals were falling out of the sky all around them, dozens of them, thudding into the verges, cracking where they hit the tarmac, shattering into smaller pieces. Sally gasped as one hit him—Tallis felt the bang right through his ribs—and another clipped her boot, and she had a mad fear that it was some kind of meteorological thing happening because of some side effect of climate change nobody had anticipated—

It stopped.

“Are you all right?” Tallis demanded, shocked. Shocked that it had happened, shocked that his instinct had been to protect her. She wasn’t important. He could just as well report to the agency if she got an unlucky knock on the head. “I mean—thank you, thank you, but—”

“I’m okay,” he said, rubbing his shoulder and smiling his crooked smile, which was too old for him. “They weren’t falling that far, I don’t think, or it would have . . .” But he trailed off. He was looking at the one Tallis still had in her hand. “Oh,” he said softly.

“What?”

He turned it around in her palm, the other way up, and then she could see it too. The curve was a wing.

“They’re birds,” Sally said. “They fly through—whatever it is coming from the dig site, and they . . .”

Tallis lifted her eyes properly. “That priest in England,” she said. “Hreodwater. Electricity doesn’t work there either. And—it’s a salt mine.”

Her phone pinged.

Message sent.
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Hreodwater, England

Avelyn woke up little by little, feeling much better than he had expected to. His leg was stiff and there was an ache deep in the ripped muscle, but madly, it was no worse than it would have been after lifting weights that were too heavy. Even though Annunciata’s news had spread around the abbey like wildfire and he had ended up drinking prosecco with a mob of Irish nuns who taught everyone sea shanties, he didn’t have a hangover either. And he didn’t seem to be passed out in a ditch. He was on Jericho’s couch again, unless the ditch had yellow velvet cushions.

He couldn’t tell what time it was, but he had an obscure certainty that it was still the same day. As he shifted, the old sense of north rolled: north was behind him.

The ras was there too. It was a quietness in his mind, one he never normally had. The difference was more incredible than how much his leg didn’t hurt. Usually if he had fallen asleep in the day, he jolted awake disorientated and irritable and racing around inside with snippets of half-finished thoughts and dreams and Christ, I didn’t mark that paper, I’ll have to do it in the ad break between the Noticiae and the Angelus . . .

Now: nothing. Calm.

He lay still with it, his eyes still closed, quiet-bathing. It was bliss.

Someone was sitting with him, one cool hand on his waist just where the muscle ached from scraping over the edge of the jetty, stroking the space between two of his ribs. It felt idle, like they were doing something else at the same time. Reading The Exorcist probably. He should have stopped it, but he wanted more than anything to move and lie the other way, with his temple resting on the green and purple jumper that he knew would smell of beeswax. And then maybe that cool hand would comb through his hair, and that would be . . . that would be good too.

He frowned into one of those strange, uncomfortable realizations that arrive when you have time to catch up with things that have happened too quickly.

There was a Jesuit exercise called the discernment of spirits. It was a way of making sure you chose the right thing to do if you had a difficult problem.

It was about taking care to listen to your own soul, which was actually a very good compass for God. Usually, down one direction lay a certain feeling: desolation. It meant dissatisfaction, a hollowness, a truly unpleasant restlessness. It wasn’t just something you didn’t want to do. Generally, doing something you thought you wanted to do brought desolation. Drinking too much, eating too many sweets, having affairs, punching someone annoying, all the rest: they were hollow pleasures because they were followed by that sense of cheapness and soullessness.

Down the other path was consolation, which was the opposite feeling: stillness, wholeness. You were supposed do what brought consolation, however difficult, because that was the path to God.

It always worked. He had used it for everything from deciding to join the priesthood, right through to what he should do with his savings; every time, there was a way that suggested consolation, another that suggested desolation. He ran everything through that filter now automatically, including this, this . . . whatever it was, this pointless longing.

What had just come to the surface of his mind was that what he felt, lying here right now, was consolation.

Like always, his hearing was the last thing to switch on, and so he had been awake for a long time before he realized that actually, people had been talking nearby all along.

Jericho was saying soothing things to someone Hreod who couldn’t speak English, and was talking through a friend who was just about functional.

“It’s not deep. It’s going to be fine. Just make sure it’s kept clean. If you develop a fever, I want you to see your clan witch straightaway, because that means there might be an infection.”

He was across the room at the desk.

So who was . . .?

Avelyn opened his eyes.

No one was sitting with him. No one was touching him. He was alone on the couch, curled under a fur blanket, in a beam of salt light from the high windows.

Just for an instant, there was the barest outline of a man in it. He would have sworn it. Then it was gone.

Disconcerted, he sat up and pressed his hand against his side. It hadn’t been a dream. He didn’t dream like that. It had felt as real as the velvet couch and the warmth of the salt light.

With a bloom of tired dismay, he pushed both hands through his hair. How were you supposed to tell right from wrong if the Salt King was there, with his fingertip on the compass needle?

Over at the desk, Jericho was talking to a boy of about seventeen, who was sitting anxiously on the spare chair with a new bandage on his arm. He was a Balen, with tattoos of Caer Halen on his unbandaged arm. With him was an older girl who had been translating.

“Ask him if you can get the water madness from a dream,” the boy said. He sounded scared.

A dream? What did that mean—he’d dreamed he’d been hurt?

“You can’t get rabies from anything here but bats,” Jericho told him, without waiting for the translation. The girl relayed it in Hreod. She wasn’t looking at him. She seemed like someone listening to a conversation on speakerphone.

“It’s still bleeding a lot,” the boy said bleakly to his arm.

He was right. There was blood just dotting through the bandages, making a circle shape. No—not a circle. It was a bite mark. Big, bigger than a dog could have made.

“It will stop in a minute,” Jericho told him. Jericho, Avelyn realized, could understand a lot of Hreod, although being a sane person he preferred not to speak it. “Would you like some hot chocolate?”

Both of them looked much more worried by that idea than anyone had probably been in the rest of history. Without a word of goodbye or thanks, they left.

Not seeming even a little surprised by that amazing rudeness, Jericho let his head rest back against his chair, offering his throat to the chandelier.

Avelyn watched him, thinking he looked tired, but not in the sense that he wouldn’t want to get up and walk. It was soul-tiredness. If someone had set a razor against his larynx then, Avelyn had an uncomfortable feeling that Jericho’s only reaction would have been to dare them to do it, and feel very little interest in the outcome.

“What was all that?” he asked.

“Oh, hello,” Jericho said, tipping forwards again to rest his elbows on his knees. “Sleep all right?”

“I—yes, well,” he said.

“That’s surprising, because you look like you just had an appalling nightmare.”

“The ras is quite strong,” Avelyn said anaemically. He was too hot, but he kept the blanket pulled up and leaned forward against his knees so that there was no chance Jericho could see the state he was in. “Do you . . . can you not feel it?”

“Me? No,” said Jericho.

“I guess it’s to do with salt light then,” Avelyn said, only half coherent. “It doesn’t touch you.”

“It doesn’t?”

“No, that’s why you’re always cold. It . . .” He traced the shape of the dark aura in the air. “It stops about three inches from you. Like you’re antimagnetic. Anti . . . pho . . . tonic.” He pulled his hand across his eyes, which ached. He’d fallen asleep in his contact lenses, and now they felt stiff. He should have asked Jericho if he had a spare case and some solution going—he probably would, there were medical supplies in the cupboards behind him—but he couldn’t stand the idea of letting Jericho see his real eyes. That would have been worse than being naked. “What time is it?”

“Half past three. You’ve still got some afternoon left.” He came across. “You look a bit warm to me, do you mind if I—”

“No! No,” Avelyn said, jerking away from Jericho’s hand. Then he sighed and let his neck bend. “I’m sorry. I’m okay. It’s not a fever.”

“Well, if it turns out that it is,” Jericho said, managing to seem both unoffended and not quite sure what else could be going on, “you owe me a salt cake and unprotesting silence while I lecture you about drinking alcohol right after a major injury.”

“All right,” Avelyn said, grateful. His contact lenses were settling down, fortunately. He’d be all right till tonight.

Jericho perched on the edge of the closest armchair and skewered him with one of those unembarrassed stares, candles and salt light making galaxies in his eyes. He was the palest person Avelyn had ever seen. In Hreod, you didn’t say that someone had light skin, but bright skin: that was right.

“Stop it. I’m fine,” Avelyn told him.

Jericho folded his arms, thoughtful. “Are there wild animals in the mine?”

“There are eels in the lakes, and eel owls. They’re tiny and adorable and they make friends with you if you give them shiny things. I can’t think of anything else, but . . . did you have something in mind?”

“That boy just now, he was bitten by something in the deep. Third one this week. Something’s going on down there.”

Down in the deep, the King sleeps, and dreams.

Even though the Lodge smelled reassuringly of woodsmoke and candle wax, he tasted salt dust, the grit of it, the seawater acridity grating at the back of his throat, and on the edge of the fire crackling and the plink-plink of the kettle on the stove, he could hear a roar that wasn’t really there: masonry collapsing, support beams breaking, his uncles’ hands on his arms, all but hurling him out, away, and not following.

“People . . . see things in the deep,” Avelyn said, very carefully. “The salt light can be quite bright, and it can be like . . . Have you ever seen mirages in fog? If you stare at it for long enough, you see towers and giants. It’s the same in the deep. The deeper you go, the more salt light there is, the more it happens. People can . . .” He drew his breath in slowly. “People go mad down there. They do all kinds of dangerous things.”

Jericho looked troubled. “Maybe, but he didn’t bite himself. Too big a mark for a human.”

“Maybe someone’s dog, or a hunting fox? Animals go nuts too, it’s why they don’t use horses to pull the carts.”

Jericho rolled his head a fraction in a way that said he had long since given up on trying to extract a lot of sense from life. “Anyway, do you want some coffee? I just made some.”

“God, yes, please. Just black.”

Jericho held out the cup, right at arm’s length, so that he didn’t come any closer than he had to.

Avelyn took it and held it against his heart, because he had cooled down suddenly, and now he felt as though the fen had knitted cold into his bones. “Thank you. I don’t expect the ferry is running again yet?”

“No, I’m sorry. Some of them went to look about an hour ago. But even if it were, you wouldn’t be going anywhere,” Jericho said, much fiercer when he was being a doctor than when he was being a Jericho.

In all honesty, Avelyn wasn’t sure that he could. He felt much better than he’d thought he would, but that still wasn’t brilliant. “No. I’m going to start interviewing people though. You wouldn’t happen to have a list of the people who’ve had some kind of major cure, would you?”

Jericho made an unwilling sound. “I’d really prefer you didn’t work today.”

“I’d really prefer it if I was allowed to nuke the South African rugby team and keep the World Cup permanently in Cardiff, but you know,” Avelyn said.

“I—this might be a silly question, but how does a Hreoda come to support the Welsh . . .?”

“Father Li,” Avelyn explained. “When I first went with him to Rome he made it pretty clear that unless I cultivated a good interest in the fate of the Welsh team, we couldn’t be associated anymore.”

“Oh, I see. It’s Stockholm Rugby Syndrome.”

Avelyn stared at him for half a second, and then the laughter cracked through, because that was another joke like “appalling allegations.” People who liked Father Li twisted themselves in knots not to mention he had technically kidnapped a child; people who didn’t absolutely did mention it. He had never once met anyone who understood so entirely that it was a benign kidnapping that they could joke about what it wasn’t.

Jericho sparkled at him and went to a filing cabinet. “I’ll get you that list.”

Avelyn didn’t want to sit in silence with the ras, so he turned down Jericho’s offer of a spare office and set up at the end of one of the long tables in the dining room instead. It also had the effect of making the interviews feel more like a casual chat over a hot drink, and it was much easier to stop people and ask if someone could find this or that person for him, and tell them the Inquisition wanted to see them.

He had already spoken to Fabian and didn’t want to do that again, and nobody could find Annunciata,15 so he started with another nun from Lagos. She had shaken off lung cancer, as far as Jericho could tell. She also had a faint but distinct salt light halo.

“And when did the cure happen—can you pin it down?” Avelyn asked.

She looked awkward. “Sorry, can you say that again? I’m . . .”

Having trouble with his accent. He repeated it.

“About a week ago, Father. It was just after Matthew.”

He looked up. Fabian had said the same thing. “Why, do you know?”

“I can’t understand,” she said with a hint of frustration, as if she wanted to accuse him of not trying hard enough. “Where are you from?”

He pointed to the floor to say here, and felt defeated.

“I said, why did it happen just after Matthew’s cure?” he said again, concentrating on flattening all the intonation right down. It didn’t help that he couldn’t hear it. Father Li said he sang his English, which seemed ominous coming from a Welsh person.

She nodded once, decisive. “It was that I truly believed. I saw Matthew walk, and . . . well, I hadn’t asked for any cure before. I try not to ask God for anything. He isn’t a vending machine. But then . . . I just realized it could genuinely, truly happen, Father, do you understand? And once I did . . . it was as though a light opened in me somewhere, and God was in it.”

Avelyn wrote that down.

She was watching him closely. “Father, I should say, I find God through my work. I’m not the sort of person who talks about a deep personal relationship with the Lord. Those people always sound to me like one beer off telling you they once met Elvis serving burgers in a diner.”

He wasn’t sure she could have said anything that would have made him take her more seriously.

The next person was a fire-breathing conservative priest from the States who appeared on exorcism podcasts and was emphatic that he wasn’t at An El because he was hiding from the accusations. He talked as if Avelyn would have heard about them, and Avelyn, who hadn’t but had very much met a hundred versions of him before, didn’t ask. The man looked like he lurked outside secondary schools.

He had a halo almost as bright as Annunciata’s.

“Yeah, it happened a week ago,” the priest said, flexing his hands to show Avelyn that he could. His name was Reyes. “Awful arthritis until then. You should have seen my hands, knotted like rope.”

No doubt from all the grabbing of unconsenting passersby.

“But I prayed on it, and over maybe three days, the pain went away and I played the piano for the first time in ten years.”

A week ago.

“How do you pray?” Avelyn asked.

“Say that again, sorry?”

Avelyn considered making flash cards to hold up, then said it again.

“Like, tell it to you?”

“Yes please.”

“Sure. Dear Almighty God, please grant a favour to this humble servant of yours, and relieve of me the terrible pain I’ve been suffering. I know there’s redemption in suffering, but I reckon I’m as redeemed as an old sinner is likely to get.”

Avelyn let that canter a few laps around his head. “Did you have any expectation that that might be effective?”

Reyes made a meowing noise.

“No, it was a genuine question,” said Avelyn.

“Oh, okay. At first, not really. But I’d been talking to Jericho, and he said, well, things like that really can get better here, and after a while . . . yeah. I guess I wouldn’t say I expected it, but I was alive to the possibility that it could happen.”

“Did you perceive God at any point?”

Reyes smiled. “You don’t take no prisoners, do you, son? I like that.”

Avelyn lifted his eyes from his notes, halfway to amused. He got this kind of thing plenty from older men. He knew why: he looked so innocent, what with being small and diligently obedient. People liked to explain things to him and feel that they’d taught him something, until he said more than two sentences. Then they remembered an urgent appointment five hundred miles away.

“No, only scalps. Did you perceive God at any point?” he repeated.

There was a tiny pause in which Reyes was clearly a little taken aback, but then he covered it over with a big easy laugh. “Well—yeah, I guess I did.”

“In what way? Can you describe it?”

“Say, where are you from?”

Avelyn rested his cheek on his knuckles. “Can you describe it?”

“You’re no fun.”

Avelyn checked his list. “All right. Thank you for your time. Could you find Sister Grace Kim for me?”

“What, that’s it?” Reyes said, indignant.

“Yes. This is an inquisitorial investigation into a miracle, but you won’t answer the questions, and I don’t like you.”

Reyes sighed. “Okay, okay, no need to overreact. It was . . . like . . . a window opened in my head, and he was on the other side.”

Avelyn almost said it along with him, because it was so close to what the others had said. A door opened, a light came on, a window opened, and God was there.

He paused, because Reyes was, in however showy a way, an exorcist. “Definitely God?” he asked.

“Rather than . . .?”

“Anything else.”

Reyes lifted his eyebrows. “Anything demonic? Have you ever met a demon?”

Avelyn thought about saying that he had.

Reyes laughed. “They don’t go round filling you with joy and curing you of awful things. They make housewives throw grown men across rooms and they cripple faithful people with injuries as real as that one.” He nodded at Avelyn’s leg. “They shriek at the name of the Holy Mother. That ain’t what’s here.”

Avelyn passed his pen to his other hand. He saw Reyes’ eyes follow it, surprised, as he kept writing. “Have you ever seen anything not explained by the fact that women are much stronger than men think, or that horrible religious guilt can cause equally horrible and real but thoroughly unsupernatural effects?”

The good cheer vanished. “I didn’t come here to be spoken down to by some kid from the Society of Jesus. Damn it, son, you all talk like the Lord signs himself ‘God, SJ’! What are you writing? What is that writing?” he added, as though he suspected Avelyn might be sacrificing a black ram later.

It was Hreod, because even after so long, Roman letters all looked the same if he was tired or ill. You wrote Hreod with both hands; Avelyn had spent a long time feeling mystified by the idea of handedness in the Outside. “Satanic runes,” said Avelyn.

“You’re a little shit, aren’t you.”

Avelyn decided that if he ever got properly bored here, he would find Reyes again and wind him up and up to see if he popped. “Good luck with the accusations, Father. Though careful of Hreod boys. If one of them reports you to the Witan . . .” He mimed scissors.

“I’m reporting you.”

Avelyn smiled his most cherubic smile. “Do it, you minx.”

The next person was a Peruvian bishop who had been sent here as a last hurrah before the Alzheimer’s worsened; now, he was as clear to speak to as anybody. He had the halo too, just faintly. When Avelyn said that it was possible he had annoyed Father Reyes, the Peruvian bishop patted him gleefully on the head and told him he was a good boy.

After the bishop was a sister from South Korea, who explained hesitatingly from some notes that she had written out painstakingly in pencil, translated from what must have been a paper dictionary, that she had been born with a congenital spinal problem that put her in a lot of pain until two weeks ago. Not surprised anymore, he watched the salt light pouring in through the bank of windows behind her veering towards her, flaring the already bright halo.

“Two weeks. Before Matthew,” he said, to check, because that was new.

“Yes,” she said carefully. She was trying hard to get her English exactly correct. “I . . . have . . . no. I had . . .” She looked excruciated.

He put his hand out, full of sympathy, and just covered the pencilled notes to say, no, just talk. Hreod was complicated, but English’s endless obsession with time—I go, I went, I will go, I have gone, I will have gone, for Christ’s sake—had kept him up at night when he was young. “I understand. Just talk. Present tense is good. English is horrible.”

She smiled for the first time. “English is a disaster.”

He laughed. He wanted that to be the arrival banner at Heathrow airport.

“Before Matthew,” she agreed. “Two weeks . . . already. Two weeks since?”

“Two weeks ago,” he provided, feeling sympathy pain.

“Ago. Two weeks ago, I go in the mine.” She pointed through the windows to the high gates of the deep mine, the way down to the working pit faces, where the salt light was as bright as the dawn. “There is a tour. The . . .” She did an amazingly good mime of working with a pickaxe. “The mine-people, they take us to see. Is very dark, is very . . .” She widened her eyes and made claws of her hands.

“Scary.”

“Scary. But interesting. We see them work. They work with no lights. Only us, with lights.” She held up an imaginary lantern.

He nodded.

“The guide, he tells us—story. About Saint Hildegard. How she go down also, long . . .” She clicked her fingers and pointed at him. “Ago?”

He fist-bumped her.

“Long ago,” she said, delighted to have got it right. “Long ago, she goes down, down, down, but she is same as me, she has . . . she walks with . . .” She mimed a walking stick and looked at him for the word.

“Cane,” he said, because it was easier to remember than walking stick. “Like Cain and Abel.”

“But if you have cane you are not able.”

He coughed on the sip of coffee he’d just taken. “Stop it. Stop being funny. Tell the story.”

She grinned. “She save an angel in the mine, a sad angel.” Her hands sketched a crown. “She bring him back. Fight to bring him back.” She inclined her head slowly. “For me, this is very magical. After that I think, I will be more like Saint Hildegard. I will do anything.” The smile turned to something subtler, not happiness exactly but a kind of deep affection. “And God hears.”

By the time he had spoken to all nine of the people with cures, bar Annunciata, one pattern was clear. A halo meant a cure or, taking Annunciata into account, that one was on its way.

Apart from that though, there was an enraging absence of any other pattern at all. Most of them had been at An El for a little while before they began to experience improvements, usually at least two weeks . . . but Matthew blasted that to pieces. Matthew had been at An El for only eight days. The brightness of the halo didn’t seem to matter either. Everyone had come from different places. The only other commonality was that they had all felt the presence of God when it happened. It really was as though Heaven had shone its light on a chosen few.

Avelyn sat staring at his notes, surrounded by the happy clatter that was dinner. He wanted to talk to Jericho, not because he thought there would be any answers there, but just to run it by someone kind and sensible and who never asked him to repeat himself. He shouldn’t, though. Jericho had other patients.



15 She was at that moment by the abbey lake, trying to bribe an octopus with a silver teaspoon. There was a small population of An El cephalopods, and because their only natural predators, humans and eels, both saw salt light, they blew clouds of silver ink. They also made themselves dens out of anything silver they could find, usually coins people had thrown in the lake, but they had been known to sneak into the kitchens and steal the cutlery, and if you were in a ground floor room with the window open, you had to be careful about where you left crucifixes and St Christopher medallions, and the highest prize of all, the silver-clad cameras. For a good while, nobody had been able to work out why, in locked rooms, the cameras kept turning up wiggled free of the silver casing, and no silver casing in sight; everyone had thought someone was stealing. It was Jericho who found six of the silver cases in a rock pool, each one housing an octopus doing its best impression of a camera.
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Ashamed, Avelyn went to the Lodge anyway, though he hesitated outside the door. He could see Jericho through the pointed window, lit up in salt light and firelight. The opinionated snail had acquired its own aquarium, an exciting moss-and-water habitat, and half a cauliflower. It was enthroned on the cauliflower, glowing regally.

“Yes,” said Jericho the second Avelyn came in, as if Avelyn weren’t just expected but late. “Good. Take a picture of the stitches and show it to me before you die of sepsis.”

“I’m pretty certain you assured me I’d be fine?”

“Well, yes, but I can always hope for something medically more interesting than a papercut,” Jericho said.

Avelyn took the silver camera into the bathroom. When he came back with the picture, he had to hold it face down so he couldn’t look at it. Of course it was much better than having to undress in front of Jericho again, but there was a dull, carbon-dioxide hollow in him that couldn’t see past how excruciating it was for a picture like that to exist. It showed the whole scar and the bruising, all the way up to his hip, and the lines of the tattoos he hadn’t burnt off, and for all it was just a medical record, he felt like he was handing over something dirty.

“Ugh,” Jericho said, disgusted. “It’s perfect. Why couldn’t you make an effort and contract some kind of interesting flesh-eating disease? I haven’t amputated anyone’s leg for ages. Do you know how bored I am?”

Then he did something that Avelyn knew, even while it was happening, he was going to remember forever as one of those tiny things that held a universe of grace.

Jericho frisbeed the photograph into the fire, and managed to make it look like part of his general discontent with his empty office hours, and nothing to do with the humiliation that must have been written across every line of Avelyn’s body.

“Although,” Jericho said, as if he hadn’t just performed the single greatest act of kindness Avelyn had experienced for years, “Father Reyes does seem to want to kill you, so I might yet see some fascinating compound fractures if he gets you at the top of the tower staircase. What are you saying to people that has this effect?”

Avelyn hinged into the spare chair at the desk, flooding with disproportionate relief that the photograph was gone—and that Jericho wasn’t sick of the sight of him yet. “I told him his exorcisms are bullshit, and that the Witan will probably castrate him.”

Jericho thought about it. “But . . . you believe in demons.”

“Yes, demons, not punishing guilt complexes that appear after someone faithful does tarot cards one time at university. No true-born atheist is ever possessed, have you noticed that? It’s only ever people who were religious to start with. It happens when someone does something they can’t reconcile with their faith: that’s why exorcisms work, it’s a faith problem so you need a faith representative like a priest or a nun to convince you that you can be forgiven. If you want never to be possessed, don’t believe in God. There, I solved it.”

Jericho was laughing that fantastic chorister’s laugh. “So you’re feeling better then. How are the interviews going?”

“Strange,” said Avelyn, glad for the chance to tell him. “The people with some kind of cure—they have a . . . halo. In the salt light. Annunciata too. Actually it’s brightest on her. She looks like the Holy Mother in a painting.”

“A halo,” Jericho repeated, sketching a circle above his own head.

“Ah—like they’re glowing, all over,” Avelyn said, and then thought: loaded word, isn’t it, halo. Why did I say that, and not aura, or glow? “They’re attracting salt light. It’s the opposite of what happens to you. You repel it.”

Jericho studied the air, then opened a desk drawer and brought out a photograph. It was Matthew, or just about; the picture had been obscured by what, on film, looked like a ferocious lens flare. “This happened on any images he tried to take of himself after the first couple of days. We thought it was a faulty batch of film. Is this . . .”

“Yes,” Avelyn said. “The light’s between you and him. Annunciata’s going to come out as a blur.” He remembered the photograph he had taken of the whole congregation in the chapel and wondered where it had got to. It had been in his soutane pocket, so it was probably at the bottom of a laundry vat somewhere.

“What is it?”

“No idea. I need to ask someone Hreod,” he said, but then felt tired at the thought. Probably they would tell him Annunciata and the others were imaginary too. “A miner. They know salt light.”

Jericho was thinking, a concerned line between his eyebrows now. “Once people start to notice this . . .”

“They’re going to start talking about God’s chosen ones,” Avelyn said. “I know. Fabian’s going to be even more of a sanctimonious prick than normal. I thought you’d be happy though, honestly? You were sure it’s something good, and . . .?”

Jericho smiled his mercury smile, the one that was more about assuring you he wasn’t picking a fight than any humour. “I don’t like how these things are being interpreted. I don’t like this general conviction that Matthew deserved what happened to him. I don’t like that people might start talking to Father Reyes as if he is special in any sense other than that he’s lucky not to be in prison.” His eyes caught across Avelyn’s face. “What about you, do you still think it’s a demon?”

Avelyn had been trying to decide what he thought all afternoon. “I don’t know. I want to say that I don’t care how many lovely nuns and bishops it cures of blindness or cancer, or how indiscriminately it helps people, even Fabian. I think the bread and the wine was fucking horrendous. I want to say we should all be waiting for the other shoe.”

“But . . .?”

“But—my whole family was killed in this mine. I’m never going to expect anything good here. Maybe I’m . . . that’s the thing, right? If I say, ‘I don’t care how many people are cured, how much good is done here, I don’t care if Christ appears and walks on water in front of me’—that isn’t logical, that’s just a frame of mind.” He sighed. “Father Li even said that to me. He told me to remember that God is here too. And they all report experiencing God very directly just before it happened, or began to happen. They all say, ‘A door opened and God was there,’ or ‘I felt as though there was a new light in my head somewhere,’ but I just . . .” He shook his head and had to look away towards the fire, trying to think of a way to say what he wanted to without making himself feel too exposed.

“The ras,” Jericho said for him. “What they’re attributing to God might be the ras, and you’re sure that the ras isn’t God but the Salt King. But . . . you can’t ask them to tell the difference, because how would they know? And how would you know?”

“Exactly,” Avelyn said. “Exactly. I’m worried everyone is just . . . feeling something vast and inhuman and lovely, and so they think it must be God.”

“Do any of them have your hesitation about whatever it is they’re perceiving?” Jericho asked.

Avelyn shook his head a little. “No. They all seem convinced they’re experiencing something good.”

Jericho had been sitting exactly still for the whole conversation, and now it had lasted for so long it was uncanny. It was just how a person was when there were no smartphones or endless email pings and messages to make them jittery, the stillness that came from life down here, but the longer it lasted, the more extraordinary a contrast it struck with the flickering speed Jericho had when he did choose to move, the one that had seemed so like nervous energy at first and just . . . didn’t, now.

Stillness; he was right. It was a fine thing.

Avelyn mirrored him, and when he let his breath out, he didn’t take another for a while.

In that stillness, the ras settled against him, like someone fitting themselves against his back and wrapping both arms around him, and he was calmer then than he had ever been. Consolation, through his whole soul.

He had to stand up and put another log on the fire.

“Is it possible you’re wrong about the ras?” Jericho asked. “Maybe it’s not meant badly, and . . . I mean, your family died in an accident, it wasn’t—”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Avelyn said, too sharply. “The ceiling didn’t just collapse, Jericho. My grandmother smashed the support pillars with a sledgehammer.”

Jericho looked as though Avelyn had just slashed him across the chest with a knife.

Annunciata pushed the door open and then closed it quickly behind her. “Am I interrupting?” she asked, looking between them. Even to her, new to body language and expressions, the way they were staring at each other must have looked as though they were about to either have a huge fight or begin confession. Avelyn swallowed, honestly not sure which it would have been.

“No, come in,” said Jericho.

“Um. Small request.” She looked worried. “I was hoping Avelyn would be available to bite the people who keep following me around.”

“Following you around?” Avelyn echoed, going to the window. Jericho came too. He was silent on the flagstones, but Avelyn could feel the cool of that void in the salt light close on his left side.

It was true. In the courtyard, a knot of people were talking excitably. They were all watching the Lodge door, clearly waiting for Annunciata to come out again.

“They want to know what kind of prayers I did,” she said awkwardly. “And whether I pray the rosary, and what I read, and . . . I can’t get them to go away. I might need a bit more firepower?”

Avelyn wasn’t sure he had ever been more relieved not to have to finish a conversation. “It would be my pleasure to bite some people for you,” he said, not looking at Jericho.

Word of Annunciata’s cure must have reached the stranded tourists too, because dozens of them had come down to An El. As soon as Avelyn and Annunciata came out, camera flashes went off everywhere, and the silver-clad Polaroids made their old-fashioned chucking sound as they rolled out the photographs.

“Come on, pack it in, you’ll blind her all over again,” Avelyn said. “What are you doing? Leave her alone.”

“Something strange is happening in the pictures,” Fabian protested.

“See? It isn’t just a lens flare, it follows her around!” someone else said excitedly. “It’s like a halo—a real halo!”

Avelyn dove on the chance. “Yes, there’s about ten of you with it.”

Instant clamour.

“Ten! Which ten? Do I have it?”

“Do I?”

Suddenly everyone was much more interested in him than in Annunciata, who crept along the wall and towards the passageway that led to the bridge.

“You’ll see, if you take pictures of each other,” he said, and hurried after Annunciata as quickly as the stitches would allow. He caught up in the passage. Her halo lit the way brighter than any lamp.

“A halo?” she said to him, voice echoing.

“It’s salt light,” he said. “It clings to you.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen it before.” He felt freshly exhausted at the prospect of an entire conversation in Hreod. He wanted to turn back and claim to be too hurt and tired to do anything but curl up on the couch and be read to, but then Jericho would ask him what he had meant about his grandmother, and . . . Oh God, he was up and walking in the right direction. And it was true that suffering was character-building. His least favourite humans were the ones who had never known an iota of unpleasantness or difficulty. Suffering made you appreciate the times when you were all right, instead of becoming righteous and vengeful about being asked to come into the office instead of working from home. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to find some of the miners, see if they know. What time is it—half seven? We might catch someone from the Balen coming up from the deep.”

“Well, I’ll tell you now, maybe I have a halo but I’m no saint,” she said. “I eat popcorn during Mass to aggravate Sister Michael.”

“Annunciata, if that isn’t saint material, I don’t know what is,” Avelyn said. “But Reyes has it too, and he seems like a narcissistic pervert.”

“Anyone can be redeemed,” she pointed out.

“Well, he’ll be redeemed with a much higher voice if he tries anything here.”

She laughed, but not as much as he’d hoped. “I just wonder . . .”

“What?” he said.

“It’s just—I always thought of my blindness as a kind of—I don’t know, my burden to carry. I was glad of it. It made my faith stronger, and it gave me so many opportunities for patience and perseverance and all the rest, and now it’s gone, I just—well, I think it’s going to take me further from God, not closer. I’m a goldfish person, Avelyn. I’ll forget what it’s like to struggle, I’ll forget what it was like for Christ—”

Avelyn kicked her ankle. “All right, Saint Sebastian.”16

She paused. “That was a little bit Saint Sebastiany, wasn’t it,” she admitted.

They had come out close to the bridge over the lake. For him, the water had its own violet-gold luminescence. Under the surface, the eels swung to follow them as they made their way across the bridge; they hunted by salt light, and they could see Annunciata. Annunciata herself must not have been able to see much at all. The great chandeliers were lit, sometimes dripping wax into the lake with what would have sounded like raindrop plinks if they hadn’t hissed, but that light was barely enough to go by. To her, the water must have looked eerie and black, swimming with the reflections from An El’s windows. Maybe she wouldn’t even be able to make out the gleam of the salt-encrusted rocks along the lake shore. To Avelyn, they glowed only a little less than the candles.

“I walk around the lake every day,” she said when he asked if she needed a lamp. “I’m grand. It’s nice, it’s so warm.”

“That’s the salt light,” Avelyn agreed. “It is nice.” It was warmer now than he had ever known it as a child.

“Avelyn,” she said. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. Do you still speak Hreod pretty well?”

“It’s not great now, but . . . I didn’t really speak English till I was sixteen. Why?”

“Well, it would be brilliant if you’d let me ask you a few questions about it—once you’re feeling better obviously, I can’t be torturing a sick man. But before I have to leave?”

“No, ask me now, I’m fine. Although . . . why . . . Hreod?” he asked, trying not to wrinkle his nose.

She smiled. “Hreod is the linguistic mystery of the twenty-first century. Oh: you’re going to have to tell me what you’re doing with your face, I don’t know many expressions yet . . .”

“It’s my that’s-obviously-a-lie face.”

“It’s not! I mean it. Hreod shouldn’t exist. Or not anymore.”

“Sorry?”

“Do you want me to do this to you?” she said, giving him an assessing look. “Probably we should have a code word for when you need to stop.”

He laughed. “Candlestick.”

“Sound,” she said. They were walking along the shore, just under the path that the miners took to the soaring archway leading down into the deep, and the working pit faces. That archway was so bright now that it looked as if it led into a winter sunrise. As Jericho had said, though, a sign across the gates said the tours had been suspended until further notice. “Okay, well. So you know how languages are connected to each other? Languages change over time until they’re not the same language anymore. Italian and Spanish used to be Latin, English is a mix of a very old kind of German and Norse and some French . . .”

“Right?”

“Anyway, this change is usually quick if a country is invaded a lot or if loads of people from different countries end up speaking a language for trade. So a normal English speaker can’t read English from a thousand years ago, it’s a different language. But if a language is left well alone, it only changes slowly. If you’re Icelandic, you can still read sagas from a thousand years ago because only a few words have changed; that slow, natural change is called ‘linguistic drift.’”

“Hreod is like that,” he said. “It’s the same now as it was ages ago.”

“Exactly,” she said. “Even more so than Icelandic, actually. We’re pretty sure that if you met a Hreod person from about four thousand years ago, you’d be grand, you could have an almost normal conversation. But that shouldn’t be possible.”

“Why? You said about Iceland.”

“Because Hreodwater is in England. England has been invaded and resettled, and the language has changed, again and again and again. Everyone probably started out speaking something that was Celtic-sounding, you know, like Gaelic and Welsh. The Romans came, dumped a load of Latin in it. The Romans left: what follows is almost complete population replacement. The newcomers bring their language, which is Germanic. Then the Vikings come: they bring Norse. Then the French invade. The Enlightenment happens, and we decide everything academic should happen in Greek. And on and on and on, right?”

“Right . . .”

“But not Hreod. Hreodwater never had to incorporate anything but a few words, and those words are only around trade. Weird, so? Gets weirder. A while ago, scholars started to notice that English links to unexpected languages, like Sanskrit. All of them must have a common ancestor, everything from here to the Himalayas. It’s not recorded, but if you do a bit of linguistic skullduggery, you can get back to a good guess at about . . . five hundred words or so of that language. It’s called Proto-Indo European.”

“Do you call it Pie?” said Avelyn, who was still seventeen inside and being thrown out of class for making zombie flickerbooks when Father Singh was trying to explain Lazarus.

“Of course we do, we’re not psychopaths. But guess what happened when those scholars visited Hreodwater?”

“Do we speak Pie?”

“You speak delicious apple and blackberry Pie, Avelyn. Which is a great big problem, because . . . how come? The rest of England is buggered if it can read anything from even six or seven hundred years ago. Hreodwater has natural defences, sure, but a few determined people and a boat could get across the fen. And you’re on the most valuable salt mine in Europe. Anyone passing by would have tried to take it off you. They did. Romans, Vikings, Normans. Never worked. Not once. Even though there’s about twelve of you. You’ve been doing this for longer than most languages have been alive. And the cherry on the cake: do you know why Hreoda don’t look like other people in Western Europe?”

“I know some Victorian naturalist thought Hreoda were the Lost Tribe of Israel once.”

She laughed. “He did. But really it’s because Hreodwater is the only permanent human settlement in Britain that survived the Ice Age: everyone else went back to Europe, it was too cold here. They only came back once it was warmer, but not you. So probably you’ve been here for . . . at least ten thousand years. How have you managed to preserve your language and your culture for that long? That never happens unless you’re away on a glacier somewhere or in a jungle and nobody knows you exist. Riddle me that, and you’ll get some kind of scholarly award.”

Avelyn let that roll around for a little while. “You’re saying . . . something kept us safe. Something else.”

“I do. The Salt King, An El, the angel, whatever we want to call him . . . he’s been doing a good job here.”

The eels were still following the light of her halo. Avelyn smiled once and nodded, because she had just got her sight back and she was happy, and he didn’t want to rain on that when he had no proof and a severely dwindling certainty that he knew even faintly what was happening here.



16 Avelyn’s least favourite saint. Sebastian was shot almost to death by the Romans, and rescued and miraculously healed by Saint Irene . . . but was then so annoyed about not being martyred properly that he then went out, hectored Emperor Diocletian about his sins, and was promptly clubbed to death. Avelyn could only imagine Saint Irene had thereafter hung a sign on her surgery door saying NO TIMEWASTERS.
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It was warm in the light from the deep mine, so warm in fact that on the lake shore in front of it, some enterprising clergy had set up deck chairs and a tiny honesty tiki bar under an umbrella, where cocktails and wine17 lived in a silver-clad cooler that kept them the nearly frozen temperature that the mine naturally was, with no salt light. Avelyn turned back his sleeves and Annunciata pulled off her jumper as they settled to wait for a miner to accost. He wasn’t sure what was going on with the mining shifts—everyone had left late last night—but people would be coming and going as long as someone was down there. They decided to wait half an hour before bothering with the toil uphill to the surface. Jericho would be cross if Avelyn did that, and Avelyn already had a deep-seated need not to upset him.

“What are those?” Annunciata asked suddenly. She was looking at his tattoos.

He explained what tattoos were, and then what they meant here. “Different clans have different tattoos. They show who you belong to and what you do. My clan used to mine the King’s Way, which is a shaft in the deep, so Brocken tattoos were always of the King.” He studied the stuttering lines. Beneath the lasered ink, the salt still glowed. “There’s a legend that the Brocken were descended from the witches who originally sang the King to sleep in the deep. They were supposed to be able to talk him.”

“How come other people didn’t talk to the King?”

Avelyn shook his head. “I don’t know. It was supposed to be difficult, and dangerous. You could get lost in his dreams, and his nightmares. It’s all very airy-fairy and annoying,” he added.

She was studying him with worrying interest. “Jericho says you don’t think the King is an angel.”

“I don’t know what he is,” Avelyn said. “But he is fucking with me.”

“How?”

“Well, the ras making me feel as though bad is good, for a start.” He had to half close his eyes against the memory of the way Jericho had talked to him as if everything was fine, but held his knee so gently. “I have to say, I’m not loving the way that consolation currently feels like it’s heading directly away from God.”

“Are you sure that isn’t just the difference between what God wants and what you think God wants?” Annunciata said.

Avelyn was quiet, because he had thought about that, and now he thought about it again. To the surprise of a great many people, Christ said not one solitary thing about the way he was feeling about Jericho. Leviticus did, but Leviticus also banned clothes of two different weaves; it was a set of laws for a particular time and place, not eternity, and so cleaving to it now was like trying to obey speed limits imposed on mule wagons in classical Rome while you were driving to Fiumicino. Saint Paul . . . you could argue until the cows came home about the Greek terms Paul used and what those had really meant.

There had been a Jesuit once who had said exactly that, and said that since God was love, then anything that took you towards genuine love was sacred.

He had been thrown out of the order.

“I’m sure,” he said.

“Well, tell Jericho,” she said. “He might be able to give you something to take the edge off. Whatever it is here, it certainly does bugger about with some kind of chemistry. Maybe it’s hitting you strangely; maybe you just need a bit of diazepam or whatnot.”

“No, I’ve bothered Jericho enough.”

“He won’t mind. He’s got a soft spot for you.”

“I don’t think so,” Avelyn said, surprised. “I’m a very frustrating person. He’s just polite.”

Annunciata laughed so much it echoed. “Only when he likes. Someone a few weeks ago tried to convert him and then asked him the best way to drive to Oxford for a person who hasn’t driven in England before, and Jericho told him to be sure to go through Slough.”

Avelyn knew only two things about London: one, that several alumni of the Venerable English College had been horribly martyred there, and two, that it had a suburb called Slough whose roadplan had been designed, according to Father Li, by the Devil himself.

“That’s diabolical,” Avelyn said, in awe.

“It’s a thing to behold.” She bumped him lightly, elbow to elbow. “Just ask him.”

Avelyn nodded and didn’t say that he shouldn’t overlap with Jericho any more than necessary, if he wanted not to be in a chronic state of mortal sin while he was here.

She quirked her head at him, more serious now. “Is there anything else bothering you? About the King, I mean.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean for this to turn into confession,” he said, uncomfortable. He hated people who made everyone else lug around their baggage.

“I owe you,” she told him. “You never said ‘candlestick.’”

He had to admit it would be nice to have a second opinion, one that wasn’t Jericho’s rose-tinted one. Rose-tinted: what an understatement. Jericho was seeing through primordial wildernesses of roses. “Well. There’s a thing with the salt . . .” He looked for some salt to cast, but it was all solid and crystallised.

The eels were still close, though, trying to understand what Annunciata was. Among the dark masses of them, one or two—the Eel Queens, in the witches’ stories—had markings in salt light around their throats that looked like crowns.

“Hold on,” he said, and raided the tiki bar’s honesty box for silver coins. When he had a small handful, he threw one into the water.

The eels looked down, interested in this sudden void in the salt light.

Avelyn threw the next coin slightly further in, then the next to the side, the next closer, landing the coins in a rough circle. The eels followed, and then went around again, then again, and soon they were spinning in one heaving mass just below the surface. Within that orbit, the coiling bodies began to make other shapes.

“Can you see that?” Avelyn asked. For him, it was uplit in salt light.

Annunciata was staring. “Who is that?”

In the eel-made image, there was a woman walking down a long stairway, holding a lamp ahead of her in one hand and a walking staff in the other. She limped.

Avelyn frowned, because he had expected the boy on the causeway again. “That . . . is Saint Hildegard.”

Annunciata tore her new eyes away from the lake and looked at him instead. “What does it mean?”

“It means,” a voice said behind them, “that the King is calling once more for a great witch to wake him.”

The Balen shift foreman was standing just behind them. Avelyn had never known any Hreoda to talk unsolicited to an Outsider before, and for a moment he was too surprised to say anything, but he could see why she had: she was looking at Annunciata with that particular fascination which some children aimed at decomposing birds.

Behind her, the rest of the shift was coming through the silver gates; about forty people, which was fewer than it should been.

“Grandmother,” he said. “The King keep you.”

“And you, tua-Brocken. What were you scrying for?”

It was more polite than anyone had ever spoken to him when he lived here.18 “Nothing particular. Actually we were waiting for you.”

“For me?”

“If you have a moment.”

“What does a witch want with me?” she said, laughing a little. It was nearly nervous.

“It’s about this lady,” Avelyn explained, nodding to Annunciata. “Some of the Outsiders at the abbey—w . . . est at the abbey—are attracting the salt light in this way. I was hoping someone from the mine might know what it is?”

Above them, the salt light from the gateway shot a flare out over the lake, faint but visible. They both looked.

“The King is restless,” she said, and he couldn’t tell if she was talking about the light, or about Annunciata.

As people always did across a longish walk, the clan had strung itself out, everyone walking in pairs or threes, but now the ones at the back were catching up, and more and more of them were studying Annunciata. The halo shone in something deep in their eyes and gave them a purple glow.

It wasn’t curiosity, the way they were looking. He saw some uneasy glances sling between the teenagers.

Peripherally, he noticed that there must have been new rules about what you wore down the mine. When he was young, you could wear whatever seemed sensible; sometimes even Outsider jeans. Now, though, it was more uniform. Despite the warmth of the salt light, everyone was dressed in leather, even the children, with high collars that had buckles on them as though they were supposed to attach to something else.

“This halo comes with improvements to their health,” Avelyn added carefully. “You don’t happen to have seen it on any Outsiders before? I just wanted to know if it’s going to—I don’t know, do anything else?”

He thought the foreman was going to say something along the lines of, Your guess is as good as mine, isn’t it odd, maybe one of the bards or the witches will know but I wouldn’t bet on it. He was getting ready to ask whose witch or bard would be best, and where to find them, and he was even gearing up to the steep walk to the surface and Jericho’s inevitable wrath when he got back.

“We’ve been told we can’t speak to anyone from the Outside about it,” the foreman said.

Avelyn had already built at least a few hours’ worth of future on what he’d expected her to say, and so when she didn’t, it all fell down on him and he had to blink, disorientated.

“You’ve been told what? Why?”

She looked uncomfortable. “Aren’t you forward,” she said roughly, but it was artificial and awkward. “Keep your nose out of other clans’ business.”

“It is my business. The man who died had this halo too,” he pushed. As he spoke, he noticed some of the others looking away—not from him, but from Annunciata. It was as if, he realized with an unpleasant prickling feeling, they were seeing someone whose sleeve was on fire, and they’d been forbidden from pointing it out. “The Outsiders think it means their god is choosing them, but if it isn’t . . .”

He trailed off, because above them, the salt light flashed an aurora curtain overhead, dancing with mauve and gold particles. It was much clearer and brighter than that last flare. Everyone looked up. Avelyn stared. It was glorious, and he never seen salt light do that before, even in the deep. The colours took a long time to fade, painting themselves into the lake too. The surface churned with eels. Annunciata, who could only see the eels, not what was driving them mad, looked at the water, surprised.

A man about Avelyn’s age crouched down to a little girl who must have been his niece and pressed something over her face: a blank silver mask, without openings for the eyes. The little girl didn’t protest. She just hurried along beside her uncle as he started for the surface.

Other people were holding masks too, and walking away. Fast.

“I can’t talk to you, I’m sorry,” the foreman said.

“What are the masks for?” he asked.

“Safety,” she said steadily.

“If you won’t tell me what’s happening, then let me go down and see.”

“I can’t,” she said again. “You’d need the approval of Lady Balen for that, or Lady Hringen or Lord Harkta.” Her eyes caught on his leg, and he realized he was standing awkwardly, even though it still didn’t hurt much. Guilt skimmed over her face. “I’m sorry, son. You were brave, trying to save that Outsider. My hands are tied.”

“I understand,” he said, though he didn’t at all. More people were putting on those masks. The silver was thin: they must have been able to see through it, just about. Even knowing that, it looked horrible. Blank face after blank silver face, like some kind of dark ceremony. “Where is Lady Balen tonight?”

“The Witan is in session.” The last of the other miners passed her, and she stepped outside the gate and pulled it firmly shut. She was studying Annunciata again. Much lower than before, too quiet for anyone else to hear: “You need to get her out of the mine.”

She walked away under the storming light.

Annunciata brushed his arm. To her, it must all have happened in almost total darkness. The only ordinary light came from the windows of An El and the high glow of the chandeliers. “What was all that? What did she say?”

Avelyn turned back, not sure what to tell her. Those masks were sticking in his mind. They were so uncanny, and they weren’t just about helping the miners see in bright light. You could wear glasses for that. “She said . . .”

If a known liar told you that an avalanche was coming, you ran away, because maybe there wasn’t, but the worst consequence of running was looking silly, whereas the worst consequence of not running was dying.

“She said to get you out of the mine. She wouldn’t tell me why, but the way they were all looking at you . . . it was like you were on fire.” He looked back through the silver bars of the gate again, overrun with that familiar frustration. Above them, the salt light coiled. If he stayed exactly still, he could hear singing, right on the edge of everything else, nothing to do with the King’s hymns. “I can’t tell if it’s something real, or something they only think is . . .”

Was this what it was like for atheists who tried to talk to Catholics?

Annunciata thought about it, much less bothered by any of it than he was. “Ah, so. Better ask Jericho if there’s anything wrong with me.”

The salt light flickered a new, faint aurora over the lake, just for long enough that he managed to take a picture of it to show her. He was glad, though, for some reason he couldn’t trace, that she hadn’t been able to see the silver masks.

Jericho listened to what they said, let Avelyn tell him it might be nothing but might be something, asked Annunciata how she was feeling—perfect—and then said that she seemed very well to him, but she was to tell him straightaway if anything changed. Avelyn watched her go to meet her friends in the courtyard, four nuns from the same convent, who were playing cricket under the salt oaks with some increasingly traumatised Dominicans.

Avelyn knew he ought to go out and help the Dominicans—he could have, his leg didn’t hurt at all now—but he wanted to stay in here. The fire was crackling to itself, the salt light was gold, and Jericho was the only person he had met so far who he could talk to with no effort. If he had to go out there and speak to the others about what they couldn’t see and what he thought and what it all looked like, and then he had to repeat himself because they couldn’t understand his accent . . .

“All well?” Jericho asked him.

Avelyn glanced up at him, checking for incoming questions about his family, but Jericho didn’t add anything. He really was asking about now, not dragging the conversation back to where they left it earlier.

“I’m sorry I snapped at you before,” he said.

Jericho looked lost. “When?”

God, forget making blind nuns see: it was Jericho who was the miracle. Avelyn wasn’t sure he’d ever met someone so gentle who was also so bulletproof. Usually gentle people needed you to be gentle with them.

“Well, I did, even if it bounced off,” he said. “And I’m still sorry.”

Jericho was pouring out some hot chocolate now. He gave Avelyn the first cup, and a look that had opinions about how anxious young people were. “How’s the leg after walking?”

“Fine, I think. Thank you,” he added about the chocolate. He hadn’t known it was what he wanted, but now he was holding it, he would have defended it with his life. “When we found the miners, though, they were wearing these . . . masks. Silver. Have you seen that?”

“Like the witches do?” Jericho said.

“Sort of, but—these things have no eyes. They’re bloody creepy. And the men were putting them on the children first, like it was . . . I don’t know, like they were shielding them.”

“Against the salt light?”

“It has to be, but I don’t know why they aren’t just wearing normal visors. Have you seen the salt light from the . . .? No. This is what it’s doing now.” He showed him the photograph of that aurora light dancing over the lake.

“Christ,” Jericho said softly. “It looks like a storm.”

“I’ve never heard of salt light hurting anyone. But the way they were looking at it, and at Annunciata, it was like they were waiting to be struck by lightning. I’m just . . . I don’t know.” He didn’t have any real idea. He just wanted to talk, and for it not to be something only he knew. “I’m wondering if they’ve seen something in the deep where it’s really bright. Maybe they know something we don’t. Maybe . . . people with the halo shouldn’t stay down here.”

Jericho looked troubled. “There’s nowhere for them to go,” he said. “It’s snowing, and the inns up above are all full with the stranded Outsiders. I’ve put up a family of five in our only spare room.” He was quiet for a moment. “But all the rooms here are silver-clad. If the salt light is doing something damaging . . . at least when people are inside, nothing’s happening to them.” His eyes slipped to the window, to the cricketers outside. They must have met the family of five, because they had acquired some children.

“Maybe this has something to do with why the rooms are all silver-clad,” Avelyn said. “I noticed it last night, and I couldn’t think of a reason to do it.”

The angle of Jericho’s eyebrow sharpened, pensive.

Avelyn bumped back in his chair. “I don’t know why I’m taking what Hreoda think so seriously all of a sudden. Fion in the kitchens thinks you’re imaginary, did you know that?”

“Everyone does,” Jericho said, as if that were a reasonable thing to think about a person. “Hreoda won’t talk to me unless it’s an emergency.”

“Why?”

He lifted his shoulder a little, the wry sketch of a shrug. “They haven’t said.”

“Christ’s sake,” said Avelyn. “Why do you put up with it?”

“Oh, you know. Everyone has their ways,” Jericho said, unflustered, and then tilted his head so that some of his wild curls fell to one side. His black eyes and their stars went over Avelyn twice, fully up and down. “Sorry, this is an odd thing for me to say, but were you that pale when you arrived?”

“Pale?” said Avelyn, who was forever being mistaken for a person who spoke Arabic or Spanish, or really anything but the languages he did in fact speak, and had never been or been called pale in his life. But when he looked down at his arms, Jericho was right. He was two shades lighter than he should have been. Across his elbows, under his sleeves, he was a little bit darker, but not right. He had a sudden thought and looked down the front of his top, moving aside the crucifix that had been sitting above his heart. There was a precise outline of the silver cross stamped in his normal colour. He pulled his collar down so Jericho could see.

“It . . . looks like the opposite of a tan,” he said, perplexed. When he turned his arms over, the light sheened strangely on his fingernails. Now they had a pearly shine, not unlike the acorns in the salt oak trees outside. “It must be the salt light.”

Jericho took his hand to see when Avelyn showed him. His own was cold, and Avelyn had an urge to clasp it until he warmed up. “God, look at that. There’s silver in you, and it’s . . . coming up to the surface to protect you, just like melanin would in the sun.” He looked up. “I didn’t know Hreoda did that.”

“Neither did I,” said Avelyn, unnerved.

Jericho was holding a candle close to see the light move over Avelyn’s nails. “That’s beautiful.”

Avelyn took his hand back and pulled his sleeves down, though he could see that Jericho only meant it in the sense of biologically fascinating. “I’ll add that to the pile of things to ask about when I can get up to the surface,” he said.

“Tomorrow,” Jericho told him, stern now. “At the earliest. I mean it, Brocken. If you try to abscond tonight, I will tell everyone you’ve gone off to enjoy the company of a nice young lady with a whip and some fluffy handcuffs, and you know what? Everyone will believe me.”

Avelyn looked up slowly, glee dawning. “Jericho. Are you secretly a monster who only pretends to be an incredibly lovely doormat so that when you do strike, everyone will blame Fabian?”

“Find out. I dare you,” said Jericho, dead straight.

Avelyn didn’t want to find out. It was getting toward nine o’clock, and for all he’d slept through the early afternoon, tiredness was landing on him now like an oil tanker. It was making him look longingly at the couch. But he shouldn’t stay.

He had teased Annunciata about Saint Sebastian, but she had been right too. This habit he had of loving where he shouldn’t was a blessing. It was a psychological assault course: exhausting, but strengthening. One day, he would be so good at it he could just strangle the feeling the moment it lifted its head.

Hreodwater Avelyn was watching. And that’s consolation, is it?

“I could read more of The Exorcist,” Jericho said.

“No, I should . . .”

“Avelyn. I’ve met Jesuits before—you’re all at least six-tenths Catholic macho nonsense. You’re either upright and building a school in Mexico or you’re unconscious. Sleep down here. Or if you want to be in your own room, I’m going to need to keep checking on you through the night.”

“But you said the stitches were—”

“I’m not worried about the stitches,” Jericho said over him, and Avelyn blinked, partway to astonished to find that Jericho, Jericho, could interrupt someone when he wanted to. He didn’t speak any louder, but he put more power into his voice, like he had when he sang. “I know what you’ll do if I don’t keep looking in. You’ll abscond and walk for miles and open the wound again.”

“If there really is something wrong with the salt light, and—”

“If there is something wrong with the salt light,” Jericho said over him, very soft this time, “there is literally nothing we can do about it tonight. There’s nowhere for people to go, not Outside, not above. Oh, and before I forget.” He held out a contact lens case and a bottle of saline solution.

Avelyn took them both slowly and half closed his eyes. They ached more than ever now. Lenses left in too long felt stiff and dry, like you’d just spent ten minutes staring into a lit forge, and that was when the air wasn’t full of salt. He didn’t want to take them out, though.

“I . . . don’t really like to—”

“I swear to God,” Jericho erupted, “if you say you have a bit of a complicated relationship with your contact lenses—”

“I’m doing it!” Avelyn yelped. This was it: he’d broken Jericho. His teachers at the seminary had all hated him, and he still held the Venerable English College record for number of hours spent slumped outside the Rector’s office, but reducing a saint to shouting inside forty-eight hours was new and awful territory.

“Do you need me to get your glasses?” Jericho asked.

“They’re not prescription, they’re just—”

“For Christ’s sake!” Jericho threw a piece of cauliflower at his head.

“They’re out! See? Please don’t kill me with a cauliflower? I’m sorry! Okay? I’m sorry,” Avelyn said, starting to laugh. He went around the desk and knelt down on the floor at Jericho’s feet as if he were begging forgiveness of a bishop. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t forgive you,” Jericho said grumpily. “More grovelling.”

Avelyn put his hands on Jericho’s knees. “Please? I promise not to do stupid things anymore.”

“Why do you wear them anyway?” Jericho growled.

“So I don’t scream every time I look in the mirror. I look like my uncles.”

“Yuck,” Jericho told him. “You’re nauseating. Sort your life out, Brocken.”

Avelyn grinned. Jericho wasn’t broken. This was magnificent. “I’ll sort my life out when you come for a nice long walk on the fen with me, under the lovely huge sky in all the lovely open space where you can see for miles and miles and miles . . .”

Jericho twitched and turned his head away, starting to laugh too.

Avelyn took both of his hands. “Please will you read to me?” he asked, in the ancient, high Hreod only ever used for prayers to the King, and friends you had wronged.

Jericho slid down onto the floor with him to reach the firelight, leaning back against the ottoman between the armchairs. As if it was nothing, he put his arm out. Avelyn hesitated, but all at once he was tired of being so paralysingly twitchy, tired of the really-you-shouldn’t voice in his head, and tired of Rome Avelyn. Rome Avelyn was neurotic. He missed Hreodwater Avelyn, who had climbed all over his friends like a puppy. It was nothing.

He settled against Jericho’s shoulder. It brought him inside Jericho’s dark salt light shadow, and he could see the room with only the candlelight: much darker, stranger, the ceiling lost in shadows. It was colder: the only heat that reached inside that shadow was the fire.

The cool and dark were an unbelievable relief. He hadn’t noticed it in the front of his mind, but the ceaseless light had been keeping him poised, like it had been six o’clock in the morning all day. Soothing, too, was the slow lift and fall of Jericho’s ribs. He must have gone slack, because Jericho touched the back of his head.

“Still with me?” Jericho asked, with an edge that said he was worried Avelyn had passed out.

“I am,” Avelyn said, curling his fingertips over a fold of Jericho’s shirt and watching the firelight, only the firelight, play over the fabric. He breathed in slowly. Beeswax and fire. He wanted never to move again.

Jericho held the book open with one hand and kept the other on the base of Avelyn’s skull.

It was nothing.



17 And sometimes octopuses, in an emergency.



18 Annunciata had read in many papers that tua literally meant “daughter,” but it was universally used as a polite way to denote clan, e.g., daughter of the Brocken. This had led to some excitable feminist studies and some impassioned grumbling on online forums, but actually everyone had got the wrong end of the stick. Hreod did use two grammatical genders, but they had always been mistranslated as he and she by Outsiders. It was true that often this did boil down to clan ladies being called what the translators thought was she, and Avelyn was referred to by he, but actually it was nothing to do with who had what parts. Hreod had one pronoun it used for material considerations, like humans, foxes, laundry, bricks, road maintenance, and of course, clan, hence the universal tua; and one it used for anything to do with the King, encompassing stags, salt, salt light, eels, the mine, chance, dreams . . . and witches.







PART III

Two days before the waking of the Salt King
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Soledar, Ukraine

The last time Artem had been in Soledar, the fighting went from house to house, so confused and fast that nobody could keep track of who was dead or alive or where the line was. Then it had been a matter of getting out however they could, looking like person-shaped rocks in their fatigues as they ducked from tree to broken tree, car to car, ditch to ditch to keep out of view of the drones, boots skidding on the frozen mud, and once or twice snatching glances back at the shell-blasted entrance of the salt mine. All he’d been able to think was that he’d left his good belt in the locker room there at the end of his last shift.

He had come to a private conclusion that war was what happened when God crushed a century into an hour. Time and events compressed. He felt a hundred years old. Beside those desperate few months spent trying to defend the doomed city, the years that had followed felt like nothing in comparison.

Now that they were back, time was passing war-wise again.

Every single second was etched into him in laser detail. He was always going to remember the briefing in the front room of what had been Mrs Chernychev’s end-of-terrace house, their map of the salt mine weighed down with eight of her porcelain models of kittens, which had survived, along with the horrifying flowery wallpaper, where grenade launchers had not. He was always going to remember getting a lace doily stuck in the tread of his boot and hopping while he pulled it off. And Anna staring at the enormous cross-stitched picture of dolphins on the wall, wondering aloud if they were sure Mrs Chernychev wasn’t a psychopath with bodies buried under the cherry tree, because, well, nobody liked dolphins that much.

“Okay, off we go,” said their captain, who conducted terrifying operations as if they were going for an afternoon stroll. He never spoke with any urgency, even if he was on fire.

They ran across the deserted railway, into the wreckage of the minehead. The stones from between the mauled tracks had been blasted everywhere, and it was impossible not to clatter them across the tarmac, but . . .

No rattle of gunfire. No whine of drones.

The intelligence was right. The Russians would be here somewhere, but they were not right here.

They clustered into the first shadows of the entryway.

“Artem, you’re up,” the captain said. “We’re following you. If you were five hundred tanks, where would you be?”

The intelligence had not stretched to where the five hundred tanks would be, only that they would be here, under a light garrison.

“This way,” said Artem, who had a decent idea.

He had worked in the mine for ten years. Some of its main ways were vast: huge, echoing spaces carved into the eerie bulk of the salt, thirty metres high. Others were little tunnels that delved deep, hewn by people, not machines. Those were dangerous today, because nobody had any idea whether the Russians had stationed troops down here. Probably they had: the mine was always fairly warm, it was safe from artillery, and it was difficult to hunt anyone down in the endless dark now that the electricity had been cut off.

Artem’s suspicion was that the tanks—if they existed at all and this wasn’t a horrible trap—would be in one of those main chambers, probably not far from the entrance. Tanks were wide: you wouldn’t fit them down the corridors much further.

Outside, the darkness had been silvery. In here, it was viscous, and much warmer. The lights on their guns sliced it into pieces in the salt-glittering air. Here and there, abandoned from the mine’s days as a health spa, there were café chairs and neat little tables, undamaged. Some had ashtrays on them, and open magazines and books. Russian. Everyone sharpened, but whoever those things belonged to, there was no sign of them. The long, high hall was silent in the deep way of silence that had gone undisturbed for days.

Artem aimed his torch at the ground. There weren’t even footsteps in the salt. That was strange. It was just a perfect whiteness, like new frost.

It glittered on all the tables and chairs, too. On the magazines, even. It was thick in the air; he could taste it.

Despite all that, he felt like he had come home. He always felt like that in the mine. Everyone did. For all it was eerie, there was something welcoming about it, as though the ancient place was always pleased to see you. It was what made people sing in the deep tunnels, and play jokes in the break rooms, and why it was such a lovely place to come to work. It was why he’d missed it so much, and why he had volunteered to do this.

“Is it always like this?” the captain asked, coughing a little.

“No,” he whispered back. “This is weird.” He had to swallow. His throat felt like he had just choked on seawater. “Sir . . . what did your source say, exactly?”

“Five hundred tanks down here, and no obvious sign of the usual garrison for the last week. Why?”

“I don’t know, I just—it’s through here,” he interrupted himself as they reached the end of that first mammoth hallway. He guided them left, to the broadest cavern. There had been concerts down here, once. He had once made friends with a beautiful violinist in that corner, over glasses of terrible wine.

“Oh, Artem, you shouldn’t have,” the captain breathed.

Tanks.

Row after row after row of them, vanishing back into the blackness, every one glimmering under a layer of new salt. When Artem moved his torchlight across them, he couldn’t get rid of the feeling that he was seeing images in the salt. He could only catch them from certain angles, though.

“Okay, let’s get some explosives into these,” the captain was saying. “You three, watch the hallway, we’re going to be making lots of noise.”

There were pictures in the salt. Birds, and trees, and people. Only, they weren’t drawn on. It was like they had grown that way.

His torch flickered. He smacked it, then realized other people were doing that too.

The captain held out a little device like a wand, and Artem almost swallowed his own tongue.

Krr. Krr. Krr.

“Dosimetry’s normal, it’s not radiation,” the captain said. “Come on, let’s go quick.”

Artem shook his head and clambered up the steps of a tank to open the top and chuck in a brick of PE8 plugged into one of the clever Bluetooth detonators that would mean the captain could set the whole lot off in one satisfying spectacular. How many points did you get for five hundred tanks? They were going to be able to get all the artillery they wanted from the government after this.

Away in the darkness, far into the great salt hall beyond the light of their torches, something thudded. It was a heavy noise, like a bomb landing a long way off, but it was inside the mine.

Everyone went still.

Another thud, and this time, there was light too. Red, just edging the darkness. Something was on fire.

A horrendous inhuman shriek howled out from the tunnels. It was so loud that Artem had to smack his hands over his ears. He had never heard anything like it, but deep down in his cells where the old memories of the time before fire still lay coiled, something recognised it. He didn’t know what it was, but he knew to run.

His torch fluttered, and went out. Everyone’s did.

The dark thundered in, and so did something else.
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Hreodwater, England

Up on the green, they had lit the fires, and the witches were dancing.

The heat was glorious. The willow structures that had gone up over the last few days—the mammoth, the stag, the wolf—were impressive enough when they were just clever wooden frames, each about twenty feet high. They came alive in the fire, though. In the swirls of sparking ash, the wolf looked like it was breathing. Avelyn smiled into the light. He’d loved this when he was little.

In other parts of England, there were such things as morris dancers. They were sweet, just ordinary people with bells tied to their calves and sticks in their hands, which they would sometimes clock together in a friendly sort of way. They always struck Avelyn as being a memory of something older and weirder; and that older and weirder thing, he would have been willing to bet his life, was Hreod witch-dancing.

The dance was supposed to frighten away the King’s nightmares. It was no light clip of sticks and a happy chink of bells. Sinister and lurching, the dancers wore dark costumes made of pheasant feathers and charred deer bones, and when those staves slammed together, the noise was a thunk that you could feel through the ground. Each spin and leap—and God, but they looked like they could float—chimed the silver bells, a warning to stay out of the way. Heavy drums kept them in time, and the unsettling drone of the pipes. By the salt light and the effigy fires, it could have been conjured from a fever dream.

It was midmorning, just after a Mass where, once again, the bread and the wine had transformed. The reaction today had been quieter—everyone had almost expected it—but Avelyn wasn’t sure he liked the new solemnity any better than the explosive joy from yesterday. He’d been glad to get away. Just as Jericho had said, people were starting to treat anyone with a halo differently. Cliques were forming, groups of disciples who thought Reyes’ way of praying or thinking would help bring on a cure, or Fabian’s, or Annunciata’s. Annunciata kept saying she had nothing to say, but people stayed close by anyway in a polite but implacable comet tail.

Reyes, Avelyn noticed, was loving it, doling out advice every fifteen seconds. Fabian was giving his no-women lecture to a cluster of rapt nuns who Avelyn hoped would be ashamed of themselves soon. The Korean sister and the Peruvian bishop had made friends and, sensibly, seemed worried about saying anything at all, even though people kept taking silver-clad pictures of them both and exclaiming.

Avelyn hadn’t expected Jericho to come up to the surface to see the fair, but he had. Avelyn was worried it was an effort to win the sort-your-life-out contest from last night, and although Jericho seemed all right—the crowds and the smoke and the market stalls made it all feel less exposed, perhaps—Avelyn didn’t like the idea of leaving him to it, which he was going to have to do soon. After he had shown Annunciata how to fast-bowl a beanbag at the coconut shy, and after she’d won a coconut with a military overarm shot that earned cheers from a group of spectating Hreod boys, he leaned closer to her.

“Listen, I need to go and speak Hreod to some people soon, but—don’t tell him I told you this—but Jericho has agoraphobia. I’m worried he only came up to win a fight with me, and he’s, you know, eventually going to have some kind of nervous collapse. If you see him looking a bit . . . not okay . . . would you take him back down to An El?”

Annunciata tapped him with the coconut. “He’s a grown man, so. I’m sure he knows when to take himself.”

“Sorry, have you met grown men?” said Avelyn, looking back, because they’d lost Jericho.

Jericho had stopped to say hello to an escaped piglet. It was black and soft and it ran up to him like a puppy, squeaking joyfully. It had a blue ribbon on. There was a Show Pig competition on the next green; people here were intense about that. It would be followed by the even more intense pig racing.

She gave Avelyn a patient look. “This is the same grown man who’s now cuddling a piglet?”

“We have range,” he said.

“Hah,” she said. “All right, I’ll keep an eye. But you’re not off right now?”

“I’m gearing up to it,” he admitted. “I hate everything, have I mentioned that? I hate Hreod, I hate Hreodwater, and I fucking despise mining clans.”

“Don’t go then,” she said more gently. “As you say, it’s probably nothing. Jericho’s not worried.”

Avelyn looked back to where Jericho was still talking to the pig, and didn’t say that he had another theory about why Jericho had come up above: so he could keep an eye on Annunciata.

“I just want to make sure,” he said. “Something’s going on in the deep. It would be stupid not to talk to someone.”

“You need a drink first,” she said. “Jericho! Time for wine.”

There was already a queue for the mulled wine stand. Jericho came to wait with them, looking relieved at the prospect of being drunk.

Avelyn wanted to touch his ribs to ask if he was all right, so he shoved both hands into his pockets instead.

He took a deep breath.

“I shouldn’t drink anything else. I’m going to go and see Lady Hringen,” he said.

“No, what about Irish courage?” Annunciata protested.

Jericho looked down at him like an interested swan.

“I drank a lot yesterday, I’m honestly a bit fragile now,” Avelyn said. “Hreod men aren’t supposed to drink—I think we’ve been bred to have an intolerance to it. I can’t keep up with an Irish person, I’d die.”

“Boo,” Annunciata said. “Down with the matriarchy. Boo.”

“Hold on, Lady Hringen?” said Jericho, and Avelyn saw him hunting for a diplomatic way to voice his alarm. “Is it not possible that she might . . . not . . . be completely delighted to see you?”

“How come?” Annunciata asked, whippet quick.

Avelyn held his breath, getting ready for the torrent that was about to ensue. “I was—look, this sounds different to what it was, okay? I was sixteen and she was fortysomething. It’s not what it is on the Outside, it’s more like a job in diplomacy, it’s like being an attaché at someone else’s embassy. My grandmother negotiated the contract—”

“They were engaged,” Jericho provided.

“Aaaah.” Annunciata grinned.

“She’s the closest I have left to family,” Avelyn said, trying to sound brisk. “She might consider it an obligation to help me. I think it’s the best chance I have for getting any sort of answers. And—how do you know?” he asked Jericho, feeling set upon.

“Everyone knows. The Hringen and the Brocken are incomprehensibly rich,” Jericho explained to Annunciata. “It was as close to a celebrity wedding as we get here. Very big scandal when it fell through.”

“Why did it fall through?” Annunciata said.

“I ran away to Rome with an insane Welshman,” Avelyn said, defeated.

“Sound.”

They were at the front of the queue.

“Oh, hello. Three, please,” Jericho said to the wine seller.

The wine seller ignored him. “I’m not serving that,” she told Avelyn in Hreod, as if Jericho wasn’t there. She was a big, solid Harkta, as tall as Jericho, about Avelyn’s age. He recognised her vaguely. “It’s not real, take it back down the mine where it belongs. And anyway, a young man like you shouldn’t be drinking. For shame.”

In his soul, something was wagging its tail in the hopeful way of a Good Dog who had hardly murdered anyone at all recently, not even Fabian, and had done a wonderful job of making everyone forget that Father Li had rescued it when it was a puppy and told everyone it was harmless, even though it was, if you looked properly, now really quite big and grey.

“Oh, come on. It’s the fair. Please?” he said, so nobody could say he hadn’t tried being sweet first.

She folded her arms, which showed the bear tattoos.

Wag wag wag.

Avelyn looked her dead in the eye and said the first few lines of the Roman ritual in Latin.

She leaned back, alarmed. “What was that?”

“The nailed god has cursed you.”

“What!”

“Three, please,” Avelyn said. He didn’t want any wine, but the urge to be annoying was overriding that.

“Take the curse back,” the wine seller said nervously.

“Apologise to Jericho,” said Avelyn, “and I will.”

“I’ll tell the grandmothers,” she snapped, but she sounded worried.

“Do that,” said Avelyn, feeling much more cheerful about the world than he had a few minutes ago. “But I expect they’ll tell you not to be rude to the witches of foreign gods.” He let his eyes tick past her shoulder, as if something unnerving was behind her.

She pushed three cups of wine into their hands and didn’t take any money, though Jericho was holding out the right change, a palmful of amethyst pennies.

“Does that lady think she’s cursed?” Jericho demanded as the three of them moved away.

“N . . . o?” said Avelyn. Technically it was true. Nobody in Hreodwater thought they were cursed. They knew they were.

“If she ends up in my surgery with a femur fracture, I will make you help!” Jericho said indignantly. “It will properly ruin your morning! People take curses seriously here, I really think—”

“You don’t think she maybe a little bit deserves a femur fracture?” Avelyn said, just to see if he could make Magnificent Murder Jericho come out again, because he wanted to show him to Annunciata.

“No, what are you—nobody deserves—I tell you what though, I don’t think men should immediately curse women who annoy them,” Jericho tried.

Avelyn took a breath to point out that the relations between men and women were different in Hreodwater to most Outside places, but Annunciata patted his shoulder in a This one’s for me kind of way.

“Jericho, true equality is admitting when someone’s an arsehole whoever they might be,” she told him firmly, and Avelyn beamed, in love with her.

Jericho sighed and cast another anxious look back at the horrible wine seller. Avelyn wondered what it would be like, to be so cripplingly lovely that you worried about people even if they were raging pricks. Dreadful, probably. He was much happier in the curses and femur fractures camp.

He gave them the extra cup of wine. “Anyway, you two take this extra one, drink it for me. I have to . . . go and see someone I didn’t marry.”

“Can we watch?” Annunciata asked. “Are you going to curse her if she says no?”

“Curse you in a minute,” Avelyn grumbled.

“Ah—Avelyn,” Jericho said.

“If you can look me in the eye and tell me she doesn’t deserve to be cursed—”

“No,” Jericho said. His tone was different, and Avelyn realized that he wasn’t talking to the endlessly gentle, easily flustered Jericho now, but the one who took crossbow bolts out of priests as calmly as he swept floors. “Lady Hringen holds a grudge. If you go down the mine with her, be careful. She will leave you behind if anything goes wrong.”

“Goes wrong,” Avelyn said slowly. “How do you mean?”

“The injuries the miners have,” Jericho said. “Something is down there, something is happening that shouldn’t be, and Lady Hringen is . . . I don’t think she wishes you well. Be careful.”

Avelyn looked up into his eyes and found no trace of a joke or exaggeration. Perhaps it was the fires, but there were more of those lights in his irises than ever.
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Vatican City

Cai Li hadn’t used to believe in signs, but the older he became, the more he felt as though, sometimes, the Almighty arranged the world in such a way that you could tell what was coming, because this was a person for whom everything had already happened, and so it was impossible to see time like humans did, as a straight line.

It was six o’clock in the morning and he was pacing—as he always did if he couldn’t sleep—through the empty cloisters of the Vatican Museums, which were eerie without the tourists. It was cold today, and the dawn was struggling through an overcast sky. But a single sunbeam was framing the statue of Dionysus, the old god of madness.

He stood in front of it, trying hard to push down the conviction that perhaps, if madness was coming, a beam of light found its way to the mad god.

He had been calling Avelyn every few hours, increasingly worried, because he should have heard from him yesterday. All sorts of things could have prevented that—even if it was just raining hard enough, it became impossible to wade across the fen for three miles to get to a signal—but he couldn’t shift his certainty that something was wrong, despite Avelyn’s reassuring answerphone message.19

There was nothing he could do about it except start the day early and concentrate on work. On his way into the office, he stopped at the chapel and dipped his knees before the altar, the same genuflection he had made there for twenty years but which had never faded down to habit. As if it were magnetic, he was vividly aware of the tabernacle tucked off to the right, and the consecrated bread inside. As always, knowing that God was literally here, beaming out a haze of grace and goodness from that sacred place, shifted his internal dials a few significant points for the better.

When Avelyn was young, he had recognised what was happening in churches straightaway, even though he couldn’t feel it. It’s the ras of your king. Cai had thought that it would only be a matter of time before Avelyn felt it too. Sometimes it took new converts years to realize that believers experienced something concrete in churches, something on a Venn diagram between feeling, believing, and knowing.

But it had never come. Cai tried not to think about it too much. It was the single greatest sadness of his life. To live in the holy city, surrounded by grace, and to feel that the most sacred spaces were pleasant but nothing more special than the empty palaces of dead emperors, or pretty restaurants? It filled him with grief.

The office phone was ringing.

Cai shot across, but then sighed, because the international dialing code for England was +44. This was +962, wherever that was. He let it go to the answerphone and jabbed grumpily at the On button of his computer.

“Good morning,” said a voice in accented English through the answerphone, “this the Jordanian ministry of atomic energy. I’m looking for a Father Cai Li. I have sent you a video taken at a site near the Dead Sea by two nuclear inspectors. I understand that your department is looking into some unusual phenomena at a site in England similar to what our inspectors have recorded, and we would urgently like to compare findings. Please do get back to me as soon as you—”

Cai snatched the phone up as he jammed his password into the sleepy computer. “Hello? This is Cai Li. I’m sorry, I just got in.” What was he apologising for? It was six in the morning. Avelyn always said he apologised too much. “Did you say you’ve had nuclear inspectors record something similar to what’s . . . happening in Hreodwater in the UK?”

“Mr Li, I’m so glad I caught you,” the voice at the other side of the line said, sounding strained. “Yes. We have received footage from our inspectors. They are stranded in the desert, and they are reporting—pardon me, but may I ask first if the online footage from your shrine in England is genuine?”

“It’s genuine,” Cai said. “We’ve sent someone to investigate. As far as we can tell, a young man turned to salt there, crazy as that sounds. What have you got?”

“Have you received the video?”

He had just reached his emails. The fierce office filter had chucked the message from Jordan immediately into junk and didn’t want him to look at it in case it was full of malware—naughty, racist computer—but when he bullied the file open, it played a short video. “I’m watching it right now, hang on.”

In the video, an English woman introduced herself as Dr Tallis Osho in the precise voice of someone who would still speak in well-punctuated sentences if the Apocalypse was unfolding in front of her. She explained that she and her colleague had just abandoned a site after all their electronics cut out and glass was discoloured violet. A gateway at the site—an archaeological dig—had been blocked with silver. When it collapsed, everything went to hell. They didn’t know what they had been exposed to, but she showed the camera the sleeve of her shirt. It had been burned away. No—eaten away. The fabric was covered in a gritty white powder. Salt.

“It’s salt light,” Cai said into the phone. “It’s not ionising radiation, you’ve got a site contaminated with salt light, it . . . oh . . . my . . . God.”

Dr Osho was showing the camera a photograph. It was rough, developed from a film dosimeter, and it showed a hazy but very recognisable figure.

Many arms, many faces, wings, wheels set within wheels, as if it were churning. But in the middle of it all . . . something that might have been a person.

No. No; they couldn’t be real. What was in Ezekiel, what was in Revelation, those utterly uncanny, unnervingly mechanical figures around the throne of God—they were just images conjured to try and communicate a sense of the total alienness of omnipotence and eternity. Nobody had seen a real shape in a real . . .

No. It had to be a coincidence. He had spent thirty years in the Church. His brain was wired to see familiar patterns, that was all.

“Hello? Mr Li, are you still there?” the voice on the phone was asking, tight with urgency.

“Yes—sorry.”

“What is salt light?”

“Salt light—I’m sending you a link. It occurs inside that salt mine in England; I thought it was the only place in the world. It’s unstudied, electronics don’t work there, so nobody knows what it is, but . . .” He rushed through an image search until he found what he wanted. An illustration of the window at An El—an illustration by a Hreod scribe, who had drawn what you could see by salt light.

Many arms, many faces, wings, wheels.

At the other end of the line, there was a long quiet as he sent the email through, and then a string of Arabic, which he didn’t speak, but there was something international about swearing.

Cai spent an intense two hours trawling through social media channels. As his staff trickled in, he set them to it too.

He found the video of the boys in Tibet throwing coins.

He found something in Russian that he was almost, almost certain was a disconcerted police officer explaining how she had gone after some tourists into the salt mine at Yekaterinburg and had her torch burst into salt in her hands.

People were posting videos from Salt Lake City with the coin trick. Khewra too. At a salt mine in Kenya, after a rainstorm, the surface salt had dried into strange shapes that, if you got far enough above them—someone had flown a drone over—made a gigantic picture. It looked like hell: a war, people fighting, screaming, falling.

He printed out a world map across six pieces of sellotaped-together paper, pinned it up, and began to mark the sites, with notes about what had happened there. The rest of his staff began to add to it too. Before long, they had over fifty. The most common phenomenon was the coins, but there was also video after video of electronic devices bursting into salt. A few places where something alive had turned to salt—birds, a herd of pigs, and once, a man on a bicycle. Some of it was AI, just people jumping on what seemed to be a strange trend and trying to monetise it, but some . . . wasn’t.

It was everywhere. Salt mines, everywhere. And all of it from the last month. Although he hunted for it, he couldn’t find a single news service that had picked it up. Even the English local news in East Anglia had barely mentioned Hreodwater. All they said was that a young American priest was missing. Nothing about salt, nor miracles, but—of course there wasn’t. You could show English people Christ walking on water, and as one single human, they’d snort and say it was that magician off the telly cocking around again.

“Father—what is going on?” his assistant asked. She was staring at footage of a marine expedition off Antarctica. They had found a school of dead whales. All turned to salt, all bobbing on the surface of the ocean, as if they had tried to swim through . . . something. He gripped the back of her chair, wishing he hadn’t seen that. There was something sacred about a creature who sang its way around the world.

They were all looking at him, all four of the staff. They seemed very young.

“I don’t know,” he said, “but . . . I’d like you to start boosting these social media posts. If there are three separate credible sources in the same area about the same thing, get it on our channels. I think we need to make international news services take this seriously.”

His assistant caught herself just before she winced. “But if a Vatican department starts to boost content that suggests . . . I mean, things turning to salt, Father, that’s Sodom and Gomorrah levels of—”

“We do not,” he said carefully, “say anything about that. Nobody says anything that even rhymes with Sodom and Gomorrah. We are simply drawing attention to facts, not interpreting them.”

“The fact that we are drawing attention to them is an interpretation,” she pointed out.

“How many salt mines are there in the world? How many people live close to one? If news outlets are brushing this off because they’re worried it’s AI nonsense, how many people are going to stay put when they should be moving away?” he asked. “The Vatican is endlessly and famously concerned about looking stupid—it has weight if we stick our necks out and say, This is real. And I think we need to.” He took a photograph of the map. “I’m going to see the Secretary now.”

Just before he reached the double doors of the main office, the Secretary came out to meet him. He was a meticulously unassuming scholar from India who never spoke above a murmur, but the archbishop’s robes made him look broader, the purple sash striking even from twenty paces.20 He never looked at home under the marble columns and gilt ceilings; there was something anxious to his manner, as though he were a pilgrim who had taken a wrong turn and knew the Swiss Guard were about to find him and throw him out.

The Secretary seized Cai’s arms. He always seemed worried people would go by him without noticing him, despite the purple. Sackcloth, Cai reflected deliriously, was more a state of mind than a sartorial fact. “Cai! Have you seen the news?”

“News?” Cai echoed. As always if he had gone up to his eyes in social media, he felt foggy and disjointed.

“Poland!” the Secretary said, with an urgency that Cai had never seen in him before. Usually, he would have used words like vexing and silliness about a massacre, and if he were to do anything as indecorous as have a heart attack, he would catch the appropriate bus to the hospital and disembark politely after the elderly lady in front, but now, he sounded scared. “Something’s happened there. Wieliczka. Nobody knows what, but they’ve asked for our help.”

“Our help,” said Cai. People sometimes asked for the Vatican’s help in negotiations between countries that hated each other, or they asked for money after disasters, but Wieliczka was a tourist trap near Krakow. It needed about as much help from the Vatican as Cardiff did. “What . . . for?”

“No idea. The Polish authorities aren’t saying anything,” the Secretary said, steering him inside his airy office.

It had a beautiful view across one of the inner courtyards of the gardens. Two young nuns were sitting on a bench, clearly a few minutes away from starting work, sharing a hot drink in a flask and arguing laughingly—he could just hear them—about the English versus the American pronunciation of renaissance. That flash of normality and quietness hit Cai in the gut, and for the second time, he had a certainty that it would all shatter soon. Dionysus was coming.

“And there’s a media blackout,” the Secretary was saying. “God knows how they’ve managed that, but there isn’t footage from a single camera. Not a news camera, not a solitary tourist taking a picture under police tape. There are rumours on the diplomatic channels that there’s been some kind of nuclear strike that’s made normal communication in the area impossible, but I don’t see how that could be the case. It would have been seen from satellites. But there’s absolutely nothing. It’s like the whole town is in a black hole.”

Cai was at an age where people just expected him to know everything, but he would never have known where or what Wieliczka was without Avelyn. Wieliczka had been their first holiday, because Avelyn had wanted to see it. Then, on the tour, he had bonded with about twelve enormous Polish miners, who in turn knew Hreodwater very well.

He had also just watched several videos of Polish teenagers doing the viral coin trick at Wieliczka.

“This is Wieliczka as in the massive salt mine?” he said.

“Yes?”

“I just came off an interesting call,” Cai said, and explained about the Jordanian ministry, the videos by Tallis Osho, and finally, the map. “Eminence, something is happening at salt mines. Something chemically impossible.” He brushed the image from the radiation test in Jordan, and the etching of the Salt King. His fingertips were shaking. Too much coffee, he decided. He wasn’t afraid that, under fifty salt mines and God knew where else, there were things that had struck terror into the souls of prophets.

He wasn’t afraid that for some unknowable reason of their own, they were waking up.

“It all started at about the same time,” he said. “Hreodwater is the only place where the effects have always been noticed, but even there, it’s getting stronger. Whatever’s going on at Wieliczka, it isn’t a nuclear strike. Nobody calls the Vatican about a nuclear strike. It’s the mine.”

The Secretary was staring at Tallis Osho’s radiation test on Cai’s phone, and the thing in the light. “Right,” he said at last. “I’m afraid you’re going to Poland.”



19 “Hi, you’ve reached Avelyn. If you’re calling about an accident that wasn’t my fault, may the Holy Mother bless you and help you get a better job. If you’re calling about work stuff, message me like a normal person: it isn’t nineteen eighty-eight. If you’re Father Li, I love you and I’m probably not dead.”



20 He was mortified that he had to spend his life wearing bright purple and had tried to ask for special dispensation to be plainer, but the Pope argued that while he was all for humility in archbishops, unsuspecting passersby did need to be alerted about them somehow, so it was either purple or some kind of neon collar.
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Hreodwater, England

It was a preconception among tourists that Hreodwater would be a muddy, impoverished, real-life version of an Anglo-Saxon village reenactment. Avelyn didn’t blame anyone for thinking so, but he liked seeing Outsiders’ reactions when they realized the truth: Hreodwater was wealthier than Chelsea.

It was what happened when you owned the most valuable salt mine on this side of the Himalayas, and when your politicians were shrewd and nobody had sold the rights to any irritating upstart empires that happened to be passing by. Hreodwater was not in fact part of England. Hreodwater was its own state.21 It had been that way long before England was an idea, and it would be long after England was forgotten.

The Clan Hringen manor was a beautiful place towards the top of Hreodwater’s steep main road. It sprawled down four or five levels, and if you looked in through the immaculate salt windows, a lot of it was made of stairs, working around the natural halite formation of the ground. A closed bridge arched over the road to link its two halves. At its several doors, porters in clan colours stood outside to direct the visitors who came to ask for favours or work, or lost tourists, or traders.

“I don’t have an appointment,” Avelyn said to one of them, “but I was hoping Lord Hringen might be at home.”

You couldn’t just barge in and expect to see the lady of the house. You had to go via other people.

The porter looked interested to see him up close, the Brocken boy who’d run away and come back in the service of a foreign god. “Regarding what, brother?”

“Permission to accompany the next Hringen shift down the Saint’s Way.”

The porter vanished for a few minutes, and then came back to say that yes, he could come in and wait.

Inside, salt chandeliers lit the way from the high ceilings. There were no candles despite the slate-coloured morning: no need to cater to Outsiders here. The hallway floors were glowing with beautiful salt inlays. In an antechamber by a merry fire, an entire wall was mosaiced with an image of a castle. Outside it were two crowned statues: one, a king holding his hands open in the ancient gesture of welcome; the other, a queen with an arrow in her bow.

Caer Halen.

Light steps, and then a familiar voice. “Avelyn?”

He stood up quickly. “Ras.”

They had been at school together. Ras Teksa—now Ras Hringen—was slightly younger than him. Avelyn had last seen him when he was about fourteen, but he hadn’t changed much. He still had his rich fall of dark curls and his perfect teeth; now, though, he was much taller than Avelyn, and he had to stoop to hug him. As he did, the salt and silver beads in his hair chimed as they slipped over his shoulder, and the indigo fabric of his coat, lined with silver that flashed when he moved, shushed in heavy folds. Everything about him breathed wealth. He looked like they had all dreamed of looking when they were young, the elegant lord of a Witan lady, a married man’s silver choker glinting and ruby-studded around his throat.

They stood looking at each other for a few strange seconds. Avelyn could see him taking in the black with its strict collar and plain seams, the rosary on his belt.

“How is your nailed god?” Ras asked.

“Oh, you know, he’s getting along. And the King?”

Ras lifted his eyebrows in the way that universally meant, Don’t let’s even start. “I think you’re here about the King?”

“I am. I was hoping that your lady would let me come down the Saint’s Way on the next shift. It would be helpful to see what the salt light does when it’s even brighter than it is now at An El . . .”

Subtly, Ras had put his hands together and tilted his left about thirty degrees. It was how you reminded children where north was.

“Ugh, north at An El, you can tell I’ve been away. We’re seeing—well. Unexpected things. I need to send proof back to my . . .” There was no Hreod word for superior that implied a man. He gave up. “My grandmothers southeast in Rome.”

“I should think so,” Ras said. He was still studying Avelyn. “I can take you to Lady Hringen, of course. I think . . . she might be unwilling, though, to take down someone who is not a miner.”

“I know—that’s why I’m here. No one else will take me down, or even tell me anything. What’s going on?”

“I should leave that to my lady to tell you,” Ras said, with all the diplomacy of any Hreod lord worth his salt. Avelyn had found it enraging when he was young, the way his uncles and the gentlemen of the clans had spoken in these infuriating diagonal lines instead of just saying what things were, but he understood why. It was a test of your elegance.

“Do you think I could persuade her?”

“Well, that’s the game.” Ras was looking at the fire, thinking. “She’s talking to the Witan now about the Outsiders stranded here.”

“Today?” Avelyn said, confused. “But the fair?”

“Believe me, I’d rather be at the fair too, but none of this will wait.” He sounded as if he hadn’t slept. Avelyn had a flutter of unease. “I just wonder if a public petition might do you more good than a private one. She likes being seen to be generous.”

Avelyn stayed quiet to let Ras think. Petitions, private meetings, antechambers, and at the periphery, the lords of the clans with their heads together in corners in unofficial coalitions that the ladies wouldn’t acknowledge but would act upon: it was the air the Witan breathed. He hadn’t been old enough to understand it when he left. All he had known was that his uncles had spent a lot of time stressing the importance of diplomacy and clan honour, which generally meant not being caught drinking by the eel pools with that little bastard from the Harkta like some delinquent Outsider.

“Let’s do it now,” Ras decided.

“In front of the Witan?” Avelyn said, alarmed.

“Jesuits are missionaries, are they not?” Ras said. “You’re used to talking to people who disagree with you.” He was quiet for a double-edged moment. There was a terseness to his politeness. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but . . . Lady Hringen has not, I think, ever forgotten that it was supposed to be you, wearing this now.” He touched the silver choker around his own neck. “She has always wondered about you.”

Avelyn had the unpleasant realization that probably he needed to listen more closely when Jericho made doubtful sounds.

“Ras,” he said, “I didn’t mean to come here and claim any . . .”

Ras inclined his head, which somehow directed Avelyn’s words into the far corner, where a pair of hunting foxes were curled up by the fire, noses on each others’ backs. “I know. I only mean she will listen.”

He sounded light, but Avelyn could see that it was an effort. “You’re a much better Lord Hringen than I would have been,” he said.

Ras smiled a smile with old sorrow in it. “Well. The air is always sweeter on the road not travelled,” he said, and led the way.

Avelyn wondered if he had just made a horrible mistake.

When the Witan was in session, the porters set red salt into the lamps, so that it cast a ruby glow across the front of the building. The hall was at the top of Hreodwater’s steep hill, capped with a dome made of perfectly translucent, mirror-polished halite that poured both sun and salt light into the chamber below. Avelyn had never been inside before. If he’d tried, he would have been tossed out into the street by Wolkvos guards, but with Lord Hringen, they didn’t even look at him twice. The lining of Ras’s coat flashed silver as he walked, and the salt beads in his hair glittered as though he had just broken his way out of a mirror behind which another, grander world waited, and he was still covered in shards. The group of Outside tourists who were clustered outside the Witan, waiting for a decision or some news, went quiet; Avelyn doubted any of them knew who Ras was, but it was clear he was someone.

“You need to ask them what the fuck they’re doing about some madman shooting people on the fen,” an older man said to Avelyn. “They haven’t even sent anyone out there yet, and that poor man!”

“I know,” Avelyn said. “They should have something to say soon.” He had no idea what that would be. He doubted the Witan would be sending anyone to cross the Flood, not if the lights still burned where Caer Halen . . . wasn’t.

“This is ridiculous, they have to get us across, it’s their responsibility!” someone else called. “They believe something weird, there’s some nutter shooting people, fine, but I need to get back to work!”

“Have you thought about letting the annoying ones do it?” Avelyn murmured to Ras as they passed inside.

“Thoroughly,” said Ras.

He led Avelyn through the antechamber. It was much older than the Hringen house, which had been lived in and improved and rebuilt always. Here, the pillars were broad and crouching, the ceiling low. No windows, except for tiny slits. Red salt lamps lit the way, the weird colour turning their shadows very, very black.

Beneath a frieze of the Salt King lying asleep on an altar surrounded by his seven oak trees, the heavy doors into the main chamber were shut. A guard nodded to Ras and eased one open, just enough to let them slip through, though not without a curious look at Avelyn.

Avelyn gazed up at the King as they passed underneath and felt that old hollowing of loss.

It was such a silent entry that nobody inside paid it any attention.

Ras touched his arm to make sure he stayed back, behind the circle of high-backed seats.

After the dimness of the antechamber, it was bright in here, under the salt dome. The sunlight was struggling through snow clouds, but the salt light was brilliant, and because it was coming from everywhere, there were no shadows. Avelyn wondered if that wasn’t the point: you couldn’t hide anything here. The clear halite wasn’t just the ceiling: it curved right down to the floor. From here, you could see for miles and miles—or, you would, on a clear day. Now, the fog shrouded everything further off than the black spar of the minehead. Salt light poured from it like smoke.

You could see the towers of Caer Halen too, reaching above the fog.

“—might be a good thing,” someone was saying. “It’s terrible, but . . . perhaps the Outsiders will understand now why we can’t let them cross.”

There were nine clans, and nine clan heads. Avelyn was a little shocked to find he recognised all of them. In his head, he had been away for a lifetime, but of course it had only been twelve years.

“They aren’t going to understand,” said Lady Teksa. She was one of the youngest, maybe in her thirties; Ras’s older sister. “I sent my bard and my witch to explain, but they think we’re telling them fairy tales and they’re seeing some sort of illusion in the air. More of them will try to cross. I’m astonished they haven’t already. Their women have barely any hold on their sons, and I’ve seen the boys talking.”

Lady Wolkvos sat forward, nodding. She was, like most of them, in her seventies or so, but seventy looked different in Hreodwater to the Outside. She was broad and strong. The black paint stripe covered her eyes. It made her look like she was about to punch someone, though she had a light voice. “They don’t understand shame our way, either. If they were Hreod we could embarrass them into not going, but no matter what we say to them . . . I don’t think they’re going to understand anything but the stocks or a cell.”

“We can’t do that; they aren’t criminals. As Lady Teksa says, they’ll go one way or another.” Lord Harkta. There had been a Lady Harkta years ago, but she had been a nasty, violent drunk and nobody liked her, and everyone had agreed it was best not to look into it too closely when Lord Harkta said that she’d drowned in the fen. “If they all go at once, and they all really do believe Caer Halen is only a story . . . that might be enough. How many of them are there; sixty?”

There was a calculating, charged quiet. Avelyn looked at Ras, confused. Ras, though, was watching the Witan, eyes sharp.

“Do they believe it enough?” Lady Teksa said.

“It only takes two hundred at An El, to keep the King asleep,” Lady Balen said, and everyone except Avelyn seemed to know exactly what that meant, because there were thoughtful nods.

It was typical. You could understand every single word of Hreod coming at you, and still have no idea what was going on.

“There will be trouble from the Outside if they vanish,” Lady Teksa said.

“If there is trouble, we can always remind Whitehall of their debts to us. They borrowed significantly during the pandemic. We can increase our interest rates,” Lady Balen said, dry as an accounting ledger. “Or mention their default to their other creditors. The London mortgage market hinges on our goodwill.”

Avelyn had to give himself a shake. Of course they were that rich. You didn’t stay a tiny, independent state in the middle of what had used to be an empire unless you had some money tricks.

He thought again of what Annunciata had said to him. The language was the same, down thousands of years. The people, the culture . . . extraordinarily lucky, however much you factored in the farsightedness of the Witan.

“Well, that’s sensible,” Lady Wolkvos said. “How many aye?”

Everyone raised a hand.

“Get a herald to phrase that carefully,” Lady Balen said to someone behind her chair, perhaps her husband. He was young, eighteen or nineteen. “Stressing that they are of course right, it is all fairy tales and they’ve persuaded us of the error of our ways.”

Which was . . . not what had happened. At some point, listening to Hreod conversations was going to stop feeling like bashing his face into a wall, and Avelyn was very ready for that to be now, but he was feeling less and less optimistic.

“What’s next?” Lady Hringen said, surfacing from what had looked like a trance.

She was exactly the same as Avelyn remembered. She had that deep glamour sea captains did, the kind who knew their ships and the water so well that nothing would sink them. Her hair was still dark, in a long braid over her shoulder, and her silver sleeves were like mercury. After a lifetime of hauling salt carts up and down the mine, she still looked like she would be able to pick Avelyn up and throw him across the room. He hoped she wasn’t going to.

“You are,” Ras murmured to Avelyn, and ghosted up to her chair to speak against her ear.

Lady Hringen sharpened. “We have a petition from Avelyn tua-Brocken.”

Everyone looked around. If Ras had brought a giraffe into the room, they would have been less interested.

Avelyn bowed, acutely aware that he looked like nothing to these people: just a drab little cat of a witch washed in from some unfortunate place that didn’t matter. The heads of the clans were dressed in fur and exquisite velvet and silk-silver from the Clan Teksa looms. In London, Avelyn knew, there was a beautiful shop on Bond Street that, to the clients who reached the top of a long, carefully curated waiting list, sold Teksa coats like these. They only increased in value. Not long ago, one had made the news: it had been made two hundred years ago, and it had just sold for one and a half million pounds sterling at Southeby’s.

Lady Teksa, Avelyn suspected, had about twenty that she kept for emergency pocket money.

“What can we do for you, tua-Brocken?” Lord Harkta asked.

“I’ve come to ask a favour of Lady Hringen,” he said carefully.

Nobody made a sound—the Hreod Witan was far more restrained than the roaring, jeering mess that was the House of Commons in Westminster—but there was a stir, humming with expectation. A few of the ladies settled back, ready to enjoy the blood sport. Behind them, the young lords caught each others’ eyes, making silent, amused bets.

“Your memory is short if you think I owe you a favour,” Lady Hringen said. “The last I knew of you, you broke a contract with me.”

Everybody looked at Avelyn. Avelyn had a nasty feeling that he was the midmorning entertainment. Behind Lady Hringen’s chair, Ras was watching him, expressionless. It was impossible to tell if he had set this up to help, or to have Avelyn publically humiliated.

“I can’t apologise for that enough, my lady, although . . . I see it’s worked out by far for the best. The current Lord Hringen is performing his duty much better than I would have done.”

She tipped her head and seemed to accept the compliment, more or less, but her expression said it wasn’t enough.

“I went halfway mad, after everything. I didn’t truly know what I was doing, and by the time I did—I was a long way away from here.” He didn’t mean it exactly geographically.

Lady Hringen sat forward. “And now, behind false eyes, with your clan tattoos hidden, you come to ask me for a favour. You, who were once all but consecrated as a witch for the King, but have turned apostate for the nailed god. You want to be an Outsider: why shouldn’t I treat you as one?”

Be polite. Be respectful. Eyes down. There was a Hreod word, ranweth; it meant “elegant and composed, with a kind of soul-deep stillness.” A good man was a ranweth man. Like Ras. “My Witan southeast in Rome sent me to understand what happened to our witch who turned to salt—”

She spoke straight over him. “The King happened to him, boy. You can tell them that.”

“My lady, they don’t understand—”

“That’s more their problem than mine—”

Fuck it.

“They do not know the Salt King,” Avelyn said over her, and there was a renewed prickle of interest through everyone else. “They think he is a story told on a marsh somewhere. Just like,” he said across the annoyed murmuring, “you think the Vatican is a kingdom based on a collection of incoherent nonsense from a desert. It would be helpful if you would allow me to go down the mine and see where the light is bright. At least that would prove for them that something is down there.”

The depth of the silence made him think he didn’t understand what he was asking for. He wished he could guess what they could possibly be keeping a secret. It was a salt mine, for Christ’s sake, not the Pentagon.

Something that could bite.

“It’s too dangerous now, especially for a young man.”

Avelyn didn’t know what to say to that. Snapping wouldn’t help: the opposite. Hreodwater treated its young men a lot like Outside people treated expensive pedigree dogs. You wanted your dog to be happy because you loved it, but it was universally agreed that letting the dog wander off by itself too much was a terrible idea, because it would get flustered and bite someone, or become startled, and you would have a migraine of a time persuading it that barking maniacally wasn’t going to solve anything. Unless, like Lord Harkta, you were known to be an extremely quiet, wise dog who had never bitten anybody who didn’t bloody deserve it, you could forget it.

Ras leaned down to murmur to his wife again. The beads of black salt in his hair glowed, starry.

Avelyn felt several pairs of eyes move from Ras to him and back to Ras again, and he knew what they were thinking. In a choice between an accomplished ranweth gentleman and a mouthy little cock who had betrayed the King for the insane triplet gods of the Outside, everyone knew Lady Hringen had married the right one.

“My lord reminds me that you were bred a miner,” Lady Hringen said slowly, “and that Lord Harkta’s seams were once Lady Brocken’s.”

“From,” said Lord Harkta, “the same clan as the first witches, long ago.” He smiled slightly at Avelyn, as though they both knew a joke nobody else did. “The last of the Brocken, come back to us at the King’s first stirring in a thousand years. Interesting, isn’t it?”

Avelyn hadn’t the faintest idea what the joke was supposed to be. He wanted to demand that everyone just say what they bloody meant, preferably in clear bullet points and helpful footnotes.

But Lady Hringen lifted her head slightly; Lord Harkta had sparked a thought there, not that Avelyn could guess what it was.

“Your Roman Witan,” Lady Teksa said. “What do you hope to show them?”

“Light paintings, from the deep,” Avelyn said, because there was no direct Hreod word for photograph. If you scattered English about too much, people winced at you like you were swearing. “To show them the salt light. They don’t understand that the light is real, because they cannot see it. If we are to make them understand that the Salt King really is in the deep, and that something is happening to him lately . . . then the way to start is to show them salt light, and how it’s brighter the closer we go to the King. This is to the purpose of understanding better what effect the light might have on Outsiders. Specifically whether it’s dangerous.”

There was a charged silence.

He had to concentrate on keeping still, even though the frustration was wild now. Although it felt purposeful, the way they were lobbing their meanings over his head and making him lunge to catch even just one or two, he knew from long experience that was unlikely. Most people struggled to imagine not understanding something they felt was self-evident. It was why most people were balls at missionary work: they couldn’t imagine what it was like not to have faith. It was why, when you learned a new language, you had to just live it until you understood, because if you asked an English person why in God’s name their language cared so much about when everything was done, all you got was a bewildered look, because how was that person to know it was unusual?

“How many at An El have the King’s Blessing now?” Lady Hringen asked abruptly.

“What?” said Avelyn, tumbled.

“May the King bless you” was a Hreod curse. It sounded mild if you translated it word for word, but what it really meant was something much closer to “I hope you die in a fire.”

Lady Teksa made a little It’s all right gesture and pointed to a carving on the wall. It was ancient, and showed a woman dressed in heavy silver robes—the silver was all done in filigree—surrounded by a brilliant golden-violet corona.

“It means the formation of salt light around a person,” Lady Teksa explained, with an impatient glance at Lady Hringen.

So they did know what it was.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Answer the question,” Lady Hringen said sharply.

“Fourteen this morning,” he said.

There was a collective hiss. His chest was starting to feel tight with that longbow feeling again.

“His Witan needs to understand what’s happening,” Lord Harkta said, not to him but everyone else. “They will need to send more of their witches soon, and they won’t if they don’t see. We cannot wait.”

“The purpose of not explaining to them was to make them send a stronger witch,” Lady Wolkvos said, sounding annoyed. She had a strong marshland accent, the kind that the mining clans would consider beneath them, and she leaned into it now: she was emphasising her practicality and their overelegant intellectualising. She plainly didn’t like Lord Harkta, maybe because she didn’t think he had earned his place here properly, or maybe just because he sounded as though he could recite bardic poetry from memory.

Avelyn had a dizzy out-of-body realization that if you were a native English speaker, this was how you understood most of the world all the time—every inflection and accent meant something, carried information, extra data. It lit up stark everything he was normally deaf to.

“Now we have a strong witch,” Lady Wolkvos was saying, “we want to kill his faith?”

What?

“Caer Halen is on the fen,” Lady Teksa said. “The knights are riding, and there are nightmares in the mine. I think we are beyond the point where one witch makes any difference.”

“Are you sure? Even this witch?” Lady Wolkvos snorted. “Don’t you remember? The last Brocken witch said, ‘Either train him, or send him where there is no salt light before something terrible happens.’ Never did a witch prophesy ring more true.”

“What?” Avelyn had to set his teeth against an unwanted stab of a memory. The last Brocken witch, face invisible behind a silver mask, looking at him with the same affectionate rue his uncles did. Bring me a witch stone from the deep, and I’ll give you a mask. God, but he’d wanted that so badly at the time. He couldn’t remember why. It was a mess of nonsensical Hreod Thinking now. He would remember if he thought about it, but he was absolutely not going to do that.

“What really happened when the shaft collapsed?” Lady Wolkvos asked him. “Was it your fault?”

Avelyn hadn’t expected an attack like that, and it was a punch in the gut. He thought he was going to have to scrape up some kind of answer—Some kind of lie, Hreodwater Avelyn murmured—but it had been such a merciless blow that half the Witan stirred.

“King’s teeth, leave him alone,” Lady Hringen growled, and he was nearly as shocked to see her defending him as he was by the ambush.

“Tua-Brocken,” Lord Harkta said to Avelyn, quite gently. “Tell us: what do you believe the Salt King is? Don’t say what you think we want to hear. Say what you know. You will not be punished. You are a witch: you are free to speak.”

Avelyn didn’t know what to do. He had spent his adult life being told to speak freely, to say what he really thought, but if he had done that, he would never have been allowed into holy orders; he would have died on a street somewhere in Italy years ago. Yes, of course I accept that God’s hand guides us. No, I believe in no other god. And . . . to say what he thought the Salt King was, in front of the Witan: even a witch could be flogged for that.

But something was going on here he didn’t understand. What had Lady Wolkvos meant, that seeing what was in the mine would kill his faith, and that a witch had said he was dangerous? What did Lord Harkta mean, that Rome needed to see what was there, to send more clergy?

There was no help from Ras, who was as unreadable as halite.

Then . . . it was as though someone behind him held both his elbows. His ruined tattoos sang. He knew no one was there—it wasn’t the same as real pressure on his skin—but the feeling was so distinct, the certainty that something outside him had brushed by was so absolute that he wanted to look around anyway. It was warm, and careful, something unsayably mighty touching something unsayably fragile. It was how he imagined it felt to be struggling against the tide at sea, only for a whale to swim under you and brush you with one curious fin, easing you into a kinder current.

That, Father Li would have said, was God.

It wasn’t.

“I know this is a terrible thing for me to say in this place of all places,” he said at last. “I know . . . your love for the King, of course I know it. I can feel the ras right now.”

Even Lady Hringen was listening. Listening, not just facing him.

“But the Salt King is no god, and An El is a woeful mistake of a name. There are no angels in Hreodwater. Angels do not fall from Heaven and then hide underground, murdering priests and setting up cults for their own worship. The Salt King is a demon, and what you need is not more witches generally. You need exorcists, the strongest witches there are. If I can prove that they are required, my Witan will send them. Whatever is happening, they will contain it.”

“How do they do that?” Lady Wolkvos asked, serious and intense.

“The god of Rome and his family are much stronger than anything down a mine in the fen. Exorcists invoke the Holy Mother, who is . . .” Christ, how did you explain what Mary was. “A great spirit who can defeat such things as this. To her the Salt King is nothing. She has sent princes of Hell back to the inferno.”22

There, he thought numbly. If they don’t attach me to four horses and make them run in four different directions, then today is a good day.

He would have sworn Lord Harkta winked at him.

“Now there is faith,” Lady Teksa murmured. She shot an admiring look over at Ras, as if he had done something fiendishly clever bringing Avelyn here. Ras, of course, had his eyes down, motionless.

Everyone was looking at Lady Hringen.

There was a long pause in which she stared at some point beyond the floor.

“I’ll take you down,” she said abruptly, “and you can bring your light painting machine. Meet me in an hour. Wear something more sensible than that. Don’t be late.”



21 The legal title of the King of England was something along the lines of King of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, the Commonwealth, Except Hreodwater, Where He Is Very Welcome If He Is Not a Nuisance.



22 Father Gabriele Amorth, founder of the International Association of Exorcists, died just before Avelyn came to Rome, but Avelyn had read all his books, and unlike showmen like Reyes, he was sincere and funny, and maintained that it was no good invoking Christ against anything demonic. Only the Holy Mother seemed to have much effect. He did also think that you could be cursed by safari souvenirs and that rock music let the Devil in, but Avelyn’s approach towards the wackier ends of the Church was that he would believe claims that didn’t arise naturally from being an elderly man worried by foreign travel and Today’s Youth. That detail about Mary wasn’t one you’d come up with—or he didn’t think so—if with typical Vatican machismo, you thought the solution to spiritual problems was to shout at them until they went away to bother someone else.
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The mine was much bigger than Hreodwater. Some of the passages were tiny shafts, only just big enough for a person to climb down. Some were vast, ancient ways, a hundred feet high, with great bridges across underground rivers and eel-haunted lakes. Avelyn had known some of the King’s Way, the section of the mine owned by the Brocken; he had never even seen the Saint’s Way, the sole kingdom of the Hringen.

Avelyn plunged back down to An El to change into a top with long sleeves that wouldn’t show up too much dirt. It would be hot down there: no need for a jumper. With the camera on his hip, a spare packet of film in his pocket, and his rosary wound around his wrist, he went to the gate early to wait, determined for nobody to complain he wasn’t ready on time.

If he could just say to the Vatican: Look. This is the salt light at An El. Twilight, dim. Now this is the light in the deep: bright. And everyone says it’s brighter than it should be, and the people who are being cured have a salt light halo . . . That was something. Whether or not he could make Father Li or anyone believe that what was down here was something so ancient and terrible that hardly anyone at the Vatican truly believed in it anymore, at least he would have tried. At least there was a chance of making enough noise to bring a real exorcist, officially or not.

“I did say to wear something more sensible,” Lady Hringen said when she arrived. To his surprise, Ras was with her. Uncomfortably, it occurred to him that maybe Ras didn’t want her wandering around the mine with The Path Not Travelled.

“What’s wrong with this?” Avelyn asked.

Both of them were wearing real mining gear: Hreod leather, heavy boots. He had seen that plenty, but what he hadn’t seen was mining gear with silver plating. It was like armour, worked with the Hringen sigils. They looked more like knights than miners.

They glanced at each other, and there was one of those moments where a great deal of talking was being done without any speaking. Lady Hringen looked awkward. Ras looked . . . somewhere between patient and tired.

“I brought some things for you,” Ras said, lifting his satchel a little. “There’s a locker room off to the side there. You can get changed there.”

“But—why?” said Avelyn, as Lady Hringen unlocked the silver gate. It was so high and heavy she had to put her whole weight to it. Beyond it, the salt light was an aurora again, dancing above the sloping road down into the deep.

She ignored him and waited to one side as Ras led him through the gate, then to the left, into a locker room hewn into the bedrock. It was lined with hooks, all full of gleaming silver harnesses, and open boxes of what anyone else would probably have called treasure. Silver gauntlets. Silver cuirasses.

Those horrible silver masks.

Ras closed the door. “Those things weren’t made in Hreodwater, were they?” He was looking at Avelyn’s clothes.

“No. Ras, what is all this?”

Ras brushed Avelyn’s shoulder, where the cotton was already managing to gather salt grains. He did it as though someone at the market had just tried to sell him something rotten. “These will salt-tarnish.”

“Salt-tarnish . . . well, they will, but we’re only going down for an hour, no?”

“They’ll tarnish in an hour,” Ras told him, taking clothes from the bag. All Hreod leather. Then he started to gather up silver equipment. Harness, gauntlets, cuirass; mask.

“Are you serious?”

Ras nodded wearily. “Let’s say there have been some embarrassing incidents with people who like to buy their clothes on the Outside. What’s this made of?” he added, pointing to Avelyn’s rosary.

“Cherrywood.”

Ras shook his head. “Leave it here. And . . .” He was looking right into Avelyn’s eyes, troubled. “Caer Halen, are those coloured contact lenses?”

“Yes?”

“Take them out, please.” Ras pushed one fist against his own chest. Avelyn was annoyed that he was being so dramatic. “Unless you want them to fall apart in your eyes.”

Avelyn had been looking at the leather shirt and feeling uncomfortably Hreod about it, but the lenses were different. He had worn them every day since he’d found out they existed. He had a stupid urge to ask if Ras would wait while he ran back to An El and put them in their solution. But he knew Ras wouldn’t wait. He looked away and pinched them out, and then found he didn’t want to look up properly again.

He turned away to get changed. Jericho was right. He was just being precious about it. It was probably as well to be forced to admit to the colour of his own eyes, for Christ’s sake.

“Oh, by the King . . .”

Avelyn swung around. Ras sounded as though he had just seen something hideous climbing up the wall. He had backed right away.

“What?” said Avelyn.

“What happened?” Ras rasped. His eyes were fixed on Avelyn’s arms, on the broken lines of his old tattoos.

Avelyn was lost. “I serve the god of Rome. I can’t have the King sprawled all over me, can I?”

“Who did that to you?” His voice was strained, on the point of tearing.

It was the way he would have spoken if he’d found someone with their arms cut off.

“I did,” Avelyn said, and pulled the Hreod shirt on to stop Ras staring.

“They made you do it to yourself,” Ras said.

“Nobody made me do anything.”

“The witches of the nailed god are . . . clearly very devoted.” Ras might have been standing in front of a suicide bomber who was explaining to him the great benefits of martyrdom.

Avelyn didn’t know what to say.

Silent now, Ras helped him into the silver cuirass. It was heavy, and exquisite. Figures of miners toiled down the chest in vertical shafts, and around the collar, tiny gems of deep-blue halite glowed enough that, somewhere dark, they would uplight the face of whoever wore it.

“What’s this for?” Avelyn asked quietly. “You didn’t say.”

“Just a precaution,” Ras murmured, busy with the buckles. He didn’t look up. Avelyn had a feeling he was trying to pretend he was dressing a mannequin.

Avelyn caught his wrist to make him stop. “I’m at capacity for the cryptic sidestepping, brother. Please.”

Ras still didn’t look at him properly, clamping down the fastenings that would hold the silver gauntlets in place. “We don’t know for certain, but there are old stories . . . light this bright can hurt you. That image at the Witan, it shows a witch called Gwenneth. Long ago, in the time of the mammoth, the King woke, and she went down to him, and she sang him back to sleep. But she was blinded doing it, and she could never have children after.”

Avelyn frowned. Now he was thinking about it, there must have been a dozen stories cautioning everyone not to go too far into the deep or too near the King. Even Saint Hildegard had vanished afterwards.

“I thought those stories were just about making sure children don’t wander off in the tunnels,” he said, gazing at the boxes and boxes of silver.

“So did I,” Ras said to the last of the clasps. “The King hasn’t shone like this in a thousand years. But . . . all this equipment has been stored here since then. They didn’t go to the expense of forging it just to frighten children.”

In the passageway, Lady Hringen was waiting. She nodded once. Avelyn kept his eyes tilted down, hating that she could see the colour. In his pocket, the dark contact lenses had already dried out and cracked. He hadn’t brought another pair.

The shaft tilted them down, and down; as far as An El was from the surface. The salt light was brighter with every step. It hung like glowing mist everywhere, and sometimes, something in it shivered, making half-familiar shapes.

At last they came to the crossroad between the main shafts. Avelyn felt a dull thud of recognition. He had come this way every day for years, and the last time he was here, it had been with his entire family.

The way forked in three directions. Down the path on the right was the King’s Way, the way Avelyn had always gone. Down the middle was the Tower, the vertical shaft owned by the Balen, which went down deeper than anyone in living memory had ever been. And on the left was the Saint’s Way.

Between them all, at the pillar where they joined, there was a silver bowl, sitting inside an alcove at the feet of a statue of the King. Avelyn gazed up at it and felt his tattoos burn again. It was a lovely burn. He had to crush it aside.

Lady Hringen went to the silver bowl and took out a handful of glowing black salt. She held it for a second, then cast it onto the flat base of the alcove. Avelyn watched to see what sort of picture it would make today, then blinked when it didn’t do anything at all. It was just salt, scattered as it would have scattered anywhere else.

Lady Hringen made a half-satisfied noise.

“Do you remember?” Ras asked Avelyn. “You have to hold your mind blank. You can’t wonder what the King is dreaming. Just think of salt. It helps it . . . remember to be only salt.” He closed his fist. “Mind like a rock.”

Mind like a rock.

He remembered that.

His uncles—twins—Hagan and Hengest, had said that to him all the time. He had a vivid memory of sitting between them when he was small, getting frustrated that he couldn’t do it, even though Gwen from school could do it perfectly, and now she was allowed to go into the mine with the big children while he was still stuck in the cleaning room, chipping salt off old chisels like a baby, even though he was whole months older than her. Gwen’s uncle had been bragging for weeks about how she was born to be a great miner. Hagan, who approached child-rearing competitively, had almost started a blood feud when he said that Gwen was born to be a great show pig. Hengest, being much more like Ras, had just said that it always took clever people longer than simple people to turn their minds off.

They had been the age he was now when they held the last doorway up and shoved him in front of them, and never had the chance to follow.

“Ready to try?” Lady Hringen asked, with an edge that she probably meant to be sharp, but it sounded a little raw. She didn’t like taking him, he realized; she was thinking about what had happened to the Brocken too.

Avelyn took a handful of black salt. It glowed, every crystal of it; a handful of starlight.

“Look at him, Ras, he couldn’t hold his mind still if his life depended on it,” Lady Hringen whispered, plainly not for him, but voices carried in here.

Avelyn looked back at her. Usually something like that would have fired him up and sparked Full Jesuit, but he only felt sad that he was about to prove her wrong. He knew he was going to: it wasn’t an opinion or an ambition, just a dreary certainty. He could have explained that if you had spent years in a seminary, unable to perceive the barest whisper from God, you knew all about stillness. His soul was built on silent rooms where nothing moved but the dust in the sunbeams. He had years and labyrinths of stillness in him.

“No,” said Ras, “he can.”

Avelyn dropped the salt without looking at it, because he didn’t need to. He could see what had happened in Lady Hringen’s face.

“My lord is wise,” she said admiringly, and clapped Ras’s shoulder.

“He is, actually,” Ras said. He squeezed her hand.

She laughed, loud enough to echo.

With a furl of envy-sadness, Avelyn realized that despite the friction he was bringing, they were beautifully matched. It was a good marriage. He looked away. You hardly ever saw the path not travelled, but he was seeing it. Ras was him, how he would have been. He would be Lord Hringen, with a silver choker and a married man’s authority, and maybe this same mysterious, sad, playful love for his lady—and maybe even have hers back.

That was more distant than Polaris.

Lady Hringen led the way down the first tunnel of the Saint’s Way. Ras followed, and then Avelyn. He had never been this way before. All the children from all the mining clans peeped into other clans’ shafts, obviously, but everyone’s uncles discouraged it in the way they discouraged spying on people in the shower. He felt like he was trespassing. The halite in the walls here waved shades of turquoise, formed in patterns. They were a fraction more deliberate than random, and a fraction too random to have been drawn.

Above them now was a permanent salt light aurora. It might have been the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. If he lifted his hand to brush his fingertips through it, miniature lightning strikes earthed themselves down the silver gauntlet and fizzed through his tattoos.

“There’s a place we think you should see,” Ras told him. “It’s about half a mile.”

“Maybe closer now,” Lady Hringen said from up ahead. “It’s blinding down there and getting worse. The King’s dreams are walking as solid as you and me.”

Avelyn nodded slightly, because he couldn’t keep saying What does that mean? on an endless loop like a toddler. If it was important, he would see in half a mile’s time.

The narrow way opened out suddenly onto a bridge the Romans would have been proud of.

It crossed a river. The water roared at the bottom of a gorge, moving a vapour of salt light just above the surface. It was far, far down. The columns of the bridge must have been at least a hundred feet high.

The water was falling so far that it flung vapour up right across their path. They were moving through a haze now. Lady Hringen and Ras were soon ghosts silhouetted in the salt light. It was bright, and even though they were underground, the deep part of his mind that woke up on the first morning of summer lifted its head, and he half expected to hear birdsong. It was beautiful and eerie at once.

“Be careful here,” Ras said, over the thundering of the water. “The light is bright enough to half-make his dreams.”

“Say again?” Avelyn called back, having fantasies about going home and teaching a Latin class at the pandemonic secondary school and understanding up to, oh, maybe even two-thirds of what was said to him.

“I say, watch your step!”

Avelyn looked down, because you didn’t tell people to watch their step over something spiritual, however religious you were.

Like it did everywhere, the salt had formed a frosty layer on the ground, and here and there he could see images in it—a horse, a person, a tower—but in the vapour it was slick, and there was a great deal more of it than at An El. Down the King’s Way, it had been the children’s job to sweep the path clear every day for the miners, and he didn’t doubt the same was true here, but there was already so much of it that it was forming stalagmites.

Only, not in the usual cone shapes.

They were building themselves into different things. One looked like a patch of flowers. One was a part-formed tree.

He jolted to a stop when he almost walked into another shape. At first, through the vapour, it could have just been a boulder; but then he caught the wavering lines of a stretching rib cage, a shoulder, the tendons in a neck, all straining to lift free of the ground.

There was another figure just beyond it. The salt made the solid floor look like water: the person was floating in it, head just above the surface, hair spraying out in a salt furl, eyes closed. They looked dead.

And another. And another. They were everywhere.

The further he walked, edging between them, the more they were emerging from the stone of the bridge. By the end, there was a person with their torso and both arms free of the stone, clawing to get out.

He bumped into a whole person and gasped, but it was only Ras.

“We think he’s remembering a time when the Flood rose and some people drowned,” Ras said. “Usually he only ever makes flowers along here. He loves gardens. But lately . . . well, his dreams have been more and more fretful. He’s afraid.”

That didn’t seem like very demonic behaviour. “Afraid of what?”

“I hope I never find out.”

Avelyn took a photograph of the whole bridge, then knelt to take another of the clearest figure close to. The details in it were beyond any human sculptor. It had eyelashes. “So in ordinary salt light, you see images in the salt. But when it gets brighter, they . . .?” He floated his hand upward, miming the rise of those unnerving figures from the ground.

“That’s right,” Ras said, looking pleased that Avelyn finally seemed to be following. “The nearer to the King you go, the brighter the light is, the more it happens, but . . . usually we wouldn’t see this until much, much deeper.”

Lady Hringen was an austere ghost waiting for them just beyond clear view. “This isn’t what you need to see. Come on.”

Ras and Avelyn followed her out of the mist, into the next tunnel, where the light was eye-watering. Ras stopped him and held up a silver mask, and showed him how it slotted into place like a visor through grooves in their helmets. Lady Hringen had already snapped hers on. It gave Avelyn an eel-writhe of unease to see her face vanish under it. Ras did the same, though, and finally, Avelyn clicked his into place too.

He had never been in salt light so bright that you could see it through silver. He hadn’t known it was even possible.

The mask was like wearing dark glasses; the headache he hadn’t really noticed building itself up in the front of his skull faded away.

“Aluminium alloy in the eyes,” Ras explained. “Enough silver in it to protect you, but little enough to see through.”

“Why a whole mask?”

“Unless you want to silver-tan even more,” Ras said. “You’ll scare the children.”

So there was a name for it, the way he’d been turning pale in the light. That was unnerving. How had he lived here his whole childhood, but when he came back, it was filled with things he didn’t know?

“Should we be here?” Avelyn asked.

He would never have been allowed to go anywhere where the light was this bright when he was young. Even his uncles hadn’t been allowed to. To be that near to the King . . . those were holy places. Only the witches went down so far, and sometimes they never came back.

“We don’t know,” Ras said.
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New York, United States of America

Oh . . . God. I don’t know who I am or what my name is,” said the banker, whose name was Rachel, not that she could remember that just now. “Why am I in the office?” She collapsed into a chair and went headfirst into one of the doughnuts on the tray there, even though she hadn’t touched the doughnut display in all the eight years she’d worked for the bank.

It was what happened when the phone threw you out of bed and into the office at three a.m.

The overhead lights were hell. She wanted to slide under the table and die. Through the huge windows opposite, she could see into the next tower, and the offices inside. A few lights were on, but nobody was there. The hotel beyond was almost wholly dark. She hadn’t known Manhattan was ever so quiet.

“Have you seen the TikTok videos about the coins?” said Harry, who was somehow the same as he always was: the tech robot in the seventies-looking diamond-patterned pullover that he always wore no matter what the weather was doing outside. Around his neck were the same headphones he always had, the pink ones with starfish stickers on them. “They always land on heads?”

“No, because I’m not nineteen,” said Rachel, mostly into the doughnut. She wasn’t sure how old Harry was. It was hard to tell when a person was made mainly of ears, however much they tried to distract you with a magnificent Afro.

“Ugh, what’s happening?” demanded Jamal, limping in just like she had done. She held out the doughnut tray. “I love you,” he said, zombie blank.

“Throw me another one,” said one of the Hong Kong traders, who had no excuse. Surely they were always up at this time. Rachael threw a doughnut at him. He made an ineffectual grab for it, and it splatted right into his chest with a splosh of powder sugar. He peeled it off, nibbled his tie thoughtfully, and nodded.

Rachel stared at nothing. She could have gone to art school. But no, finance was a much more stable career, she’d been so sensible . . .

“There’s about to be a worldwide economic crash,” said Harry.

They all looked around.

He swallowed, but under his normal anxiety, there was a determination like Rachel had never seen on him before. “As you know, banking encryption is secured with random number data. You need random numbers to make an encryption key nobody can break, even AI, and you need a constant stream. Now . . . unlike most banks, we generate our own random numbers for our encryption keys. We do it with a thing called a Quantum Random Number Generator. We take photons and split them with a laser, and then we have equipment that measures how they scatter.”

He put something on the table, a device that looked like nothing more complicated than a little box with a few circuits stuck on it, a small lamp, and a couple of panels.

“That scattering is random, or it should be.” He tapped something on his phone. “If you hook the data up to speakers, it normally sounds like this.”

The phone played some crackling white noise.

“Okay?” said Rachel.

“We convert it to sound as a quality control check,” Harry went on. He was shaking; she could see his phone juddering. “With the sensors and methods we use, there’s always a chance of accidentally reducing the randomness of the data that—never mind, the point is, it should sound like static. No patterns at all. But if I turn it on now and hook it up to the speakers . . .”

He pressed a switch. A sharp light came on, shining through the circuitry box. Dimmer light reflected onto the panels. He plugged a wire into his phone. The crackling noise started again.

“The panels measure where on their surface the photons fall,” Harry said. “It should be totally irregular. Photons zing around, but . . .”

The crackling was resolving into something else.

Voices.

They were singing.

It was like no song Rachel had ever heard before. It was huge and fractured, and swelling, and ecstatic. It lifted and fell through a range no human choir ever had. The longer the lamp stayed on, the stronger the sound became, until the whole meeting room thrummed with it. She forgot that it was three A.M., forgot how tired she was, how annoyed that the doughnut was going to make her crave sugar all day. The song was so beautiful that her eyes prickled with tears.

When Harry turned it off, she felt bereft.

“You’re saying—that the light is making that sound?” Jamal said into the awful silence.

“Yes. That is the sound of a stream of completely ordinary photons being split into two by a completely ordinary laser and bouncing off a completely ordinary surface,” Harry said, his voice beginning to break. “It started last night. I’ve been running checks since then, and double-checking, and triple-checking. It isn’t our equipment. It’s that—it’s that randomness isn’t working.”

“What do you mean, randomness isn’t working?” Rachel managed.

Harry was leaning on the back of a chair, digging his fingertips so hard into the leather that it was tearing. “I don’t know how it’s possible, but it is what’s happening. And the fact is—the fact is, nobody actually knows why randomness happens. It just . . . does. It’s baked into quantum physics. Normally.”

“You said the economy was about to crash,” the Hong Kong trader said. He was still fiddling with his tie, trying to brush off the powder sugar. “I feel like I might get it, if it wasn’t the middle of the night, but . . . it is.”

Harry pressed his nails into the ripped leather of the chair. “Our encryption, everyone’s encryption, for every financial transaction in the world, relies on a good supply of random numbers. Devices like this. Data from lightning in the atmosphere . . . even the movement of wax inside lava lamps. But the random numbers aren’t random anymore. I’ve called weather stations, I’ve called random number generation sites, everything I could think of, and it’s all the same. If you listen to the data . . . it’s this song.”

Rachel sat back slowly. “What is it? Who’s singing it? How?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Harry said. “The point is: no encryption in the world is secure anymore. You might as well leave all your money in the middle of the street.”
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Hreodwater, England


I thought I heard the lady say

Silk and silver, silver lads I’ll pay . . .



The shanty was floating up from further down the tunnel. The rest of the Hringen shift must have been close now. That was a working song, for the pit faces. Avelyn could hear that from the rhythm, but it was different to the Brocken songs. All the mining clans had their own. He missed singing theirs. They were fun. Mining shanties were usually four-fifths foul abuse aimed at the foreman or the lady of the clan, in the way that really meant everyone would happily die for her.

The path took them out of the tunnel, and into . . .

“Oh, my God,” he said in English.

Lady Hringen looked pleased, or he thought she did, from the way she was standing. “I do love it when people see it for the first time,” she said to Ras.

Ras squeezed Avelyn’s shoulders to remind him to keep walking.

There was a forest.

The cavern was as high and broad as the one that enclosed the abbey and its lake. Vast columns of salt held it up, and right across it . . . oaks. The same brilliant white oaks that stood across the courtyards up at An El, their acorns scattered like pearls, the leaves flickering silvery with the warm thermals billowing through from other, deeper cave systems. Above it all, the salt light rioted: some unknown, unstudied particles supercharged into an incredible torrent, tinting the trees amber and violet. The air looked like mother-of-pearl cast in three dimensions.

Awestruck, Avelyn took a photograph, then picked up a twig with a leaf and an acorn still attached to it so he had proof. The acorn was opally, shimmering with colours in the whiteness. What would they find if they put one of these leaves under a microscope? A strange kind of chlorophyll that hammered salt light, instead of sunlight, into energy?

Ras was looking at the camera, so Avelyn showed him the picture.

“What is it made from?”

“Paper and plastic.”

Ras tapped him in the chest, silver gauntlet clinking on the silver cuirass, to tell him where he would need to keep the photographs. “Shield them, or they’ll tarnish.”

Avelyn did as he was told.

They were passing into the shade of the trees. It was warm now, too warm for the leather mining gear. Summer. Avelyn tilted his head back, letting the light seep through him where it could reach between the silver plating. The cold that had got into his marrow yesterday was finally starting to thaw, and he didn’t feel so fragile with it now. The ras was as strong as the salt light aurora. Somewhere down in the vaults of his mind, he could hear music in it—or not hear. Perceive. It wasn’t hearing.

Lady Hringen was watching him, making sure he was going to keep walking. There was a deep attentiveness to it. She was looking at him, not being generally polite to a younger man from another clan.

That was what he had liked about her, years ago.

He thought of that meeting, held in Clan Brocken’s salt-glittering hall. His uncles had been there, his grandmother, Lady Hringen’s retainers. The conversation had been ostensibly with him, but really it had been with his grandmother. They had talked about mining rights and shipping, loans, bonds. He could remember Lady Hringen giving him an apologetic half smile across the table, one that had made him feel unbelievably grown up: Sorry it’s all so dull. She had been so much older, so mysterious because of that gulf of years that separated them. And yet here she was, caring whether he was bored or not, as if he mattered. On the way out, she’d asked him what he liked to do, and he’d told her with teenage eagerness about the icon-painting he did for the abbey. She had done grand work of pretending to be interested. Later his grandmother had said, “Caer Halen, Avelyn, you couldn’t have said archery like a normal person?”

But Lady Hringen had made the offer anyway, as if she had quite liked the idea of someone who didn’t say archery.

“Why didn’t you come to me, after the accident?” she asked him suddenly. “You could have. You should have. I was expecting you.”

She was right: it was what he should have done, and he had known it. He almost had. The whole idea had filled him with dread, the exhausting ritual of asking a Witan lady for sanctuary, being married without his uncles to give him away, plunged into a new clan with no advice and no one on his side . . .

If he had gone, though, he would have had a family, and a household, and a clan—not just a little room at the back of the Jesuit Curia, a god who didn’t talk to him, and a half-father who still suffered because of him.

If he had gone, he would have met Jericho years ago. Maybe they would even be real friends now, and Avelyn would be able to feel the way he should have, not this maggot-coloured, affection-starved craving. He wouldn’t be so hungry.

Yes, and what if the moon were made of salt?

“My whole clan died,” Avelyn said. “I knew what everyone would say. They’d say the King had cursed me, and that if I married, my new clan would be cursed too.”

“They did say that, but you would have been welcome anyway.”

He looked sideways at her. “I know, my lady. But whenever anything went wrong . . . I think I would have been a little less welcome.”

He heard her sigh even through the mask.

The salt light flared, and they all had to put a hand over their eyes, even with the masks.

“That one was strong,” Ras murmured. “I don’t think it’s going to be safe for much further.”

“Let’s see,” Lady Hringen said, but as they passed it, she patted a support pillar as though she was reassuring herself that whatever else was going on, at least the ceiling wouldn’t collapse.

Avelyn slowed down.

Pegged against the pillar, exactly at eye level, where each one was built with a deliberately flawed, glassy base about the height of a person, was a sledgehammer.

The hammers were so big he would struggle to lift one even now, but his grandmother had lifted it. For him, she would be frozen forever in the moment she swung it. She had been a Valkyrie, but not like the ones in the paintings. Somehow those artists had only ever been able to imagine the young ones, the ensigns who were barely grown up; not the general, grey and mighty as a winter oak. He hadn’t seen the hammer strike the support pillar. He’d already been running.

He pushed his hand into his pocket, didn’t find the rosary, and clenched his fist.

“Mind like a rock,” Lady Hringen said to him.

“Oh,” Ras said suddenly. “My lady.”

Something huge was moving among the trees. When Avelyn looked that way, he saw a flicker of what might have been antlers in the shadows.

“Ah,” Ras said, and put his hand out and set it to the side of Avelyn’s eye like a blinker. Avelyn twitched back, annoyed. “Don’t look at them. You’ll make them real.”

Cross-cultural patience could only get you so far. “What?”

“The King’s dreams,” Lady Hringen said, and it struck Avelyn as exactly the way that experienced divers spoke about sharks. “Come on, gentlemen. Eyes on the road. Mind like a rock. Sing to the King, and nothing else. This is dangerous now.”

“Why is it dangerous?” Avelyn said. Could you have an aneurysm from nothing but frustration? If he looked in Jericho’s medical records, would there be a long history of Outside scientists and scholars who had literally popped after being exposed to too much Hreod Thinking and a cover-up so that people like Lady Hringen could continue to get away with it and intone non sequiturs at decades of victims yet to come?

Give me strength.

The King heard. Another salt light flare blasted across the forest, even brighter than the last, and it saved him from having to dredge up a reply. However malignant the King was, it was nice to have a brief alliance.

Thank you, Avelyn thought wryly, and the ras hugged him tight before it slithered off again.

Lady Hringen’s whole posture stiffened. “No,” she said. “No further. Ras, go and get them back.” She meant the miners on shift now. Avelyn could see them: they were working on a glacier of salt at the edge of the oak forest. “We’re going back above.”

As though it was fire and not light arcing across the cavern roof, Ras nodded tightly and ran ahead to fetch the other miners.

“My lady,” Avelyn began. As spectacular as it was, the salt light looked no more dangerous than the other aurora, the one in the north, and they were coated in silver: it wasn’t doing them any damage through all that. “Why is it—”

“Get that ready,” Lady Hringen said about the silver camera. She drew him to the middle of the path, away from the shade of the trees, so they were standing in the full light of the storm. “We’re going to wait for the next flare, and I’ll show you what your Witan in the southeast needs to see. I said don’t look at them!” she added, hard, when a crack came through the trees right behind Avelyn and he twisted around. She smacked him in the head, hard enough to make him see green blotches.

He swung back, incredulous.

“Concentrate,” she snapped. She took a scrap of cloth out of her pocket. It was just part of an old tea towel that someone had used to dry paintbrushes. It still had the label on: it was one of those own-brand ones from an Outside supermarket. She was watching the salt light above them. It was strengthening again. “All right. Make it see.”

She held the rag up to the light. Slowly at first, it started to look powdery, like she’d dropped it in chalk. He took a picture. Then came another flare, vicious this time, searing its waving pattern into his eyes even behind the mask. He took the second picture just as the cloth fell apart. There was nothing left but a handful of salt.

“That’s salt tarnishing,” Lady Hringen said. “You must understand, we have told the miners not to discuss it beyond their clans; we don’t want anyone to panic, particularly Outsiders.” She was speaking quickly. Up ahead, Ras was coming back with the other miners, who were all talking worriedly, putting the children in front of them, even carrying the younger ones. “Usually that happens over months, as you know. Steel tools usually fall apart after a year. Now . . .” She held out a hammer with a plastic handle, a cheap steel one from the Outside, and then next to it, her own, a Hreod one, which was made of silver and salt oak, alive with beautiful designs.

Flash, another flare. They were coming closer together now: it was like standing in a lightning storm before the rain. For the first time, Avelyn started to feel like he wasn’t safe. He had no idea what he was expecting—he had never seen a salt light storm—but he wanted to start backing away. His tattoos were buzzing unpleasantly.

Almost straightaway, the steel hammer started to soak in the salt light. It soon had a glow, as though they’d put it in a forge, embers at first but then bright, brighter than the light around it. It showed clearly when Avelyn took another picture.

Then the steel faded, a frost of salt forming across the whole hammer. Over perhaps a minute and a half, the salt ate away the handle, until the head fell onto the floor with a noise that should have been a clang but was more of a crunch. The tang dissolved.

The silver hammer was fine.

God Almighty.

Avelyn touched the Hreod hammer when she gave it to him. Completely undamaged, just like they were, and just like their clothes. He stood holding it, absorbing what it meant. Above them, the storm strobed.

“What would happen to an Outsider who stood where we’re standing now?” he asked, already knowing the answer, but needing to hear another voice say it.

Lady Hringen nodded at the salt shards on the ground that were all that was left of the steel hammer. “The way that glowed, did you notice?”

“Yes,” he said. The salt was so dense in the air that his throat burned.

Lady Hringen was going hoarse too. “That’s the Blessing. D’you see?”

He could see it in terrible detail.

If you weren’t from here, you were a sponge for salt light. It was slower than this up at An El, which was maybe four hundred feet above them now, through solid rock. But there was enough light to be doing quiet damage. It wasn’t like sunlight. It didn’t bounce off. People soaked it in, and it built up and built up until you could see the halo.

“Even in normal times,” Lady Hringen said, “they could be hurt after forty days. That’s why we set the limit, up at the abbey. But now . . . well. We’re seeing the Blessing much sooner.”

“But it isn’t just salt light exposure,” Avelyn protested. “The man who died, he was only here for eight days, whereas we have some people who’ve been here for almost forty with no Blessing at all. I’ve spoken about it with the doctor, but we don’t understand what’s happening.”

To his surprise, she shifted. “Well, that’s why we stopped the tours, to stop anyone else coming down.”

A weary dread settled over him.

“Anyone else,” he repeated.

“We caught him,” she said. “But he got all the way to the King’s Way. Lord Harkta was—well, he marched him back out and he seemed well enough, but we think he was up there for at least an hour.”

Flash, flash: an incredible violet flare lit the entire cavern. It left green slashes across Avelyn’s vision. If he hadn’t been wearing the mask, it would have—God, he didn’t know. Burned the enamel from his teeth.

“Matthew went into the King’s Way,” Avelyn said. “In a wheelchair?”

She shrugged. “No steps all the way, it’s just downhill. I can see why. Must have looked tempting. He ran some kind of—almanac? He wanted light paintings for it.”

“A YouTube channel,” Avelyn said in English. It was enraging that she hadn’t bothered to find out what it was. “He ran a YouTube channel. You’re telling me—you’re telling me you knew what had happened to him, and you didn’t think to explain to Rome? Or his family?” He felt like he was salt-tarnishing too: stiffening up and slowing down with a gritty horror. “We need to evacuate everyone from An El. Today. I . . .” He stopped, because he had just realized he had a handful of salt. Yes. Of course he did. The last Polaroid. The others were in his top pocket, under the silver breastplate.

Lady Hringen took his elbow and pulled. “Come on, this is too dangerous.”

“For us too?”

“Not like that,” she said. “I’ll explain above, but we need to go, we’re going to see something we—”

Crack: something in the trees breaking. Very close.

When he tried to turn, she caught his shoulders and wrenched him forwards. It threw him off balance and pulled at the stitches. “I said don’t look! Move, come on! They’ll be real in a few seconds if we stay, go—”

“No, I need to try and take some more pictures, this one just—”

“You can’t stay here,” she snapped, and he thought he could hear old rage in her voice, just like he’d heard old sorrow in Ras’s. She had been civil enough with him so far, but he was pushing too much now. “Caer Halen, boy, do as you’re told!”

“I am not your boy,” he said quietly. “You’re angry with me for not going to you, fine, but you didn’t come for me either. Get your hands off me.”

They both stopped, because something like a stag, but four times the size and different in the way that mammoths were different to elephants, walked across the path right in front of them. The flaring of the salt light slung its shadow in three directions, a tri-partite monster.

Lady Hringen slammed both hands over her eyes.

It was white, almost lost in the blinding light, and it must have bent its head to graze close to a pool, because tangled in those branching antlers was a string of ivy, and in the ivy, salt had crystallised into gems.

Avelyn stared, eyes streaming under the mask. The great not-stag went by slowly, unbothered by them, or that it was in a mine, and around it the salt light parted, the tiny particles veering away before they reached it. That gave it a dark halo. It had left gigantic prints pressed deep into the path. He could smell it too, salt and warm fur, and a rich animal musk.

He remembered he was holding the camera. He held it up, but she smacked it out of his hands. It fell the length of its strap, which was still over his shoulder, and thunked painfully into his hip.

“No!” she shouted at him, as though he had suggested hanging around to photograph the Devil. “Brocken! It’s a dream of the King. If his dreams are walking this far up the mine, then so are his nightmares! What do you think I have to do if I think one will reach the surface?”

He wouldn’t look at the sledgehammer pinned to the support pillar. He wouldn’t. “I need proof, or my Witan will never understand.”

The mask made her unreadable and hard. “You’re mad. Your nailed god has driven you mad.”

Then she ran after the other miners.

The stag seemed not to mind having its picture taken. Avelyn caught the photograph the second the camera rolled it out this time, slipping it into his inside pocket straightaway. As he did, the light flared again, infernal now, and he had to cover his eyes. Before he did, he saw the bones inside his own fingers.

Time to go. He felt grimly pleased that Lady Hringen had left him behind. Maybe they were even now.

Somewhere further into the forest, something shrieked. It was an unearthly noise, and unlike anything he had heard any person or animal make before. There was something rotting in that noise, and maybe even something insane.

When he tried to take his hand away from his eyes, it was instant agony. He bumped back against a tree and realized with some disbelief that he’d lost track of which way he was facing. He was standing in the roots of a tree, he could feel that through his boots, and the crunch of acorn cups and twigs. For at least a few seconds, he only felt annoyed with himself. This was silly. Jericho was going to laugh at him and Annunciata was going to make some creative joke about blindness, and he’d stand there and laugh along with them, because even with a long history of being a bit stupid sometimes, this was surely extra-stupid.

It was little by little that he understood he couldn’t find a way to gauge where he was. With one hand on the tree trunk, he stretched out with the other, trying to find the next tree—the trees were close together, surely he would find it in a second—but he couldn’t.

North, where was—was it behind him? No. He’d lost track.

The thing screamed again.

He tried to open his eyes again, and again, it was like trying to stare directly into a lighthouse lamp four inches from his face. Green and purple blots burst across his whole field of vision, even after he had pressed both hands over his eyes again. His head was pounding.

Panic slammed into him head-on. He had no idea what to do, which way to try, whether to go blindly or stay still, and somewhere very close now, he could hear a terrible rasping that he was afraid was breathing.

He eased away from the tree, stepping over the roots, hoping he was going to find something that would help, dreading touching something alive, but all he found was air—it was so hot now even through his gloves—and the brush of a falling leaf on his sleeve. The cavern was so quiet he heard the tiny snick as the leaf settled on the ground. When he stepped on fallen acorns, the little cracks were like gunshots. Water was rushing somewhere, and . . .

Something heavy was walking. He didn’t think it was the stag.

Help me. He didn’t dare say it aloud, but he thought it, and he was not talking to God, nor Christ, nor Mary. Help me help me please help me.

His hand shaking so badly he almost couldn’t find the button, he held the camera out blind in front of him, towards the awful sounds—scrape, scrape, like claws—and took a picture. The cluck of the camera sounded enormous. Whatever the thing was, it crowed, a noise that nothing that big had made for thousands of years, since the last of the dragons died.

He caught the photograph and shoved it inside his shirt. At least if the thing killed him, there would be a record of what it was.

Help me please help me.
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Amman, Jordan

Tallis and Sally had spent the night in a hospital isolation room.

The Jordanian Ministry of Health had picked them up from the road when the video finally reached someone’s email. Now they were at the same hospital where the archaeologists were being held, and Tallis had lost count of the number of people who had spoken to them. People from the Ministry. Calls from her agency. Doctors. Radiologists. Experts, experts who the first experts thought were better, and through it all, test after test after test. But the dosimetry was negative. Blood tests were negative.

Then the Minister himself arrived and came to the Perspex window to see them.

“There’s a place in England called Hreodwater,” she began. He was already nodding, though slowly; he did everything slowly. He didn’t so much walk as ooze, and even when he was trying to do something urgent, like save you the trouble of a long explanation, he only moved at about half the speed most people would. If she hadn’t been in isolation with suspected radiation sickness, she would have been delighted with him, because he was very definitely a sloth in a ministerial disguise.

“Yes,” he said. “We have contacted a representative of the Vatican who believes the substance is called salt light. It occurs at Hreodwater and, as far as anybody knew until today, nowhere else. We have been advised . . .” He paused for a long time, then nodded to himself. “That it does not penetrate silver. Therefore, a technician is fitting silver plating and a silver shutter to a camera. The doctors will take photographs of you upon its availability. If there is any residue, it will show. But according to our contact, it is harmless. People visit the mine for many days and remain well.”

“There are no records of anyone ever coming to harm from it,” one of the doctors put in, and at ordinary speed, she sounded supercharged. “Pilgrims have visited for a thousand years. Some stay for over a month. Scholars have visited since the eighteen eighties; it really looks fascinating, but . . . no fatalities.”

“Until this Matthew person turned to salt,” Sally said.

“Until that,” the doctor said uneasily. “But we’ll know more once we have some imaging. However, you’re not contaminating anything. Feel free to stretch your legs and get a coffee in the concourse.”

“Meanwhile the IAEA are attempting to send someone to Hreodwater, but the weather is severe and the crossing is closed. It appears to be an island,” the Minister said, disgusted. “There is no way to gain entry at present. So, we are waiting for some word from the Vatican inquisitor already there.” He looked like he would have trusted the assessment of a passing goat more. “One hopes he is not too distracted by the discovery of the Risen Lord on his toast, or . . . whatever it is Catholics spend their time doing. In any case: good work, both of you.” His eyes caught on Tallis. “I thought your violin performance was quite wonderful.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“Are you aware it’s gone rather viral?”

“No,” she said, wondering now if they were in trouble for posting something so frivolous on the ministry account. The Minister seemed like the kind of person who said frivolous often.

But the Minister only nodded once. It took him a long time. “If what is happening is what I suspect is happening,” he said, “then it will be a good thing for a scientific branch of the government to have a strong social media presence that people enjoy and trust.” His sad, slow brown eyes tracked across both of them. “Do continue, won’t you.”

“What did that mean?” Tallis murmured to Sally once he had gone.

Sally shook his head slightly. “I don’t know, but—he knows something, doesn’t he.”

There was a shop in the hospital concourse selling cheap phones. While Sally went in to find himself a new one, she bought them some coffee from an unexpectedly swanky café and claimed a couple of chairs by the big window, feeling grateful her own phone was still all right. She wasn’t sure she had it in her to set up a new one. She hadn’t slept much, and now she was in that quiet-minded haze that would have made real work impossible, but was quite nice just to sit with. She gazed at the huge television screen across the concourse. It was showing a news report from Al Jazeera with English subtitles. Something was happening in Poland. Communications blackout in a place near Krakow. Someone was talking about nuclear bombs.

She propped her cheek on her hand and thought how nice it would be if World War III didn’t choose this moment to start. Compulsively, her fingertips found her hairline and the roots of her braids. She had washed the salt out, but she kept expecting to feel the grit of it again.

“Are you Dr Osho?”

It made her jump. The woman standing by the table was ill and nervous, and tiny. Tallis thought she might be French. “Er—yes? Hello. Are you . . . somebody I know and I’ve forgotten about because I’m turning into a zombie?”

“No. I’m Veronique, I’m the linguist with the archaeological expedition at the Dead Sea.” She sat down in the chair that was supposed to be for Sally. “I’ve been here for a few days; they’re trying to figure out what’s wrong with us. I’ve been doing some work. Actually—a translation of the script around the tower gateway.”

“Oh, right?” said Tallis, wondering how to say Would you mind awfully if you were to bugger off until after I’ve had this coffee?

“The doctors mentioned that you talked about a place in England where—electronic devices also suffer, and where a man turned to salt?”

“Yes, it’s a salt mine,” Tallis said, and then frowned, because the item on the news now, the one about Poland, was about a salt mine too. Wieliczka.

Sally came across, looking speculative. He stopped by Tallis’s chair with a glance that asked whether she needed help getting rid of her crazy person.

“This is Veronique, she works for the archaeology expedition at our site,” Tallis said, pulling across another chair for him.

He hinged down into it and smiled quickly when she gave him his coffee. “Oh, okay.” About the coffee: “Thank you.” To Veronique: “Hi.”

Veronique ignored him. “The language around the gate is ancient. It predates any other script in the region. We think it might be a prehistoric form of, er, of Aramaic,” she ploughed on, pushing one hand through her hair. Probing her hairline, Tallis noticed. She looked terrible. There were ashy circles under her eyes. “Early Bronze Age, from before hieroglyphs.”

“Impressive,” said Tallis. “But—we’re nuclear inspectors, we don’t know anything about—”

“The doctors said that you saw something, in the dosimetry tests,” Veronique said, suddenly intense. “I made them show me. I saw it. The figure on the films.”

Tallis waited this time. Sally was quiet too, green eyes vivid in the daylight.

“The script on the tower doorway. It says, ‘Traveller turn back, lest the curse of Sedem become your curse too.’ ”

“Sedem,” said Tallis, because it sounded familiar and not.

“Sodom,” said Veronique. There was a sheen of sweat on her forehead. She kept dragging her sleeve across it, but it kept coming back. She couldn’t have been far off collapsing.

“It’s not a real place,” Sally said, almost laughing. “It’s a story, it’s like Camelot.”

“No, no one has ever been able to find it,” Veronique snapped, her voice splintering with frustration. “For God’s sake! The satellite images, the salt!” She looked between them. “Everyone says there’s no Bronze Age ruin on the Dead Sea, but something out there is turning normal matter to salt, so don’t you think the answer is fucking obvious? They can’t find a city around the Dead Sea, because it is the Dead Sea!”

Tallis looked at Sally and saw everything she felt reflected back at her in his face. She had a knee-jerk instinct to say not to be so bloody stupid. The salt in the Dead Sea was there because the River Jordan carried salt into it and the lake didn’t drain anywhere else, so the water evaporated in the fierce heat and left salt behind, that was all: simple. You didn’t need an imaginary doomed city to account for that. But yesterday, birds had fallen out of the sky as they turned to salt.

“Listen to what I’m telling you,” Veronique said, lower. “Somebody sealed something in a tower thousands of years ago, put a huge danger sign on it referencing Sodom, birds there are turning to salt and so is anything electric, you both captured images of something that is clearly alive in there, and at a place in England with the same conditions, a man has turned to salt. Something is happening . . .”

She trailed off. Something was happening in the concourse too. People had mobbed the banking kiosk. At first, it was just shouting, but now there was a huge crash: someone had just smashed the glass pane above the counter with a restaurant chair. Tallis, who had always flinched easily, jolted right back. As Sally pressed one hand to her shoulder, she saw a burst of hallucination insects, locusts, everywhere, so realistic that she snatched her arms close to her chest, hating the idea that one could get down her collar.

God’s sake. She closed her eyes, concentrated on how the impression of having seen something was different to seeing, and opened them again. Gone.

Sally was still holding her shoulder. She wanted to tilt her cheek down against his knuckles. She didn’t.

The three of them stared as people poured through the bank, shouting. Tallis couldn’t catch any of it.

“Something about . . . needing their money before it runs out,” Sally said, looking just as confused as she felt.

Back at the counter of the café, the barista called nervously that the card machine wasn’t working, so it would have to be cash only. At the food shop on their other side, someone was putting up a sign that said the same thing. As Tallis watched, a young man ran in, took all the bread from the bakery section, and ran out again with it in both arms.

“What the fuck is happening?” Sally said, his voice high.

It had flashed up on the news. Everyone else had seen too. Quiet spread across the concourse as rapidly as the chaos had. The Central Bank of Jordan had just announced total collapse of the banking system, and there was going to be, said the newsreader, an emergency broadcast from the palace.

“I don’t . . . I don’t feel good,” Veronique said in a small voice.

“Okay,” Tallis murmured. “Let’s get you back upstairs while it’s still quiet, and then we can—”

She had been going to say, Find a doctor. She stopped, though, because Veronique looked terrible. She had gone an awful grey. Even her hair. Even her clothes, and now it was . . .

Tallis thumped back down into her chair. Sally saw and sat down too, looking worried, and all Tallis could do was point to the chair opposite them, upholstered in brilliant pink, where Veronique had been sitting with her head in her hands. She wasn’t sitting there anymore. There was just a faintly person-shaped formation of red salt.
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Hreodwater, England

Avelyn still couldn’t find anything ahead of him. He was walking on the forest floor, so surely there would be a tree soon, surely the only open space was the road, but he would have felt that, it was brick—or was it? Had he remembered that properly?

Something horribly like a claw brushed the back of his neck. He jolted away from it and thumped into a tree. With a mirror clarity, he realized he was going to die down here. No one was going to come down here in this light storm for him. He would just be another witch lost to the deep. Father Li—oh, God. Father Li would never know.

“Avelyn.”

It couldn’t be Jericho.

That was mad. Nobody ever answered prayers, but when he reached out, a cool hand caught his and squeezed—cool through his glove, despite all the powering heat of the salt light, because of course it didn’t reach Jericho, he was always cold . . .

“Jericho! I can’t—can you see what it is, is it—”

“It’s all right, I’ve got you.” Jericho turned him about ninety degrees. “There’s nothing here, it’s just us.”

“No, there’s something—’

“There’s nothing,” Jericho said, and put some strength into his voice then, that singer-strength that came from deeper than most people went. “The echoes are weird, that’s all: I think it’s because of the surface of the salt face over there. I promise, I’m holding a lamp.” Jesus Christ, yes: for Jericho, it was pitch-black down here. “I can see. There’s nothing.”

Rasping breath, like it was moving through something decayed, right next to them. Avelyn flinched, and again his eyes tried to open by themselves, and again, it was like trying to stare into burning magnesium.

“Jericho! It’s right here—”

“No.” Jericho caught him in both arms. It was sudden enough and unfamiliar enough that Avelyn’s mind stalled, and all he could think was that their belt buckles had made a little chiming noise as they touched.

It was blessedly cold, too. He had been slowly roasting, but as soon as he was within a few inches of Jericho, the salt light stopped, and he could feel the real temperature of the mine. Shockingly cold: Jericho was wearing a coat. Very close to his shoulder, Avelyn risked opening his eyes again, just in case . . .

Yes. Darkness. Absolute darkness. He couldn’t see the lamplight except for the barest line at the edge of the mask. He didn’t dare turn his head. For the first time, he had enough space inside his own mind to notice how hot the mask was. He wanted to tear it off, but if he did, he would be blinded the second he straightened up again.

“I promise you,” Jericho said, with an authority that Avelyn couldn’t have imagined from him before this second, “there is nothing here. It’s all right. There’s nothing alive here but the trees.”

Avelyn listened. Jericho was right. All he could hear was the water. It sang with nearly human voices, echoing across the rocks and the moss, but nothing else.

Perhaps because he knew it would be another little belt-buckle shock, Jericho held the side of his throat. Avelyn had to shut his eyes again, because he had leaned back, and he wasn’t close enough to be inside Jericho’s dark halo anymore. “It’s all right,” Jericho said again. “Come on, let’s get out of here. And then you’ll need to excuse me while I murder Lady Hringen.”

Avelyn gripped Jericho’s hand much more tightly than he needed to, but it was horrible, trying to walk on the uneven ground with no idea where he was going. Jericho steered him around corners, slow and careful, keeping up a reassuring narration of where they were all the time, and no, nothing was following them. At last, after they had passed through the cool mist on the bridge, Avelyn stopped seeing green blotches, and stopped feeling the pressure of the light through the silver over his eyes.

He wrenched off the mask. The light was still bright, he could see that through his eyelids, but not blinding. He opened them. And there was Jericho, holding a glass lamp and watching him intently, sliced across with razor shadows.

“Hello,” Jericho said.

“Hi,” Avelyn whispered, and sank back against the wall. The silver-cased camera clanged as it bumped the halite. They were almost at An El. “Thank you. Thank you. How did you know to come?”

“I had a bad feeling. Followed you.”

Avelyn lurched forward and hugged him. Jericho, who was taller, bent forward over him and held him tight so that their hearts were pressed together. Avelyn dropped his head against Jericho’s shoulder. It took him inside Jericho’s shadow aura again. Dark, lovely painless dark, and blessed cold. He pulled in a lungful of cool salt air, then another. God, but what a luxury it was to take an unlaboured breath, untainted by the damp metal taste inside that mask.

He had done some bloody stupid things before: found himself being irritatingly mugged behind a hospital once in Mexico, had a gun in his face in Sudan, but never this. Never something outright insane, and never, not once, had he been this certain he was going to die. Lady Hringen had tried to tell him, but no, he’d been too angry, he’d ignored her, and never mind that no Hreoda was used to explaining any of this to anyone, because for them it was literally blindingly obvious . . .

Slowly, the ras folded around him, stronger than he had ever felt it, enough that he went slack in Jericho’s arms. It felt like an apology from the . . . from the thing he had prayed to before. It was careful. There was no anger in it, no sense he was being punished for his tattoos or what he had done years ago, just relief and love, soaking through his soul. He shut his eyes again, floating in it. Prayers answered.

“What happened?” Jericho asked when they leaned apart again.

After he’d escaped them for a couple of seconds, the heat and the light were worse than before, for all they were far less now than in the forest. The headache was back, a hammer to the bone just above his eye.

Maybe because of that, maybe because the ras had faded down too, maybe everything, he had a wash of exhausted hopelessness. Jericho had come down here to find him, even past all the Hreoda fleeing the light storm, Jericho who was so kind, but by the laws of God and Heaven, he was on the wide road to Hell. Only through me shall you be saved. There was always hope, because someone might recognise Christ in their last seconds, but it was still the worst law in all of Church doctrine. Father Li called it “the tragedy of Hell,” but Avelyn hated that. “Tragedy” made it sound like a piece of dark theatre for the entertainment of the more fortunate. Whenever he talked to anyone outside the Church, he was uncomfortably aware that here was a person who was probably going to suffer for eternity—but now, it was a gut punch.

Flames raced along Jericho’s sleeve.

Jericho saw them too. He looked right at them, then at Avelyn with something indecipherable in his eyes, then ran his hand down his sleeve. The flames vanished.

Jericho said nothing about it.

Usually Avelyn trusted his own mind entirely, but on top of everything else, that was so uncanny that he wasn’t sure it had really happened.

“Did you just see . . .”

“See what?” said Jericho. His sleeve wasn’t burnt, or even singed. He was waiting with his expression open. It wasn’t how anyone would be, if they had just that second been on fire.

“I thought—nothing,” Avelyn said.

Confused, he pulled off the silver gauntlets, which were as warm on the outside as if he had been standing right in front of an open furnace. He was still seeing green slashes across everything, and the back of his scalp was still crawling with the feeling that something had followed them. He didn’t look back.

“The light is so bright,” he said. “Like a lightning storm. I’ve never seen it like that. It was destroying everything that isn’t from here; it ate through a steel hammer in seconds. It’s doing the same to people. That’s what the halo is. It’s what happened to Matthew. He went down the King’s Way, he broke off from a tour. It’s going to kill people.” He pressed his free hand over his face, still trying to bring some order to the enormity of what was going to have to happen now. “We need to evacuate the mine.”

“We can’t,” Jericho said.

“What? Why?”

Jericho cast a glance back the way they had come. The salt light was still bright, but because it didn’t touch him, he was lit up only by the lamp. “Let’s get to the surface first.”

“Jericho!” Avelyn heard his own voice crack. Why did he even speak at all when nobody ever listened to him? Maybe he really should take up dressage. “You don’t understand—”

“I understand,” Jericho said, and those lights in his black eyes were there again. “But it’s safer not to be in salt light, to hear what I’m going to say.”

The first pale shafts of daylight were just reaching them when Ras Hringen ran down the corridor, along with Redspear. Avelyn saw them a fraction of a second before they saw him: they both looked as though they expected to find him dead at the edge of the forest.

Then there was an explosion of Hreod swearing, but it was swearing with, not swearing at, and Redspear thumped him and told him never to wander off with idiots again, and Ras was almost crying, apologising for Lady Hringen.

Avelyn looked between them, shocked. He had thought Ras would have been quite pleased with the idea of leaving him in the forest, and Redspear . . . she was probably the most senior elder in the town. He was a gnat to her. It was a revelation to find that not only had Ras wanted to fetch her, but she had come.

Jericho stood back. He wasn’t smiling. He was holding his sleeve where the fire had been.

“You’re not hurt, lad?” Redspear asked, with real, raw worry like he’d never seen on her before.

“I’m not, I’m not . . . why do you . . .” Care?

Ras was turning his hands over, checking him for Avelyn didn’t know what. He seemed to shrink whole inches with relief and hugged him again. Avelyn squeezed him back, perplexed.

“Why are you so upset?” he asked. “You don’t like me.”

“Oh, shut up, you prick!” Ras half shouted at him, into his hair. It was a joyful little revelation to find that Lord Ras Hringen even knew how to swear.

“The last of the Brocken comes home, called by the King at his first waking for a thousand years, and then wonders why anyone minds what happens to him?” Redspear said. “The nailed god has done a number on you, my boy.”

“I wasn’t called by the King, I was sent by the Department for Foreign Relations,” Avelyn said, laughing the slightly mad laugh that came from—from this, from finding that three entire humans minded what happened to him. It was as powerful as the King’s grace.

“How did you get out?” Redspear demanded.

“Jericho fetched me. He followed us,” Avelyn said, looking gratefully back.

He had thought the other two would say thank you, but instead they went still, and quiet, as though he had just pointed out a well-mannered monster, still steaming sulphur vapour from some inferno they never wanted to think about. Jericho looked back at them, still expressionless, with those lights in his eyes.

“You’re high in the mine today, Dream,” Redspear said. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

Avelyn understood now. Those things in the mine with the dark halo—it was the same as Jericho’s. If people thought that that impossible stag was a dream, then . . . of course they thought Jericho was too.

Hreod Thinking at its finest. There could have been any number of reasons for salt light to behave the way it did, attracted to some things, repelled by others, neutral to still more. Maybe the stag hadn’t been a dream at all, just the descendent of an ordinary herd that had wandered into the mine millennia ago and adapted to the salt light just like Hreoda, but differently. Perhaps some Outsiders with a certain innocent genetic marker were immune. He could believe that a lot more readily than the notion that the doctor who had stitched him up yesterday was a figment of some sleeping god’s imagination.

“For special occasions,” Jericho said politely.
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The daylight was a shock. The sky was silver, and right across the fen, the clouds hung low, blending with the fog into one great haze. Silent whorls of snow looped in the still air. Although it could only have been just past two o’clock, the gloom was twilightish. The fires were still burning on the green, tinting the white ground merry gold, throwing the shadows around. The dancers were still dancing, but with the children this time, and even some of the clergy from An El. Someone with stag antlers was whirling a laughing nun around, her veil floating behind her, along with the first wisps of the Blessing.

It was so good to get away from the salt air in the mine. Out here, there was still a tang if you knew to think after it, but mainly it was hot wine and the lovely green smell of new-cut holly and ivy for the wreaths. All the stalls were selling them, as well as little dolls of Saint Hildegard, ornaments and jewellery made from cheap salt that looked like diamonds, scarves woven with silver thread, tiny stained windows painted just like the great window down at An El, hot pistachios and pecans and salt cakes. Caramelised sugar tided in the air, and for a mad second, it was hard to remember that anything was wrong.

“Can somebody please tell me what in God’s name is going on?” Avelyn asked.

“Yes,” said Ras. “But let’s get you some wine first, you—need to sit down.”

He wanted to say that he did not need to sit down, thank you, he just needed to understand, but Ras was right. Everything seemed too vivid, his thinking had gone giddy and disjointed, and when Jericho pressed his shoulder to guide him onto a bench at a free table, he was glad of it. He watched Ras flit to a wine stall—the one run by the annoying lady he had cursed earlier—and then looked down when Redspear handed him a fox cub. The cub was a heavy ball of white fluff, and when Ras came back with the wine, it wanted to know what wine was like, then sneezed disgustedly when Avelyn gave it some. He felt a bit better.

Ras set Jericho’s cup down with an anxious look at Redspear, as though he thought he might be doing something wrong. Redspear ignored it, and when Jericho said thank you, Ras looked fixedly at the ground.

Avelyn took the photographs out of his pocket and laid them out on the table. The edges were salt-crumbled, but the images were all right. The forest. The huge, impossible stag thing. And then last . . .

“Oh, I wish you hadn’t shown us that,” Redspear said heavily.

Ras had gone a horrible colour. Avelyn had never seen that happen to anyone in real life before.

Jericho had one fist resting against his mouth, composed and unsurprised.

It wasn’t a good photograph. Avelyn had held the camera out blind. What it showed was blurred, but it did show something. Something like—a bird. A very tall bird, but unsettlingly nearer to human than anything avian. Its face was some catch between a person and one of those owls that hunted in the deserts around Syria, the ones that were called lilliths in old stories, and which were supposed to be evil spirits who stole children, with black hollows for eyes, and cruel beaks.

“It was there,” he said, somewhere on the road between indignant and horrified. He looked at Jericho. “It was there, you must have seen it, but you told me—”

“I lied to you,” Jericho said.

“What?” Avelyn managed.

The other two sat back and exchanged a glance. Redspear shrugged a little. You first. Ras took a deep breath.

“This isn’t real,” he said carefully, about the photograph. He didn’t quite touch it, just skimming his fingertips a fraction of an inch above the surface of the plastic. The others were looking uneasy about it too. “This is the dream of a thing—the King’s dream, you understand?” His eyes begged Avelyn to understand. “But your seeing it . . . would have made it real. It could have hurt you.”

“You can see them and not make them true,” Redspear said, taking over just as carefully. They might have been passing a brimming cup between each other. “If we were to send a mad person down there, who knows they’re mad and sees untrue things all the time—the dreams would stay dreams. But for most of us, seeing is believing, and believing is true.”

She picked up a handful of salt and threw it just a couple of inches, so it landed back in her palm again. It made the image of a stag. “To cast the salt well is to believe nothing.” She did it again, and this time there was no stag, no image at all. “Which is how you must be, in the deep.” There was a tight little silence. “That’s why they won’t let you go down unless you can do it.”

Avelyn had to look away, because his memory flared that terrible image of his grandmother again, swinging the sledgehammer, in that last instant before she smashed the support pillar to matchsticks. The fox cub nosed at his hand, plainly hoping that the wine would taste better on a second go.

“You said you lied to me,” he said to Jericho, praying for English and an explanation that made sense.

“I made you believe it wasn’t there,” Jericho said heavily, “and so it wasn’t.”

“But you must have seen it, what about what you believe—”

“He isn’t really here either,” Redspear said.

Avelyn had to ignore her.

Even Jericho shot her a sideways glance that said she wasn’t helping. “I believed it would go away if I made you believe that too. It’s how I treated your leg. I told you it didn’t hurt, and I said it would get better quickly, and you believed me. It’s why the cures are happening: people believe they will recover, and so they do. That’s what salt light does. It converts belief . . . into matter.”

Avelyn had to sit and let it settle over him. The snow was doing that too, dusting all their sleeves, hissing when it fell into the hot wine. The fox cub manoeuvred down the front of his shirt and sat there looking pleased with itself. He stroked it, glad to have something warm and alive to hold.

“You do know this,” Redspear pushed, very gentle. “You know why there are sledgehammers on the support pillars in the deep. Remember?”

He could hear that roar of collapsing masonry again.

He had said to Father Li, “It was my fault,” and Li had said, “Don’t be ridiculous; your grandmother believed something wrong. Maybe she thought terrible things would happen if she didn’t collapse the shaft, but they wouldn’t have. There’s nothing down there. Just superstition, and God, because God is in all things, and you know what? There is nothing God can’t forgive.”

Fairy tales. Beautiful, hypnotising Roman fairy tales.

Down in the deep, from behind a witch’s mask and beside his fire, Hreodwater Avelyn gave him a long, sympathetic look, and fed a few more wooden crosses into the flames. The little bronze Christs were falling orphaned and blackened into the heart of the embers once the wood burned away.

“You knew,” he said to Jericho. “You knew the cures were happening because the salt light was bright. And you knew,” he aimed at Redspear and Ras, “that Matthew died because of overexposure, because of—salt tarnishing. Jesus Christ, why didn’t you say that to me? And why haven’t you evacuated all the Outsiders?” His voice broke over it. “People are going to die! For God’s sake, Annunciata is . . .”

She was dancing too. One of the black-and-feather-clad figures lifted her right up, and her distinctive laugh cut right around the green. Even with the firelight behind her, her halo blazed.

“I know,” Jericho said, “I know, but it isn’t—”

“I know no one can leave now with Caer Halen on the fen or whatever the fuck it is, but you had two weeks to move people before—”

Jericho was making No, no gestures with both hands, and both Ras and Redspear tried to talk at the same time, but they didn’t get far because they were interrupted by somebody else.

“Um, pardon me?”

It was the wine seller, the one who had been rude to Jericho before.

“Brother?” she said to Avelyn. She looked more worried and less angry than before. “Can you lift the curse now, please? I’ll sacrifice to your god.”

Avelyn reflected a little bit madly that if he had to speak Hreod or interact with Hreod Thinking ever again, it was going to be a thousand years too soon. “No.”

“No, but you have to!”

“Avelyn,” Jericho said, and of course, of course Jericho would forgive her, but then, Jericho would forgive someone who had introduced him to a set of thumbscrews. He would fret about their horrid childhood and that they hadn’t had any proper economic opportunities, except the thumbscrewing.

Well, fuck that.

Avelyn looked past the vintner’s shoulder again, higher, and higher, and pretended to see something there, leaning over her.

The vintner swung around, and let out a strangled noise.

Ras put his hand over his face. “We just told you . . .”

There was something behind her. It was outlined in salt light, a dark void in the bright particles—they veered away from the shape just like they hurried away from Jericho and from the stag in the mine, but this time, there was nothing solid for them to avoid, just a shadow. It was huge, and as they both stared at it, it leaned down over her.

She yelled and ran. Ran, like you never saw adults run, and whatever the thing in the light was, it tore after her at a hyena lope Avelyn couldn’t perfectly follow, because it was still just a void in the salt glow, a clear shadow in the patches where there was plenty of light, the barest ghost where it faded.

She scattered people, and dove straight into a knot of nuns who had been writing their names in the air with sparklers. The nuns tried to get out of the way, but the trader was sticking with them, trying to hide behind them, and above all of them, that shadow thing ran too. It had claws, and wings.

Other Hreoda had seen. Some people were jolting away, scooping up children, running. Others, like Avelyn, were frozen into place. Among them, Outsider pilgrims twisted around, confused, because they couldn’t see what people were running from.

Only distantly in control of his own hands, Avelyn lifted the silver camera and took a photograph just as the thing opened its wings, crouching towards the trader like an owl shielding prey.

“Gwen!” Redspear roared at the trader. She could make her voice carry right across the green. All the Witan could—it came of keeping teenagers in line in the mine—but she could have martialled legions. “Get behind the Outsiders! You in the blue, stand around her!”

The Sisters didn’t understand, but what they did understand was that a huge Hreod trader was trying to barge through them, and they were trying to get away from her.

“She’s not trying to hurt you,” Jericho called. He was already running that way. “Stand around her. It’s all right, she’s just scared, she wants you to protect her from a curse.”

“Anyone Hreod, move right back!” Redspear ordered. “If you’ve got salt eyes, put your hands over your eyes. I said over your eyes, tua-Brocken!”

Avelyn’s elbows obeyed without any intervention from his mind. He was built to obey voices like that. He pressed his hands over his eyes, and was sharply aware that all around him, at least two hundred people did that too. Suddenly no one was running anymore.

“Mind like a rock,” Redspear said over everyone, quieter now that there was a humming, dead silence. “Sing to the King, and nothing else.”

People sang. It was a Yule hymn. It lifted eerie into the quiet. Avelyn wanted to take his hands away, and he almost did, but then Redspear came up beside him and held his wrists in place.

“Seeing is believing and believing is true,” she said, quite gently. “Come on, sing to the King.”

As she said it, he could hear Jericho talking to the Sisters. “She’s asking you to say a deliverance prayer to Mary.”

There was an extraordinarily strange stillness, in which the Sisters prayed—Ave Maria, gratia plena—and the Hreoda sang. And then . . . nothing.

“All right, it’s gone,” Redspear said. “Well done, everyone.”

Avelyn took his hands away from his eyes. There was no more thing in the salt light. The Sisters were all looking at each other, confused, and at the wine trader with shades of feeling between scepticism and concern, and . . . not a single one of them could see that with them, just outlined enough in salt light for Avelyn to make out the folds of her clothes, there was a trace of a woman. She was quite small, not old or young, with a veil over her hair but not like a nun. As he watched her, she walked away, fading into nothing.

“It was his fault, the witch from Rome!” the vintner said shakily. “He cursed me!”

“Don’t offend witches then,” Redspear told her, but her eyes ticked over Avelyn. “Well, Dream,” she said to Jericho, who had come back. She coughed, strangely awkward. She glanced over at Avelyn again, and it was different to the way she had been looking at him before. She would have liked, he realized, to wall him into a silver room and leave him there. “A fine witch we have here. Nearly as good as you.”

Jericho half smiled, but he was watching the sky as though he expected to see something terrible there.

Redspear looked troubled, and then back, because someone was calling for her. “I’ve got to talk to my sisters. No more curses, though, Avelyn. You’re a long way too convincing.” She turned away and headed towards the far end of the causeway, where most of the Witan were waiting.

Avelyn was still falling down a long set of internal stairs. He finally hit the bottom. “I just saw the Holy Mother in the salt light,” he whispered.

“I expect so,” Jericho said, still watching the sky.

Avelyn tried to get the world facing the right way up. “But—I didn’t see her, I was seeing . . . what . . . the Sisters believed was . . . helping?”

“I don’t know,” Jericho said. His eyes came back properly, and Avelyn must have looked shaken, because when he let his breath out, it was a low sympathy hum. “I’m not sure those two things are different. Are you all right?”

“If they hadn’t . . . that thing would have killed people, wouldn’t it?”

“I still quite want that update about whether you’re all right,” Jericho told him.

“Fine. I’m fine,” said Avelyn, although in fact he was about twelve feet to the side of his own body. Something important had been disjointed. “I’m not having a crisis of faith or anything.”

Jericho leaned forward, serious. “Please, very urgently, do not have a crisis of faith. All this would be much more noticeable and much worse if Hreodwater weren’t full of devout Catholics who believe in angels and miracles and the power of God, and not a horrible chthonic thing that might wake up and kill everyone accidentally.”

Avelyn looked slowly across at him. It was difficult. He had never had a fight-or-freeze reaction to information before, but he was thoroughly having it now.

“The only thing better would be hundreds of devoted atheists who wouldn’t believe in a miracle or a monster if one bit them,” Jericho said, “but I think there are fewer of those, when you really come down to it, than anyone thinks.”

Avelyn sank onto a bench, and realized he was still holding the photograph. The film showed up the thing in the light very clearly. Jericho sat next to him. He had wonderful boots, Avelyn noticed with fever clarity. They were printed with two old paintings, one of Eden, one of Pandemonium. He nearly laughed. He’d never met anyone who so definitively did not have one foot in Hell. How did you tell somebody their shoes were theologically nonsensical?

“So that’s why you can’t evacuate the mine,” he said at last.

“Yes.” Jericho’s dark eyes were steady now, and the seeming skittishness he had when everything was all right and Avelyn was teasing him was gone. “That’s why Saint Hildegard built the abbey. She realized something dangerous was down in the deep, and she knew what needed to be done to keep it from hurting anyone. Two hundred faithful at all times, rotating out after a maximum of forty days, before the salt light can damage their health. An El is a firewall.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Avelyn demanded. “Oh, Avelyn, just so you know, it’s the salt light, belief into matter, that’s why people are being cured and wine is turning to blood, and by the way, it’s getting dangerously bright because whatever’s down there is waking up, would you mind just relaying that back to the Vatican?”

“And then what?” Jericho said. “Then all I’ve done is make more people believe there is a thing that can and will wake up.” He sighed, restless. “I was hoping you’d come here and say, ‘Of course there’s nothing in the mine, all this is just a cult and whatever happened to Matthew was a trick.’ But as soon as you said you weren’t even considering that, and of course it was real, and the only question was whether it was God or a—or a demon—I didn’t know what to tell you.”

Avelyn stared at the ground. What the Witan had discussed made sense now. Belief into matter. If he believed enough—if exorcists from Rome believed enough—perhaps they could keep the King imprisoned.

“You would have been better off with scientists,” he said eventually.

Jericho tipped his shoulder. “Actually we have some very sought-after academic fellowships here, but the hit rate of apparently fire-breathing materialists who walk away convinced they’ve had a lovely spiritual experience is . . . upsetting. I think you might be the only person I’ve ever met who hates the ras.”

“Ugh, it’s like a pleased-to-see-you python,” Avelyn muttered. He was currently trying to unwrap it. It was all but pinning his arms to his sides, and the worst of it was, it felt wonderful, and not in an innocent way. He was on fire.

Fire.

A side thought uncurled, and then kept uncurling, and became a monster. He pressed his hands over his mouth. “I set you on fire in the mine, didn’t I?”

Jericho lifted his jaw a tiny fraction. When he was serious, Avelyn was beginning to notice, the expressions didn’t quicksilver across him so brightly anymore; they turned so slight they were barely there. “Only briefly.” He studied Avelyn. “Most people don’t believe in Hell so solidly. Most people couldn’t actually set fire to something even with all the salt light in the world. Do you really disapprove of me that much?”

“No! No, it—of course I don’t disapprove, it’s just—I hate the rules, but they are the rules.”

Jericho turned unreadable again, and after a moment he took out a box of cigarettes and his silver lighter, clicked it once, and breathed smoke into the wind.

Avelyn couldn’t quite make that go through his head. “You smoke?”

“Not normally,” Jericho said.

Avelyn flooded with unease. “Are they your emergency don’t-punch-Avelyn cigarettes?”

Jericho was too Jericho-ish to say yes. “I’m glad you have your faith, I really am, but some of what you believe is penetratingly vile.”

It took Avelyn by surprise. They had been speaking so easily until now that he had forgotten they weren’t approaching the world from the same foundations. “No, it—God is the source of all goodness. Reject Him, and of course it’s Hell. Complaining about it is like saying that you hate light bulbs but then saying it’s unfair to have to sit in the dark. God isn’t punishing anyone, it’s just . . . what happens.”

Jericho took a long drag and said nothing, letting Avelyn hear his own words—and that Avelyn had just opined that it was impossible for Jericho to be a good person without faith, despite having saved Avelyn’s life twice in two days. Avelyn could hear the clash there as well as anyone, and he wanted badly to say that you could be good and do God’s work even if you didn’t call it that, but that was not doctrine: not if you were surrounded by people telling you what it was. Knowing the Church well, like Jericho did, and rejecting it with full consent anyway: that was grave.

“Did something happen to you, to make you push the Church away, even though you work for her?” Avelyn asked. “Because God understands—”

“What,” said Jericho, with a sad twitch of a smile, “apart from all the genocides, pogroms, witch hunts, legions of tortured children, and let’s not forget the seven hundred or so skeletons of babies they found in a tank outside a mother and baby home in Tuam not so long ago?”

Avelyn was in pain. “No one’s saying we’re free of original sin, we’re not, the Church is broken because humans are broken. We’re not saying we’re better, just like scientists aren’t saying they’re better. We’re just saying that what we say is true. Gravity is real. Hell is . . . is real.”

“No, all right,” said Jericho, with the same soul-tiredness Avelyn had seen on him before in his office, when he had thought no one was watching. Avelyn actually saw him give up and decide it wasn’t worth the energy to argue, and that was worse than being shouted at.

Because he was himself, though, Jericho held the cigarette box out.

Avelyn had given up years ago, but he took one now.

They were both quiet. Not far away from them, some miners were singing again, a different hymn to the King, and so were plenty of other people, and Avelyn understood now. If you were singing that unearthly harmony with its different parts for deep miners, for children, for surveyors, for witches, the song weaving around itself and echoing and incredibly, incredibly difficult—you weren’t thinking about anything else. You weren’t thinking of how that shadow looked like a monster, or how those branches could be the antlers of a great stag.

Mind like a rock. Sing to the King, and nothing else.

Redspear and the Witan were still talking. Groups of nuns and priests were clustered together too, but the tone was different. They hadn’t seen what had happened—not the thing in the light, nor the lady. All they had seen was a trader panic and then stop panicking after some prayers and an eerie Hreod song. The conversations were interested and excited, but not urgent, and people were speculating about why the Hreoda were all so upset. Avelyn could see some of them gearing up to come over here and ask him, and he felt completely unable to face that. What would he say?

“Why now?” Avelyn said. It felt like an artificial foray into normal conversation, brittle and run through with fractures. He ploughed on anyway. “In the stories, the Salt King—whatever that really is—wakes up when something dangerous is here, Romans or Vikings or Norman knights, or whatever, but there’s nothing. Why would it wake now? What’s different?”

Jericho was looking at the sky again. He seemed content to ignore the argument they weren’t having, but Avelyn was building a good enough idea of him now to know he wouldn’t forget it. He was an optimist, not an idiot. It was a miserable thought. At last he said: “I think that suggests . . . something is coming.”
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Wieliczka, Poland

There were no ordinary planes flying to Krakow from Rome, and so Cai Li found himself on one of the Vatican jets, going direct to a small airfield at Wieliczka itself. The other planes all looked military. Cai was met on the tarmac by some serious people in dark suits. He thought they would wait for someone else, but they were there only for him, and then he was in the back of a car, listening to them murmur in Polish.

“We have to stop here,” one of them said after quarter of an hour.

The car had reached a barrier across the road. Cai pushed the door open, not wanting to. Swarms of other dark cars had stopped there as well, and police, lights flashing. As soon as he was outside, he could taste it in the air: salt. A harsh, dry tang, not like the gentle sharpness in the air around An El. This tasted like it belonged to a terrible desert. He could see it too, tiny particles of it floating all around them, catching the light in atomic rainbows. Their steps crunched. Salt on the ground, like thick frost. The paper cut on his middle finger stung like hell.

There were people everywhere. That was the first thing he saw—people in suits, police, soldiers, people with all kinds of mysterious equipment, people setting up in hastily erected tents, more people handing out water—Christ, he needed it after ten seconds breathing the salt air—and, dotted here and there, press. Cai clenched his hand around the paper cut. He had never felt more superfluous. Whatever was happening here, it was vast. Maybe he had been wrong about a bomb.

But then he saw everything else.

Beyond the barrier was a bus. It had stopped in the middle of the road, facing them. Salt had burst up from the engine in savage arcs twelve feet high. Coming down the steps were people, frozen into place. Or, they had been people. They weren’t anymore. They looked like rough casts of humans in red crystal.

And beyond them . . .

The whole street was blasted white. The salt had engulfed buildings, cars, fountains, a church. Sometimes there was glass left in the windows, but it was all vivid purple. Cai jumped when something creaked, and then the church tower collapsed in a salt cloud that hung for a moment in the air and then billowed outwards, shrouding all of them, reducing the blue emergency lights to a deadened strobing, sending everyone into coughing fits as they tried to breathe through the sting.

Slowly, Cai held his phone out. Like he’d thought, the screen fizzed with interference. He walked closer to the barrier, easing between the ghosts of other people in the salt fog, his eyes hurting now, watching the screen distort more and more, until the image was gone. He retreated.

The glass over the screen had tinged violet.

Avelyn had laughed when Cai asked him why windows in Hreodwater were glazed in polished salt and not glass. Well, you want to see through it, don’t you?

He switched the phone off and stood at the barrier, watching the emergency crews move through the salt ruins of the town. They were checking car boots. He almost called to them not to bother. Unless someone had a silver-plated car, it would have made damn all difference.

Someone was calling them over to one of the big tents. Cai glanced back at the suit-people who had escorted him here, expecting them to say this wasn’t for him, only those with a distant chance of helping, but they motioned him to go, and so, hesitatingly, he joined the throng. He kept to the back, though. It was all very well to say that people and cities enduring chemically impossible destruction was a religious problem, but seeing it in person, it looked like an emphatically nonspiritual problem to him.

A lady about Cai’s age in the nicest suit he had ever seen stepped up onto a crate so that everyone could see her. Signs everywhere said to keep phones turned off. Electronics sometimes worked this far back from the barrier, but they would start cracking with salt after perhaps ten minutes.

“Hello, everyone,” she said in English. “I’m from the Ministry of Defence.” She introduced herself by a name he immediately forgot, because he was still thinking about the frozen shapes trying to stagger down from that bus.

“Welcome to Poland. All of you are here to try to understand what has happened, how, and whether it will continue to be dangerous. Early tests have confirmed that the substance out there is salt, in varying forms; some is powder, some is solid halite, some seems to form around electromagnetic force lines. We have also been informed by meteorologists running the Japanese satellite Himawari 8 that sites across Asia have experienced this phenomenon too.”

Behind her, a projector screen flickered to life. The image was pale, because they were shining candlelight through old-fashioned films, but the picture was clear enough even so. It showed a high aerial shot of what might have been Tibet and Nepal—in fact, yes. He could see Mount Everest on it. A salt circle had blasted itself neatly among the mountains.

He had just circled that on his map this morning. It was Lancang: the place where the coin trick had started.

“This is a salt mine called Lancang,” the Defence Minister said, and then the slide moved on. It showed the same thing, in a new place. “Chinese authorities are not parting with much information, but this image does seem to show that an event similar to ours took place there late last night. Khewra, in Pakistan, another salt mine, was similarly affected in the night. And early this morning, a few hours before us—this is Soledar in Ukraine. Also a salt mine, though fortunately, almost entirely abandoned after the Russian invasion.”

Cai didn’t need to see the map on his phone to know he would have to pan west for Khewra.

West again. Ukraine.

West again. Poland.

Someone else had noticed too. “It’s moving east to west?”

“It appears to be,” the minister said, “although we don’t yet have enough to data to be certain.”

Holy Mother of God. He wanted to run out, demand to be taken to England, sprint across the fen, and haul Avelyn out of Hreodwater before—before. But maybe it was too late, and maybe Avelyn was already dead. How would anyone know if this had happened to Hreodwater? No one would find out until relatives didn’t turn up after a pilgrimage.

“We believe there may also be a site in Russia too. And beyond that . . . everything is unclear. It’s unclear how solid brick and steel have turned to salt. It’s unclear what is reacting to electronic devices, or why. It’s unclear how it killed everyone beyond that line. There have been no survivors so far. We don’t yet know if something inside the mine caused this, or if the mine was a target of something external. All of you are here to piece together answers. Any questions?”

Cai was staring hard at his own memory. Unless all this had happened to Amman while he was on a flight, it wasn’t moving east to west. Jordan was further east than Ukraine or Poland. When had their ministry called? It had to be about quarter past six this morning.

He raised his hand, feeling like an imposter. “What was the exact time of the disaster here?”

“Five twenty-one,” the minister said.

People gave him odd looks, and he wanted to melt into the floor.

Poland was in the same time zone as Rome. Jordan had still been fine when this happened here . . . even though Jordan was four thousand kilometers further east.

He hesitated, then slipped outside and walked fast away from the salt border before turning his phone back on. He strung together a probably incoherent message, and sent it to his friend at the Vatican Observatory. The Observatory was run by the Jesuits, and Cai and Steve, one of the astronomers, had been in the same class during their formation. They had done their pilgrimage in poverty together, and slogged all the way from Rome to Istanbul on the sporadic and unreliable goodwill of the general public. Steve had loved it, what with sleeping out under the stars. Cai had retreated immediately into the diplomatic service to avoid seeing the stars ever again.

I know all this sounds bananas, but is there any chance we have access to satellite imagery that could show up any of these disasters in the southern hemisphere?

“Are we sure it’s salt?” someone was saying when he came back, a scientist for sure; he had the close-cropped haircut and bad dress sense of somebody who never had to speak to anything more judgmental than an electron. “It’s not chemically possible for anything that isn’t an alkali metal to have that reaction.”

“Unfortunately, of that we are certain. This is halite. NaCl, same as table salt. We have no idea how it happened.”

Cai waited to see if anyone was going to mention salt light, because surely they were going to. The glass stained violet, the salt, the electronics . . .

“Has any area been discovered where the damage is less—total?” someone else said.

“There’s a jewellery shop round the corner,” a British voice called back. “The velvet beneath the christening gifts is fine, and we even found one super lucky spider inside a silver cup, but we don’t know why.”

Cai had that tight feeling in his chest he used to have as a student when he wanted to ask a question but couldn’t bring himself to because he shouldn’t really have been in the class at all. They were all scientists here. Someone would know about salt light.

“Okay,” the Defence Minister said, “I’ll hand over to our administrative team, who have put together a database which we can all access, and upload findings for . . .”

Not quite able to believe that was it, Cai looked around desperately, but everyone else was already noting down the log-in directions from the dry admin man. He cut through the crowd, aiming for the Minister, who was pouring herself a cup of sludgy coffee from the jugs keeping warm on tripods set up over real fire braziers.

“Excuse me,” Cai said.

“If you’re going to ask why you’re here, it was decided by the Prime Minister,” she said, with only half a glance at his collar. “He’s a devout man.”

“No, no,” he said. “It’s, um . . .” He had a flash of impatient despair with himself. If you put Avelyn in front of a group of people who had no interest in what he had to say, he did not care: he could speak without once saying um, or seeming worried, or laughing nervously. It wasn’t arrogance—he just knew exactly what his mind could do, and that it could do a great deal.

Cai, who had had to learn over decades to stop exuding an air of apology just for existing, wished he could learn how to be like that. He took a deep breath and tried to channel Avelyn. But thinking of him only brought on a new, useless wash of fear. Oh God, my boy, my lovely boy, please be all right . . . “It’s just that I know what caused the salt and why the electronics won’t work.”

She straightened up slowly. She was tall anyway, but she was wearing high heels, and so she was almost head and shoulders higher than him. “I beg your pardon?”

“I’ve seen it before. I’m—sure some of the scientists know this too. There’s a place in England called Hreodwater. A salt mine, like this. Electricity doesn’t work there. They use halite in the windows, because glass turns violet, steel tools degrade there because of something they call salt-tarnishing . . . and three days ago the Vatican sent an inquisitor, because a man turned to salt just outside the mine.”

She was staring at him. “Is that true?”

“I’ve been there. My best friend is from there. There’s something there that the indigenous people call salt light. It’s what disrupts electricity and all the rest. Earlier today I had a call from Jordan to say some nuclear inspectors at a site there experienced the same conditions, and . . . well.” He showed her the map he had made for the Secretary. Her eyes sharpened as she took his phone. There must have been a wisp of salt light in the air, because the screen fuzzed. “A social media trawl showed similar conditions across about fifty salt mines worldwide. They all seem to be experiencing the effects of salt light. Some low-level, some high.”

“Salt light,” she repeated, and without any more pause, she took him outside again, away from the barrier and the border between the ordinary world and the salt-ruined wilderness, towards some trucks and caravans where people were set up with laptops and generators.

Within a few minutes, he had found some images of Hreodwater.

He had meant just to show her the blasted electronics that featured so heavily at the customs house on the Hreod border, but those weren’t what the image search showed. Instead, it showed something like a castle built of light, side-by-side pictures of passages that, on the left, were lit up brilliantly by what looked like some kind of astonishing bioluminescence in the walls, and on the right, pitch-dark, except for the barest glow of a candle. Confused, he tapped one that showed a half-familiar scene, a great round window where Saint Hildegard wrestled the Salt King, and a chapel floodlight with an ethereal lilac-gold glow. It looked like the chapel at An El, but the real place was bound in forever-darkness, lit only by its towers of candles, not . . .

An El chapel by salt light. Image courtesy of Jericho Calder.

He stared for a good few seconds, then searched frantically for how that had been done. It was right there on the diocese website, and had been for years. He had just never looked at it since he had last been.

Because silver blocks salt light, pictures showing salt light in Hreodwater can be taken with a silver-clad camera. Pilgrims can rent one from the smith in Hreodwater; or, for those staying at An El, the Lodge lends cameras to guests free of charge.

Very soon, a whole group of people were researching, and then the minister was holding a file full of everything they could find. Photographs of Hreod miners, their eyes shining unearthly violet. Monographs about accelerated healing in the mine. A series of pictures that showed what happened when you scattered salt onto the ground in the mine: not a random spray, but pictures, as though the salt were the iron filings in an Etch A Sketch. A medical article from the nineteenth century about something called silver tanning—a phenomenon where Hreoda exposed to bright salt light turned pale. The legends of the Northmen, of Saint Hildegard, the French knights trapped on the fen, Caer Halen, and the Salt King.

Cai found himself briefing a whole group of scientists about it within the hour. His map had been projected larger behind him. Everything was set up under a marquee, the electrics hooked up to a portable generator, while everyone sat at flimsy collapsible tables and chairs stolen from the ice cream shop opposite. It was freezing, and on the canvas roof, there was a quiet patter: snow. As it settled, the space darkened. It was already covering the ruin of the town, the army trucks, the media vans, whirling in nooses, sometimes finding its way in despite the plastic flaps of the marquee. The flakes tasted of salt. His paper cut stung more than ever.

He saved the images of the Salt King and Tallis Osho’s radiation test for last. When he did, he could tell who had had a religious education, because their eyes flicked, suddenly sharp, from him to the images and back again. He kept his expression neutral. If he started talking about the Bible, and what in the Bible looked like this, nobody would listen to him.

“That looks alive,” one of the scientists said.

Cai nodded slightly. “Whether it is or not: at Hreodwater, the indigenous understanding is that the salt light is generated by this figure. Dr Osho’s dosimetry test in Jordan certainly seems to corroborate that. As you can see, it is the source of the light in the images.”

“Then we’re positing that one of those things is in every single affected salt mine,” a radiologist said, in the leaden way of someone who had spoken in equations since she was ten. “And they are . . . causing these disasters?”

Cai hated the idea that it was even distantly possible that Avelyn had been right all along. Down in the deep, the King sleeps, and dreams. He had spent twelve years trying to chip away at that, trying to assure Avelyn that there was nothing at Hreodwater but superstition and an isolated cult, and on some days, he was sure Avelyn believed him. On some days, though, he could see that he was talking not to a priest but to the prince of a Hreod mining clan, a witch to be, who was gentle with this Outsider doubting the King, but whose mind had been forged in older, deeper darkness than Christ had ever reached.

“I’m afraid I don’t know,” he said, and heard it come out too brusquely. “The main thing to take away is that machines will work if they’re clad in silver, and we should be able to see this stuff through a silver-clad camera, with a silver shutter.”

The group broke apart. As he stepped back and away from the ramshackle setup of screens, Cai finally had the space in the front of his mind to notice that everything was tinting purple.

Annoyed he hadn’t thought of it already, he pulled off his glasses and cast around for some aluminium foil.

It had happened before, at An El. At the time—maybe three days after the King’s Way collapsed—Avelyn had been shut down, his normal personality buried under the rubble, but every so often he did something that made Cai see a glimmer of who he really was. The first was when he had rescued Cai’s glasses.

When Cai had gone to Hreodwater, he’d known that there was a salt light problem with glass, but he hadn’t been able to get plastic lenses in time. He’d been okay at the abbey, but then he went on a tour of one of the old mineshafts with a Hreod guide and about ten other people. To his surprise, Avelyn had followed him—the previous three days had been a struggle to make him do anything, including eat—even though they couldn’t communicate much. He had thought Avelyn would be scared to go so deep underground again, but he didn’t seem to be, ghosting after Cai without a lamp, violet eyes sheening, always a little way back, as though he didn’t want to be spoken to. The guide took them to a spectacular waterfall where you could call down into a fissure in the halite that would echo your voice round and round, and before long, Cai started to notice that his glasses were tinting violet. Dismayed, he took them off, then jumped when, entirely silent, Avelyn took them from him and took out a neatly folded sheet of aluminium foil. He wrapped Cai’s glasses in it, then handed them back.

He had come because he had known what would happen, but he hadn’t had the English—nor the mental energy—to explain. Up at An El again, he had unsealed the foil, and the glasses were fine. When Cai tried to get him to say why, he had cast around and then, at last, pointed to the window. The frame—silver—was solid and opaque. The coloured halite pane, though, was translucent; the aluminium was like that.

“Can you see through it then?” Cai had said, fascinated.

Usually Avelyn was expressionless, but with a sudden playful twinkle, he held the foil up in front of his eyes and held up three fingers to show what Cai should do. Cai held up five, and behind the foil, Avelyn held up five too. At Cai’s explosion of disbelief, he had, for the very first time, laughed.

Now, half listening to phone calls in different languages—someone was speaking to a silversmith in English and asking how quickly machinery and cameras could be modified—Cai cast around. There were the remains of people’s lunches all over the place, and before long, he found some sandwich crusts in some aluminium foil. He shook out the bread, smoothed out the foil, then stopped.

Aluminium was translucent to salt light. It would do bugger all if the light was too strong, but where the light was soft, where it was around but not totally destroying electronics, maybe . . .

Dr Osho’s radiation test had showed its image from under an aluminium shield.

Feeling stupid because surely it wouldn’t work, he fixed some foil around his phone camera.

When he took it outside, he thought he’d only see blackness from the covered lens. But when he held it up, what it showed was incredible brightness, almost whited out. Within the glare, there were shapes. There was the bus beyond the barrier. The people. And in the background, a mighty Hell glow, blinding close to the ground, and breaching right into the sky, great columns of salt light blasting into the atmosphere like the pillars of God’s own cathedral.

He panned the camera upward, trying to find the place where the light faded. Up, and up, and up . . .

He stopped.

Far above the clouds, there was more light. It looked as though somebody had managed to attach a little light to each sparrow in a stupendous murmuration, then filmed it on slow exposure, so that the sky filled with thousands of light trails, all combing across the stratosphere in an invisible, brilliant armada.
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Hreodwater, England

Avelyn.”

Avelyn jumped as hands landed on his shoulders. Ras leaned down and smiled to show him who it was and that there was no need to worry. The salt beads in his hair sang a little.

“The Witan is about to engage in some witchcraft, and Lady Balen and Lord Harkta wondered if you might do them a service.”

Avelyn nodded mutely, because he couldn’t very well conjure a monster and then refuse to help.

Ras took his hand and pulled gently to explain that it would require standing up, as if he were inviting Avelyn to dance. “We’ve put the Outsider boy who works for the Post Office in some armour, and the Wolkvos are going to pretend to arrest him. The Outsiders will think that the person who killed that man has been caught. Then we will open the ferry, and . . . you will tell them it’s safe.”

“Is it safe?” he asked.

“It will be if they all think so.” Ras tipped his head. “Make them think so. You want to get ashore to talk to your Witan, no? You will not reach the town unless you do this.”

“No, I know,” Avelyn said, but not feeling as though he had any right to fret about lying to everyone after all but telling Jericho he was off to Hell, thank you. God, how had he reached the age he was without being murdered? It was a miracle nobody had run him through a mincer yet. “Did you get all that?” he added to Jericho in English.

“Mm. I’ll get Annunciata and the others ready to go.”

The Wolkvos were as good as their word. They made a spectacular show of it. With their black hunting foxes running with the horses, they rode hard down the shore, the horns high and eerie in the dimming afternoon. As they burst through the reeds close to the Flood, the young man from the Post Office hurled himself out. He was dressed in miners’ armour, but Avelyn doubted anyone from the Outside would know the difference, especially with the crossbow strapped to his back. There was an excited yell from the people closest, and the Wolkvos could have caught him then, but they waited until he was almost in the middle of the fair before the lady of the hunt whistled for the foxes to go. They surged and launched themselves into the air, tackling the man to the ground, at least eight of them, teeth sinking into sleeves and boots to hold him down. It looked shocking—unless you knew that the foxes were trained to hold, not bite. Even so, Avelyn didn’t think the man was acting at being shaken up and scared when the Wolkvos hauled him up and led him away at spearpoint.

Ras patted Avelyn’s arm to say that he was up next.

Fuck. What if it didn’t work? What if they came to Caer Halen and then—there was no England on the other side?

“Okay, everyone,” Avelyn called, climbing on an orange crate. “We’re good to go. Ferry’s open. Anyone who’s hoping to leave, get your gear now, and remember to wrap up warm. It’s still a three-mile walk on the other side. Anyone who can’t walk that far, you can rent a horse from that handsome devil over there . . .”

The stable master snorted and waved with both hands.

“If you need extra help with children or mobility equipment, let them know at the dock. Remember to keep any receipts for parking fines or fees incurred because of the delay: you can post all those back to the Witan once you get home.”

Nobody even asked him about Caer Halen. Some people even said thank you.

Half an hour later, Redspear was opening the ferry. She leaned against the rail and gave Avelyn a wry look as he came to help people aboard. There wasn’t much else for him to do while he waited. Jericho had gone down to the abbey to gather up the people with the halo. Avelyn hadn’t been able to face the idea of going with him. They would have to walk down together, and find something to talk about, and all the way Jericho would be waiting to catch fire again, and Avelyn would be chanting inside his head, Mind like a rock, sing to the King and nothing else . . .

“Did a convincing job of looking mad, didn’t he, that poor lad,” she said, as Avelyn lifted down someone’s pram. The baby in it giggled.

“Is he all right? The foxes really . . .”

“He’s fine, they’re giving him hot chocolate and a salt cake north-east the Wolkvos house,” she said. “He only did it for a couple of shillings. How much is that on the Outside?”

Three-way currency conversion: nightmare. He couldn’t do shillings to British pounds without going via euros. “Sorry, I’m trying to do money. How much food does two hundred pounds get you?” he asked the lady whose wheelchair he was just folding up.

“Oh, loads. Nearly a month?”

Redspear made a face, the face more or less every Hreoda made when the idea of life Outside came up.

“I wanted to say, your English is phenomenal,” the lady said to Avelyn politely.

“Oh, thanks. You try, don’t you, and if you smile then nobody can tell about all the inside screaming. Can you get down there if I give you hand, or . . .?”

“No,” she said cheerfully. “I think I’ll have to ask an attractive young person to lift me.”

“I’ll get you an attractive one,” he said. “Ras!”

He did hate Hreodwater, but it was a little bit magnificent that anyone younger than you had to do as you asked provided it was reasonable, even if he did happen to be Lord Hringen.

The lady, of course, was delighted with Ras, who looked like something out of one of those sex novels about dragons. Other people saw, and soon there was a hopeful queue.

“Do you think this will work?” Avelyn asked Redspear, looking into the snow. He was feeling the cold without his coat, despite the carrying and lifting. “If they really believe the lights are a mirage and . . .?”

“We’ll see. If the path doesn’t go to the town . . . well, you’ll come back. Hello, Dream,” she added as Jericho came across with Annunciata, who had her bag packed too. She looked miserable.

Avelyn wanted to die. He took Annunciata’s bag and helped her down the steep dock.

“Is it really that dangerous?” Annunciata asked him, forlorn. “The halo?”

“Yeah,” he said. So close to her, he was having to narrow his eyes against the light. “I’m really sorry, we need to get you away before it gets any worse. I’m sure you can come back when all this is over and the King is—” He caught himself. “And the light settles again.”

Redspear was making an interested study of Jericho. She was the only Hreoda Avelyn had seen so far who would look straight at him. “You can go ashore, can you? That far?”

“I can,” he said.

Avelyn caught his eye to ask if he really was all right to go ashore. Redspear was right; for someone who hated open spaces, the fen must have been horrifying. Jericho smiled quickly. He would be doing it whether it bothered him or not, then. Very doctory. Avelyn would need to keep an eye on that. He could well imagine that Jericho would claim he was perfectly all right thank you, right up to the moment he collapsed.

Having to sail with someone who might accidentally set him on fire at any moment would not be helping.

Redspear’s eyes slipped to Annunciata. The salt light halo was blazing. She said nothing about it, but if was a relief when the ferry was finally full and she unlooped the mooring line.

Redspear’s pigs were aboard as usual, so Avelyn picked up a piglet and showed it to Annunciata to try to cheer her up. Jericho had explained that the light was dangerous, but nothing more than that, in case what she believed affected what happened. The piglet oinked sympathetically and tried to eat her sleeve. She laughed a bit and stroked its ears.

On Avelyn’s other side, Jericho was watching the water, and the eels that followed Annunciata’s light. He was wraith-pale in daylight, his eyes like ink except for their strange stars, the white bolt in his hair tinting gold in the sun, which was already dying behind the mist.

Avelyn stroked the pig too.

“Oink!” said the piglet, thrilled.

Jericho laughed.

“We’re nearly ashore already,” Annunciata said.

She was right. Up ahead, Avelyn could see the road through the fog, and . . . not much else. If he looked from the corner of his eye, he could see a flicker of lights on the fen, but not straight on.

“It’s fading,” he said, and tried to keep the disbelief out of his voice. He had known in theory that it should, but to see that there was a logic behind this was monumental. It wasn’t just real; it had laws.

“What do you think it is?” Annunciata asked. “There must be a castle near here, and the light does something funny in the clouds . . . is there?”

“Oh, must be,” Avelyn said, hoping he sounded natural. “It’s probably Ely Cathedral or something. What do you think, small pig?”

“Oink,” said the piglet, smiling at them. He was standing in Avelyn’s lap with his trotters on the rail.

“Do you think we can steal him so he doesn’t have to be sausages?” Annunciata said.

“He won’t be sausages,” Avelyn said. “They don’t eat pork here. Pigs are people. Redspear is training these guys. They’re truffle pigs. Aren’t you?” He tickled the piglet, who squeaked delightedly. “Who’s a clever pig?”

The piglet wiggled and said that he was a clever pig.

“It’s gone,” Jericho said. He was looking across the fen where, as he said, there were no lights. Only the road, a straight line of snow leading due south into the fog.

There was a cheer as the ferry bumped the jetty. As everyone climbed ashore, saying goodbye to the pigs, Redspear knocked Avelyn’s arm.

“Watch your north. It might not be our north.”

Avelyn’s knee-jerk impulse to say What are you talking about? died quickly. He understood. Caer Halen was gone—for now. That could change, especially on the way back, without all the Outsiders to disbelieve it. “Yes, grandmother.” He hesitated. “What should I do if I think it isn’t?”

She was quiet for a long moment. She was watching Annunciata, her halo casting a fiery glow ahead of her, and watching Jericho as the salt light fled from him. “The King knows you. He’s been dreaming of you for weeks. The Witan wanted to call you home even before the Roman witch died on the fen. You go to Caer Halen, and you ask for sanctuary from whatever is coming.”

“Whatever’s coming?”

“He doesn’t wake for no reason. And to wake even past all the magic of all those witches down at An El—he isn’t worried about a few Northmen coming to steal from us.” She gave him a hand over the steep step to the jetty. Hers was warm and rough, and strong. “Good luck, lad.”

Avelyn thanked her, and thought, But I can’t do that, because you don’t ask for help from demons.

It was a three-mile walk, and before long people spread out, falling naturally into the groups they’d arrived in, or with the friends they had made while they were trapped here. The friends of the man who had died went quickly, talking about funeral arrangements; Avelyn let them get ahead, not wanting to walk in front of them, because they were big and loud. Others all but ran, enjoying the new freedom and the uncanny loveliness of the fog and the snow. Some of them had cheaper versions of the silver-clad cameras at An El; they were just those little plasticky tourist cameras cased carefully in aluminium foil. The pictures wouldn’t be so sharp—aluminium wasn’t as good as silver—but they’d make good souvenirs. Looking at the fog now, he thought it might work well. The sun was fading into amber and orange, and the salt light, though it was dim so far from the mine, was shining in the fog.

Still no towers. No Caer Halen. No crossbow bolts hissing from the fog.

He let his breath out in a silent cloud and gave himself a talking-to. Mind like a rock. If he went through here expecting Caer Halen and the knights, then that might be enough to summon it all up. They had no way of knowing how a fine a balance the Outsiders’ belief was making. Perhaps it was more than enough; perhaps ten Hreoda could walk through here now and not see a single pennant of Caer Halen. Or perhaps it was only just enough.

“Ugh, I feel a bit ill after that ferry,” Annunciata was saying to Jericho. “Is that a thing?”

Avelyn looked around too quickly, and only just caught himself before he said that in the video, Matthew had said he felt seasick.

“Landsickness,” Jericho said. “It’ll wear off in a minute, don’t worry.”

Redspear was right. Jericho was a bloody good witch. He sounded so convincing. He must have had years of practise.

The question dropped into Avelyn’s head like a diving cormorant.

How did he know to practise?

Hreoda almost never spoke to Jericho. The function of An El and what salt light did was something that not even most miners understood, but Jericho knew it so solidly that he was doing, every day, what traditionally only the witches did. He had been at An El for at least twelve years, yes, but the salt light wasn’t usually strong enough at the abbey to achieve anything like such a noticeable effect, so how in God’s name had he worked it out?

And—what were the chances of the diocese happening upon an Outside doctor who was immune to salt light? Someone who could live in the mine permanently and never suffer any ill effect?

No, there was something not right there.

He couldn’t ask in front of Annunciata. Even if she hadn’t been there, he didn’t think it was the right moment anyway. Jericho was geisha white. He kept looking at the sky through the clear ribbons in the fog as though he expected to see a mushroom cloud. It was costing him almost everything just to keep walking.

Not sure Jericho would want him to, but certain that he needed it, Avelyn slipped his fingers through Jericho’s and squeezed.

Jericho leaned into him, almost imperceptibly. He turned his head as if he was going to kiss Avelyn’s temple, but he didn’t, and Avelyn heard the echoes of the fight they hadn’t had. Hell and all the rest yawned between them. He didn’t know what to say to make it better. Jericho was right, what he’d said was awful, but it was true too.

“I was seasick on the Thames once,” Avelyn said to Annunciata. “You can’t out-pathetic me, sorry. Anyway, you’re such an unkillable obnoxious outdoorsy person, how dare you feel ill?”

She laughed, and Jericho tipped him a That’s good look. Pincer-movement witchcraft was probably even better than the one-sided sort.

“What are you going to do first when you get back to Dublin?” Jericho asked her.

“I’m going swimming in the lake. I can’t believe you wouldn’t let me swim at An El. The water was warm and everything.”

“And—full of gourmet eels who would have thought you were an extra special treat,” Jericho said apologetically.

“Oh, get in the bin, Annunciata. Swimming in the lake,” Avelyn grumbled. “We’re going to see you on some survivalist programme where you eat that man with the stupid name who lives in the woods all the time.”

“Why, what are you going to do when you get back to Rome?” she said. “Wait, let me guess: some kind of really violent hostage training course where you’ll heroically talk down six hulking South Africans and then pure convert everybody with your windswept good looks and interesting accent?”

“Really, do I have windswept good looks?” said Avelyn, who had gone through life certain he was, at best, weird-looking, not helped by all the Sudanese kids who vocally agreed.

“Oh, shut up,” she told him.

“When I go back to Rome . . . I have to get twenty-five teenagers through a Latin exam.”

“Is that what you do?” Jericho asked. “You’re a teacher? I imagined you visiting different places all around the world, disproving miracles.”

“No, I’ve never done this before. They only sent me here because I speak Hreod. My training isn’t done, it takes ten years to become a Jesuit. I’m still a student, I’m a . . . it’s called a ‘tertian,’ it means I have a couple of years left to go.” He paused. “Jericho . . . why did you come to Hreodwater?”

Jericho took a deeper breath, and again, his eyes lifted to the sky. “I ran from a war. I deserted, and I came as far as I could.”

Avelyn exchanged a glance with Annunciata. He had assumed Jericho was English, on no evidence except geography. He was still terrible at telling apart Outside voices and even Outside faces. Everyone looked the same. Father Li still mocked him ruthlessly about the Brother Titus incident, but Avelyn still did not understand—given that Father Li and Brother Titus were both tiny benign men with black clothes and a homicidal attitude towards the English—how everybody else could tell them apart just because Brother Titus was a blond Scottish person.

“Where from?” Annunciata asked gently.

“I honestly couldn’t say,” Jericho said, with one of his quick smiles that meant he wasn’t really smiling. “Patch of desert somewhere these days. The name changes. I don’t think . . . I ever knew exactly where it was.”

“Unacceptable. You can’t be from an anonymous patch of desert and just expect us to ball past it,” Annunciata said.

Jericho looked torn, and Avelyn had time to think: God, he’s Israeli. Did he think they would start shouting at him about the war, and blaming him for everything? “Oh—well, it was nothing really. We just had to run away when the militia came. The bodies were nothing to do with me.”

“Really!” Avelyn said, overjoyed.

“No,” said Jericho, dropping his voice low.

Annunciata and Avelyn both burst out laughing, and their laughter rang sharp in the fog. Avelyn had never met anyone who could do such a good caricature of themselves. Jericho smiled too, a slower, smaller smile; his real one. Avelyn thought of saints in paintings again. There were often other paintings hidden underneath that final layer of colour. You could see them under the right kind of light, those deeper iterations where the saint was not smiling, or where instead of cotton, they wore armour.

The more time he spent with Jericho, the more he saw flashes of armour.

“Oh . . . hang on,” Annunciata said, slowing down. “Sorry. Queasy.”

Avelyn stopped.

“Give it a second, it will pass,” Jericho said, but he slipped his hand away from Avelyn’s.

She was losing her colour. Her hair looked dulled down where it showed under her veil.

“Can I have your hands? There are pressure points on your wrists that can . . .” Jericho stopped. “You’re hot. Can you feel that?”

She nodded. “Really warm. Have been all day.”

Avelyn could feel she was hot from two feet away. The salt light was much warmer around her than the frozen air.

There was nowhere for her to sit down except on a half-buried Northman stone. Jericho guided her down onto it, and Avelyn tried not to think about whether, a thousand years ago, a sailor from Scandinavia had lain down in the snow too, and never stood again.

The salt light was powering into the invisible barrier around Jericho, then ricocheting away, back towards Annunciata. Brighter and brighter. There was some reaction that was speeding up.

Annunciata looked wrong. By salt light, things were always different. The marsh hares were red, not white, crows were like tiny peacocks, and Avelyn could see sun damage on people’s skin, but now, there was a terrible marbling pattern moving across her; something was molten.

The set of her spine looked as though she wouldn’t be able to stand up again now even if she had felt well enough to. She put her hand to her head, hardly any faster than a plant could move. “Jericho, I feel strange . . .” Her voice sounded odd and distant.

Jericho didn’t say anything. He only took her other hand and held it.

There was nobody else around them anymore. Everyone was too far ahead or too far behind to see in the fog. The silence was so deep that Avelyn could hear the hiss of the snow as it touched the blazing salt light above Annunciata’s head.

Annunciata looked at Avelyn, and he saw that she knew.

He made the sign of the cross over her and said, “May holy Mary, the angels, and all the saints come to meet you as you go forth from this life.” He had said those words before, over many people—perhaps dozens during the pandemic, when every priest and training priest in Rome had gone into the hospitals—but he had never so much hoped that Mary really would come.

The change was quick, but there was no single moment of it where anything was suddenly different. Across perhaps five seconds, Annunciata went from being clearly a person sitting down, to a shape of salt that only looked like a person, the halite blooming vicious red, while something a little like a hand was still closed around Jericho’s.

When you said a prayer often, it became noise, and you could forget the meaning. The Ave Maria was one of those for Avelyn, but when he said it now, he heard it.

Pray for us now, and at the hour of our death; amen.

“Amen,” Jericho echoed, to the snow.

Hating that he had the kind of mind that remembered to, Avelyn held up the silver camera and took a picture. The whirr of the film rolling out was loud.

Jericho eased his hand away from the halite, which was still pulsing a deep salt light, but far less than before.

They both sat exactly still. Neither of them spoke. After a while, some of the people who had been walking more slowly passed them by and didn’t look twice, because they were just a mismatched pair of men sitting on either side of a standing stone.
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Amman, Jordan

Sally, Tallis, the doctors, the ward nurses, three janitors, and the people from the Jordanian atomic ministry were all crowded around the TV in the medics’ staffroom.

The footage from Poland was apocalyptic. Salt sloughed from the wrecked engines of buses and cars in long streams in the wind, snaking above the ground. There was more footage too, from what the news anchor said were cameras shielded with silver. They showed a tornado column of light that looked like amber-violet smoke powering right up into the atmosphere, as though an invisible hydrogen bomb had detonated over the salt mine. A voiceover was explaining that it was thought to be something called salt light, and until today, it had been recorded only at a salt mine in England. Even low-level exposure tinted glass violet and ruined electronics, and somehow the flow of electricity halified.

There was a new word, Tallis thought numbly, that they were going to hear a lot. Halify: turn to salt.

High exposure, and people did too.

Silver blocked salt light, and you could catch it on film with a camera with a silver case and shutter. Aluminium was translucent, so it would protect electronics from very low exposure, and give you a hazier picture through a smartphone.

People in Europe were being advised to move if they were within five miles of a salt mine.

Amman was thirty-six miles from the edge of the Dead Sea. There was no word from the government about whether the city should be evacuated in case five miles wasn’t enough.

For the ninth or tenth time, she looked down at the picture of her and Sally that one of the doctors had taken. The silver-altered camera wasn’t ready yet, but they’d put aluminium over the lens of her phone.

As the report said, the picture was bad. You could only make them out as hazy ghosts, because the aluminium blocked visible light, leaving only the salt light. But salt light there was. You could see them both, spectre figures like the images that flickered in a dying fire. The light clung to them, and the only dark voids in it were the silver beads in Tallis’s hair. Nobody could say if that was enough contamination to eventually . . .

Of their own accord, her eyes dragged to the ward again, where in four beds, there were human-sized husks of halite.

Sally touched her shoulder, and she blinked twice. The news report was over. Nobody was moving.

“We’re not contaminating anything else,” he said. They had checked. Even if they held something for a while, the light around them didn’t rub off. It wasn’t enough to disrupt their phones. “I don’t know about you, but if we’re going to die, I don’t want to do it on a fluorescent-lit hospital ward. I want to go home.”

Traffic in Amman was famously bad, but usually there were cabs; private ones like Tallis was used to, but also others that ferried along set routes like buses. Now, though, none of the rideshare apps were working, and at the taxi stop close to the hospital, a crowd of people was trying to negotiate with things that weren’t money—jewellery, jackets, food. It was cold, but when Sally looked down at her, Tallis shook her head. She didn’t want to join a scrum, especially when she didn’t have enough Arabic to know what was going on, and when neither of them had anything to bargain with but their clothes.

“Can we walk?” she asked.

“Not to your hotel,” Sally said. “The airport is fifteen kilometers away. I live just off Rainbow Street. You’re coming home with me.”

“Rainbow Street?” said Tallis, discombobulated. It sounded like something made up for a children’s television show.

“Mm. It’s a lot closer than the airport. Still a few kilometers, but . . .” His green eyes strayed to the road, which was a broad highway fast congealing into gridlock. Not far away, drivers were starting to open their doors and stand up to see what was going on up ahead. “Honestly, I think everyone will be walking soon if they want to get anywhere.”

“Will your family not mind that you’ve brought home an extra person during a national emergency?” Tallis said.

“I live by myself.”

She paused, because there were some things he wasn’t doing, and wasn’t saying. He wasn’t frantic. He wasn’t saying, My God, I need to check if my parents are all right. He wasn’t saying, I need to call my girlfriend. “Are your parents not in Amman?”

He drew a deeper breath that hitched partway, as though he was about to explain something. But then he only said, “No.”

The both watched as couple of teenagers on foot jumped into the back of a lorry and ran away with crates of flour. The driver saw and climbed out, shouting, but then stopped when more men loped up and did the same thing.

Suddenly it seemed like a stupid idea to be standing still. They set off, quickly.

The outskirts of Amman were not made for pedestrians. Highways swept into the city in an estuary of tarmac, and now, thousands of headlights shone in the deepening twilight. All of them were going back the way Tallis and Sally had come, out of the city. Almost nothing was heading in. The empty lanes under the huge signs flashing meaningless speed limits were thronged with people carrying bags, pulling suitcases, towing children. Most were leaving the city. A well-dressed lady led past three beautiful racehorses.

Tallis’s phone flashed with a text message in Arabic. It was official, and she couldn’t make it out; her Arabic was up to children’s books and restaurant menus, and not much else. She showed it to Sally.

“The government are setting up a refugee camp twenty miles east of Amman,” he said, and drew his teeth over his lower lip. “Should we be going that way?”

“No,” Tallis said, solid. “Every disaster they showed on the news, the radius of the salt was only five miles. We’re thirty six miles from the Dead Sea here even at its closest point. Amman is going to be fine. A lot more fine than a refugee camp. Have you ever seen one?”

He shook his head.

“It’s hell. Even if there’s something like a good supply chain—it’s December. We’d be in tents in the desert, and we have nothing with us. If there isn’t a good supply chain . . .” She pushed her hand through her braids, feeling for salt again. No, still nothing. “I was sent out to the States once, when they thought they were about to have a meltdown. They evacuated a town, it was only about sixteen thousand people, but sixteen thousand people out in the Minnesota winter, with no interest from Washington because they cut disaster funding—it was the Purge after three days. I think we’ve got a better chance in Amman.”

“What if the next one is bigger than five miles?”

“What if the next one is sixty miles? They’ll be buggered at the camp too.”

He was watching the lady with the racehorses too. “No, okay. Let’s go to mine.”

“That’s good, because I’m not refugee camp material. I’m an indoors hotel person. If it hasn’t got an adorable little cocktail bar, I’d rather turn to salt, thanks.”

He looked down at her for whole seconds. It was longer than anyone had looked at her for years. Tallis looked back, not sure what was happening now. “How are you not . . . terrified?” he said.

“I don’t think it would help,” Tallis said honestly.

“Are you religious?”

“No. Are you?”

“Of course,” he said, with a laugh that wasn’t really a laugh. “How are you coping so well? I think I have a shot at Heaven, at least, but . . .”

“No, it’s just that nobody would be upset, so I don’t mind. Nobody would even notice except my cactus. My passing will hardly leave scars on the world.” She smiled, aware she sounded glib, but she hadn’t said anything so true for a long time. “I’ll leave it as I found it.”

“That is the worst thing I’ve ever heard,” Sally said.

“No, it isn’t. You’ve seen the American news.”

He let his breath out, voiced, not a laugh or a sigh, just an incredulous catch high in his chest.

“Look . . . I think it will be fine,” Tallis said, more seriously. “The apocalypse is very dull, it’s about being arrested for sitting on a park bench and not being able to get toilet paper. People are panicking now, but it will settle soon. They already know what salt light is and how to detect it: that’s good. It’s going to be fine. Maybe not today or this week, but it will.”

“Without money. Without . . . any mechanism to do anything? How are you going to fly home, how are we going to buy dinner for tonight?” he said, quite softly.

“Probably with some difficulty,” she said. “But we both have doctorates. We should be able to work it out.” She did her best innocent face. “I promise not to sell your favours for food.”

He pushed her, but he was smiling. “You are clearly enjoying this. It’s not normal.”

He was right. She should have been worrying about all the things he was talking about, but instead, she was thinking how good it was to have a chance to spend a few more hours with him. It wasn’t a thing she would ever say aloud, but she was glad. It was a few more hours of this bright feeling she would probably never feel again, even if she lived through all this. People like Sally were rare. She doubted she would come across another.

“You don’t seem worried about your family either,” he said. “You must have a husband and kids, even if you think they wouldn’t notice if . . .”

“No. I’m not married,” she said, understanding now why he had thought it was terrible. “My brother’s in prison because he’s an evil sod who punched his girlfriend, and Mum joined a cult in Bournemouth. She’s probably loving all this.”

“Is it a . . . commit-suicide kind of . . .?”

“No, it’s a live-in-a-commune-and-grow-your-own-corn kind of cult,” she promised. “She goes out to throw paint at politicians sometimes, but that’s all.” She looked up at him and left a gap for him to explain where his parents were.

He met her eyes for a second, as if he were thinking about it, but then they flickered up ahead, his expression going blank in the way it did when something had scared him.

There was a whole group of men coming towards them, and because they were moving in formation, she thought that they must be to do with the military. They weren’t, though; they were wearing ordinary clothes. Most of them were covered in blood. They were carrying swords, and other things. Chains. Knives. Sticks with razor blades fastened to them.

Sally took her elbow and pulled, hurrying them both right to the edge of the road. There was nowhere further away to go because the highway was soaring over a bridge now, but everyone on their side had retreated right to the barrier. Tallis felt all her nerves tensing up, ready to run, and wondering why no one else was running from an armed mob, until one of the men right at the front slashed the sword over his own back.

They were all doing the same thing. The chains whipped and clinked, the razors caught the streetlights with a grotesque sheen, the thunk of swords thudding into rib cages was something she could feel right through the ground, and they were all doing it only to themselves. The silent, bloodied procession lurched by. Some of the men were so injured they could barely walk. At the verges, everyone stared with the exactly the same horrified intensity as her.

The men were carrying torches. The firelight rioted their shadows across the cold road. Not just men. There were plenty of women too, and she hadn’t seen it before from a distance, but now everyone was passing her, she realized lots of the crowd were dressed as if they were going to a festival, with neon bracelets and glow-in-the-dark eyeliner. There were teenagers with them, draped in battery-powered fairy lights so that they looked like walking constellations. The difference between that, and what they were doing, made something vital in Tallis go still.

“Remind yourself of the suffering of the prophets!” a clear-voiced young man was calling. It was one of those half-second flashes that Tallis knew would stay with her forever. He was extraordinarily beautiful, tall, poised, and his expression . . . he thought something wonderful was happening. “Remember, and hold it in your mind at the coming of the end of days!”

Sally looked haunted.

Tallis hoped those people belonged to some kind of cult, because if they didn’t . . . that meant that ordinary shopkeepers, accountants, teachers, nurses, school kids, had gone from their normal lives this morning, to this, in the space of a few hours. She didn’t want to believe that humans could do that.

On the highway, it had seemed as though all of Amman was leaving the city. That was wrong, though. Plenty of people were still here, and most of them were standing in queues that reached right around street corners. At the top of the queues were supermarkets. As the two of them passed by one, a scared-looking store clerk came out to explain that the shop stocks were all gone, and they were closing. He almost disappeared as the queue bunched into a crowd to shout worried, angry questions about when the next delivery would be.

Tallis glanced at Sally. He had been worried about food, and now she was too.

“Maybe we should try when it’s . . . quieter,” Sally said, as someone threw a chair through a shop window.

“How far is it?” Tallis said to Sally, not liking the way the street was beginning to feel. There was no particular detail she could point to and say, Yes, that’s frightening—but there was a tension that felt like a violin string right on the edge of fraying and whipping out of its peg. She could see it would have been a nice place, normally. The shops were polished and the road was pedestrianised, and overhead hung dozens and dozens of open umbrellas, all different colours, all uplight by the streetlamps.

“Just up here,” Sally said, turning onto a side street and up a steep hill.

They both kept looking straight ahead, even when a pack of teenage boys cackled their way down the hill. Tallis set her teeth. One of them hooted something at Sally, and the others laughed. She had no idea what it was, except that Sally’s shoulders tightened, and after that, he moved her in front of him.

And then everything went silent.

The boys, the family struggling up the hill just ahead of them with a suitcase, the crowd back on the main street with the umbrellas.

Joy burst into her mind.

If she had been given the chance to compose the score for an exquisite film with a budget into eight figures, it wouldn’t have felt as good. If her brother earned his parole and admitted he had been wrong all along, it wouldn’t have been, or if she’d won the lottery, or all of those things together.

It felt like being drugged. She hated it instantly. Close behind that hatred came rage like she hadn’t felt since the epilepsy medication had screwed her up so badly, because her mind was the only decent thing she had and how dare something try to flood it like this, and it was coming from . . .

Overhead. It was directional. She could feel it going over them: the joy was dopplering, the quality of it changing as it reached the top of the sky and then shot towards the horizon.

She punched the wall so that pain would override everything else, then swore, because it was a good idea in principle and it worked, but it hurt a lot more than she’d thought. But she had never been so glad to be in pain. It was her pain. That joy . . . hadn’t been.

Everyone else was still.

“Gaudezhte *khiram.”

Everyone said it. Everyone but her.

It wasn’t Arabic. It clicked in the middle. Her father, who had been pretentious, had learned some Khosa poetry so that he could quote it at innocent undergraduates, but even that didn’t sound like this. It was familiar, though, in the same way the tower in the desert had been.

Sally was staring glassily at nothing. She got in front of him and shook him as hard she dared to. His focus stayed somewhere above her head. It was how she looked when she was having a seizure.

“Sally,” she said, crushing down the panic bubbling up through her chest. What if he didn’t come around, what if there was nowhere to go, what if she had to tow him like this all the way to the hotel, what if everyone in the city was . . .

Actually.

She went up to the jackal boys, who had stopped midway through leering at a girl. None of them moved. She peered into the shopping bag one of them was carrying, flicking her eyes up every other second to make sure they were all still in their trances. Vegetables, rice, chickpeas, flour; she suspected they had stolen it from someone else, because it wasn’t teenage-boy fare.

“Thank you,” she said, and hid it in her backpack.

Sally’s eyes came back just as she reached him again. “Oh,” he said, sounding confused. “Sorry. I . . . came over funny just then. Let’s get going.”

He had no idea.

Other people were coming back to themselves too. The boys were skipping past the girl again and yelling at her, the girl was snarling back at them, and the young family up ahead were trying to rearrange their children and suitcase to be less cumbersome on the steps.

“Everyone just stopped and said something. So did you.”

“We did what?”

She looked up at the sky, willing there to be something there, but all she could make out was the orange reflection of the city lights in the clouds and, off on the horizon, towards Dead Sea, the very edges of that firestorm of artificial happiness.

“Wait,” she said slowly, and held up her phone, aiming the camera downhill, towards the view over the city and out into the desert. It showed the city lights, normal enough. She held a slip of aluminium over the lens.

The city vanished. But in the sky: light. Lights, hairline zithers across the sky, thousands, helixing in swarms.

Sally reached over her shoulder and pressed record just as the lights plunged to the ground, all towards the same point, by the Dead Sea.

Salt light exploded on the horizon like a nuclear bomb. Soundless, invisible except through the screen, the light blasted upwards and outwards, tearing into the atmosphere, and then billowing in a mighty cloud that ate the sky. Inside the cloud, violet lightning raged, and the salt light kept rolling in towards Amman.

“That was our site,” Sally said after a long, long silence.

“How fast is that moving?” Tallis said, about the light storm.

“I can’t tell.”

She gave him the phone, still recording. He understood straightaway and held it focused on her. “Everyone who sees this in Amman needs to get inside now. High exposure to salt light is going to cause matter to halify, to turn to salt. We don’t know how much of it does that, but as you can see, there’s been a significant explosion of it at the site we’ve just left on the Dead Sea. Aluminium helps to block salt light, that’s how we filmed that footage just now, so if you have any . . . it can protect you a little bit. Silver shuts it out completely,” she added, on the off chance that anyone was—what? A jeweller? Working in a museum alongside some medieval cavalryman’s suit of silver filigree armour? “Good luck, everyone.”
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Italy

The plane was halfway down the Italian coast, almost at Rome, when the pilot called Cai into the cockpit. He was a painfully young man from the Swiss Guard, and he looked grim.

“We’ve just had an alert from the tower that they’ve lost touch with Palermo and Catania in Sicily, Father,” he said. “Naples used your filming method, and they saw a salt light explosion over the Realmonte mine. The—the lights in the sky above it, they appeared to be moving north. We’re not sure how fast, but the tower thinks it’s fast. They’re getting all the planes they can onto the ground in the next ten minutes. It’s going to be steep.” He tucked his head. “And if it’s a choice between getting us down or a commercial liner with four hundred people on board, they’re going to choose the liner.”

“All right. So I should strap in and have a word with the man upstairs?” Cai said, patting the pilot’s shoulder.

“If you wouldn’t mind, Father,” the pilot said, making an effort towards a smile.

“Right you are,” Cai said, and kept up his cheerfulness until he was buckled into a seat again. Then he took his phone out—it was connected to the plane’s Wi-Fi—and called Avelyn’s number again. He smiled when he heard the familiar answer message.

“Hello, lovely boy. I, er . . . I’m on a plane, close to Rome, and the tower reckons there’s salt light coming north from Sicily. We’re not sure we’ll be able to land in time. If we don’t—I love you. You’re the best thing God ever gave me.”

It was hopelessly insufficient for a whole life, but it was all he could say. He held his phone in his lap and rested his eyes on the floor. He never asked for anything from God; he had never tried to negotiate, or say, Please don’t let this happen. There was no use in that. Things happened in the world either because of natural processes or because every thinking creature in it had free will; ordinary things, evil things, good things, they all came about because someone or something chose it. To ask that evil things didn’t happen to you was just another way of asking for God to restrict something else’s ability to choose what to do, and that one thing in all creation was the most sacred; it would never change.

Now he listened to the part of his mind that was never alone—the part that could feel someone else reading holy words with him as if they were leaning against his shoulder, the part that could feel the incandescent love from the tabernacle, and which had heard the command to take Avelyn away from Hreodwater.

Like always, that presence was with him. It would be sad to leave Avelyn behind alone, but part of him sang to think where he would be going instead.

“We’ve got a landing slot,” the pilot called. “This is going to be fast. Three, two . . . one.”

A few minutes later, they were on the ground and unexpectedly alive. Cai unfastened himself from the seat and stood up slowly, testing his knees. The pilot came out from the cockpit, looking as though he had just seen his life flash before his eyes. Cai told him he hadn’t doubted him for a moment and helped him open the door. It was as they were both on their way down the steps that two passenger jets came down too close on the runway, and one crashed into the tail of the other.

As he watched both planes spin and break apart through a shroud of fire, Cai had the horrible realization that he was not the kind of person who ran towards an accident. He was rooted in place, unblinking. A cabin bag, smouldering, was slung so far from one of the wrecks that it hit the ground right in front of him. There were bright stickers on it. Pokémon. Just starting to peel off as the canvas burned.

“Into the terminal,” the pilot said tightly, hauling him by one arm.

They ran in through the nearest door, where some shocked baggage handlers were staring at the fires, and at the bags and other things scattered across the runway. Cai didn’t look, in case there were people there too.

Up some bleak back stairs, up more, then suddenly out into the terminal, where everyone had surged to the windows. Some people, perhaps quicker on the uptake, were heading away fast. Others still were watching the gigantic concourse television screens. Footage of Sicily, and for the first time he had seen not on the screen of his own phone, of salt light, combing high in the atmosphere.

An announcement came across the tannoy. Italian airspace was shut. Everyone needed to leave.

He turned towards the airport train station, towing the pilot with him. In a better world he would have taken the poor man to a doctor, because he was plainly in shock, but any doctors here would be occupied with the horror on the tarmac now.

“Cai—Cai!”

It was Steve: Steve from the Observatory, pushing through people, a laptop clamped against his chest.

“Saw you land,” Steve explained, breathless. “Come with me, I drove.”

“But what are you doing here?” Cai demanded.

“The satellite images you asked about. I called someone who called someone, and anyway, they put aluminium over the cameras on the space station.” He was opening the laptop as they walked, despite the heaving mass of people moving in the same direction, some trying to run, others just looking tired in advance of the fight to leave the airport that would assuredly ensue.

Cai kept a grip on the pilot, worried that the young man would drift to a standstill if he were allowed to. “Is there any pattern, anything that . . .”

They were packed into an elevator designed for fifty people, but which now had a hundred in it.

Steve gave him the laptop. There was a composite image on the screen. It showed the world, but unfamiliar and strange, because it was lit not by sunlight but by salt light.

Here and there were bright blasts above salt mines. Between them were paths of light. It could have been images of bioluminescent locust swarms, sweeping from place to place. At first, all Cai could think was that the light was everywhere, from Canada to Antarctica to the Himalayas. Gradually, though, he saw that some of the trails were faded; older, residue from yesterday.

“There are four main . . . wings, of whatever they are,” Steve said quietly. “One starts on the eastern coast of Australia, one on the western coast of the United States, one in the sea just off Antarctica, and one in Siberia.”

He could see it now. The pattern formed a shape like a spiral galaxy.

The centre was still dark. All the arms were converging, though, and it would not be dark for long.

“How long will take for them to get there?” he asked Steve.

“At the speed they’ve moved so far—I’d say about another four hours.”

Cai dragged his hand over his face and pulled his phone out as the elevator doors opened and everyone spilled out.

“Hi, this is Avelyn. If you’re calling about an accident that wasn’t my fault . . .”

“Avelyn, ignore the last message, I’m alive. But you need to get out of Hreodwater. Get on a ship, go out to sea. I’m sending you an image from the space station. Whatever these things in the salt light are—they’re all aiming straight at you. You have maybe four hours.”
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Hreodwater, England

The fen was frozen. The mud was as hard as iron, and the new snowfall creaked as Avelyn and Jericho walked. Jericho’s Heaven-and-Hell boots left an angel print on the left, and a devil on the right. The fog moved in ghost shrouds over the land, and sometimes parted just enough to see the people ahead or behind.

“How bright is the Blessing, on the others?” Jericho asked at last. They had walked in silence for a long time.

“Not that bright yet.” Avelyn hunched forward in his thin Italian coat. His hands were numb lumps in his pockets. “I think we have a couple of days before the next . . . before the next one.”

Jericho nodded once. He was still the colour of the snow. Give him a spear and wings, and he could have stood on a plinth inside St Peter’s Basilica and no one would have known he was alive if he closed his eyes. “I should have stopped her going out walking round the lake. She was outside all the time. All the time, under all that salt light from the mine. If I’d made her keep to her room—”

“She would have just gone out when you weren’t looking, you know she would have,” Avelyn said. “Look: what were you supposed to do? If you’d said there was a carbon monoxide leak and kept people in their rooms, someone would have panicked and the abbey would have been shut down by the diocese. If you’d explained what was going on, best scenario is people would have thought you’d gone insane and you would have been suspended. Worst case, they’d have believed you, and they would have stopped believing so much in the cures, and . . . they might even have lost their faith if they realized that what they thought was God was just the ras. The last time the King woke, the salt light reached all the way into town; that’s where the last Northman is. Every Outsider in Hreodwater and all the way up here would have been killed if you’d let that happen. So get a grip. This isn’t your fault. It’s his.” He pointed at the ground to show who he meant.

Jericho nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced.

For about the fourth time, Avelyn looked around, tracing north. It wasn’t that he had an internal compass exactly. It was that he knew the fen very well, and the path, and Hreodwater, and so if he turned his head, there was an instinctive clunk when he faced the right way.

The clunk was happening in slightly the wrong place.

Watch your north.

But it didn’t matter, because up ahead now were the lights of the town and the railway station. He looked into the fog, half expecting to see the outline of knights and horses, but then they were past the stable, past the customs house at the border with its warning signs and the salt sensor and the cabinets of ruined machinery, and then—

“That’s him!”

“Bring that camera!”

“Father Brocken, what is the situation in Hreodwater?”

There was a microphone in his face and a bright light, electric light, blinding him to everything beyond it. After seeing by salt light, it felt jagged and artificial, and he had an overpowering sense of—wrongness, cheapness, the kind he felt if he tasted a truly horrible chemical that thought it was supposed to be strawberry flavoured. Cameras flashed, and the teeth-itching whinge of a drone was loud somewhere close overhead.

“What do you make of the reports from Poland?”

“Why are people turning to salt?”

The longer he didn’t say anything, the more questions the journalists asked, and the less anything made sense. There must have been a dozen of them, and behind them cars and press vans were parked haphazard at the place where the path narrowed too much for anything but a human.

But then: “I wonder if you could tilt those lights upwards,” Jericho said, just as friendly as he was with everybody. His voice cut through the questions. He was speaking more loudly than usual, but he wasn’t struggling to do it, and nor would he have struggled across a whole cathedral, chorister clear. There was an immediate quiet. “Thank you. I’m afraid we’ve not had access to the news. Would you mind saying what’s happened in Poland and . . . why you’re all here?”

Avelyn put his hand back, found Jericho’s, and squeezed. Jericho gripped back and didn’t let go.

“There’s been a disaster at a place called Wieliczka,” one of the journalists explained. “It’s a salt mine, just like Hreodwater, and . . . well, it looks like most of the city has been turned to salt. Early reports from the authorities say it’s salt light.”

Half a dozen people held out their phones with footage.

Avelyn couldn’t make sense of what it showed. At first he thought he was seeing a snowstorm, where everything had frozen in an instant. There was a bus with a bizarre white plume bursting from the front, not unlike ice, and inside, frozen human figures, all sparkling grey and white. Something like snow or ash winked in the air, but of course it wasn’t snow or ash, and what had destroyed the engine of the bus wasn’t ice. The salt traced its familiar electromagnetic arcs, and if he looked hard at those glittering frozen people inside, he could see that the new powder-salt had formed over that familiar ruby sheen of red halite.

Someone else was telling him that what seemed to be bodies had been found at a Russian salt mine too. Something about a place in Ukraine. Tibet. Khewra. Evacuation of Salt Lake City.

“Palermo’s gone!” someone shouted from a van. “Realmonte mine!”

“Another woman has died here too,” he said finally, not sure what else he could say. “She was cured of blindness, but then on the way here, she—”

They weren’t interested. “What is it? What is salt light, why are we seeing these tragedies at mines all around the world?”

“Can you really see it?”

Pull yourself together. Full Jesuit.

“Yes, I can see it. All Hreoda can. Nobody knows what salt light is, but it turns most matter to salt if it’s bright. It’s much brighter than normal in our mine now. The light dissolved a steel hammer right in front of me.” He showed them the pictures. People came closer to see. They weren’t just local journalists, he realized now. There were a lot of expensive coats; they had come from London.

“But you’re fine,” someone said after a strange pause.

“I’m Hreod, we’re from here, we’re . . . not immune, but resistant.” As he passed the photographs round, he noticed his own hands again. Too pale, his nails opalescent. He didn’t like it. The silver had protected him from the worst of it in the deep, but there were marks where the joints in the gauntlets had been and the light had crept through. White marks, like scars. “This footage—you need to tell the people filming at Wieliczka that they need to get further back, much further back, at least two hundred yards. Salt light is like radiation. You soak it in, and it’s doing you damage even if you seem okay. You can feel it. It’s warm. If anyone has to go into it—you need silver. Silver blocks it. It will work for cameras as well. Like this.” He showed them.

“Why, why silver?”

“I don’t know, I’m sorry, but it works. So does aluminium, though less so,” he said, thinking of the day he’d followed Father Li on a tour of the mine so he could rescue his glasses.

“What’s the Vatican’s position about what’s happening?”

“No idea. I’ve been down a salt mine with no electricity,” he said. “You’ll need to talk to the Vatican.”

“The last record of a person turning to salt is in the Bible, at Sodom and Gomorrah,” another journalist pushed. “My source at the Vatican confirms that you were sent here in order to ascertain whether there is an angel here, for the same reason. So is there?”

Avelyn had spent a year teaching teenagers. Nothing anyone could say or ask was a shock anymore, and he had half known that this question was coming, but even so, he found himself looking at Jericho.

“Say yes,” Jericho told him softly in Hreod.

“What?”

“Belief into matter,” Jericho whispered.

Avelyn had to stare at the ground.

“Father Brocken?” one of the journalists pushed.

“What did they just say?” someone else said in the background.

Salt light made what you believed was happening, happen. Was it better to let people think that whatever was happening in salt mines was some unthinking natural catastrophe, or was it better for them to do what people had been doing in Hreodwater for the last God knew how many thousands of years: believe it was an intelligent thing that you could talk to, and reason with?

The footage from Poland was still playing. The phone screen was hazing, because a patch of salt light had drifted across them all, moving against the wind.

Camera flashes were going off in front of him, and the recording lights blinked. Salt glittered in the air. There was more of it out here now than there had been when he walked through the day before yesterday. He could taste it; dry, sharp.

“Father Brocken?” the journalist pushed.

“Yes,” he said. “They’re angels.”
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Rome, Italy

Cai had seen the election of five popes. St Peter’s Square filled with people from all over the world, waving flags and banners, reporting to hundreds of different news agencies, and at night, when people lit candles or held up the lights on their phones, the Vatican looked as though an interested galaxy had come to witness the conclave. Though people could be impassioned about the candidate they wanted to win, it always felt like a festival. People brought their kids. The trestle tables set up by the pizza trucks filled with nuns from Brazil, Nigeria, Singapore. Jesuits known all their lives for severity could be discovered being taught to skateboard in the grounds of colleges hosting youth groups from the States.

But as he struggled along the Borgo Sant’Angelo, the long avenue that led from Rome into the Vatican, the crowd made everything he’d seen here before seem like a village fair.

People were camping in the street. Groups huddled in circles were praying. There were crates and baskets of food everywhere: something had happened to the banks, Steve had said, and a haphazard barter system was taking over. He saw a commotion as four or five people slung a frightened man out of their barricaded cluster of tents, yelling something about how covetousness was a sin. At least forty nuns were making their way through the packed space, handing out sandwiches wrapped in tinfoil. Bonfires strung smoke into the twilight. Sometimes the owners of the restaurants came out to yell at people to stop using the restaurant chairs for fuel, but it was a losing battle.

Usually a taxi could take you right to the Vatican walls. Now the roads were too full of people. Steve had to leave him near the Castel Sant’Angelo, and it took an hour to walk what should have taken ten minutes. Very soon he noticed eyes following him, assessing how easy it would be to take his phone. It was the first time he had ever felt unsafe here.

Closer to St Peter’s, technicians were putting up enormous screens so that the crowd could see . . . something. A papal address, most likely. He wondered what in God’s name the Pope was supposed to say. Soldiers lined the piazza, watching the crowd with their hands resting on their rifles, and press drones whined overhead.

Someone snatched him into a side alley.

“Give me your wallet, or I’ll cut you,” a rough voice said in Italian.

“I’m a Jesuit! I’m a Jesuit, we’re not paid!” Cai gasped. “Look, you can have my bank card, but there’s only twenty euros on it . . .”

The man let him go and burst into tears. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry . . .”

Cai patted him ineffectually. “It’s all right. I’m sorry, I have to go . . .”

He was barely inside the office when the Secretary appeared and seized his arm. “There you are! Come with me, come with me.”

“My friend at the Observatory managed to get some pictures of the movement in the salt light. It’s all—wait, where are we going?” The Secretary wasn’t taking him into his own office, but along the corridor, up the marble stairs.

“To see His Holiness. He wants to talk to you.”

“Sorry, I thought for a second you said the Pope wanted to talk to me,” Cai said, half laughing.

The Secretary looked grave, and Cai realized with a sinking feeling that he wasn’t going deaf.

Cai had never been in the same room as the Holy Father, except perhaps for Midnight Mass inside the basilica—but being inside St Peter’s Basilica at the same time as someone else was like being in Wales at the same time.

He had never been into the papal apartments.

The Secretary opened the door for him, though, and there he was: a small figure in bright white, surrounded by cardinals in red.

“Father Li,” said His Holiness, in that precise Nigerian accent famous across the world from Korea to Argentina, the one Li had only ever heard magnified across loudspeakers or on the television before. In real life, it was very quiet; so quiet that everyone else had to fall silent to hear him. “I’m glad you’re here. You are the spiritual adviser of the young man we sent to investigate the occurrences in England, I believe?”

“Yes, Your Holiness,” Cai managed. He looked around the other faces, hoping for some clues. People were giving him an unreadable mixture of stares. Some seemed angry. Some were shaken up. Some were taking great care not to meet his eye.

“I wonder if you could explain to us what he might have meant by this.” The Holy Father nodded to someone with a remote control, and a screen on the wall came on.

It showed a newsreel from the BBC. The caption underneath read:

VATICAN REPRESENTATIVE CLAIMS WIELICZKA DISASTER THE WORK OF ANGELS.

Cai pressed his hands over his mouth and thought: You look like an idiot. You look like an actor pretending to look surprised. But he really did have an urge to make sure not a single sound escaped him, because what if he said Oh fuck in front of Christ’s representative on Earth?

The footage must have been taken just now, probably while he was wading through the crowds outside. It was dark in England, and the cameras and reporters had clearly mobbed Avelyn on his way out of Hreodwater. He was wearing Hreod clothes, not the Jesuit black, and even though Cai had never seen him without them for twelve years, he wasn’t wearing his dark contact lenses. The light of the cameras shone in his eyes. They had changed from their Outside gold to uncanny violet. Beside him was a tall man who looked like a saint, vaguely familiar, watching Avelyn as though he was ready to get in the reporters’ way and pull him to safety.

Cai didn’t blame him. Avelyn was terrifying, and he carried himself as if he were tall, but surrounded by people, all crowding in on him, there was no avoiding it: he was small and willowy, hardly any broader than he had been as a boy.

Avelyn looked taut, like anyone would if they were confronted by twenty yelling reporters, but as they shouted questions at him, Cai saw that hard Jesuit calm come down over him. The one that drove aid trucks through gunfire, and sometimes started fights with American conservatives for fun.

He was explaining something he had seen in the mine, showing them photographs.

A hammer from outside Hreodwater, blasted to salt. A silver hammer from there, perfectly whole. He was showing them the silver-clad camera he had used to take the pictures.

Nobody was really listening to him. It was what happened—Cai had felt it again and again when he spoke to atheists—when people thought you were just talking nonsense because you were some sad mixture of stupid and brainwashed, having devoted your life to your imaginary friend.

Someone asked him if it was angels.

Avelyn frowned, but the man who looked like a saint leaned down to him and whispered something, and Cai saw Avelyn change his mind about what he was going to say.

“Yes,” Avelyn said.

There was an uproar, and the reel cut back to the studio, where the slate-faced newsreader added, in the tone of and while we’re enjoying that typical bout of Catholic lunacy . . . , “The BBC has approached Vatican sources for comment, but there has been no reply.”

The screen switched off.

“I wonder if you could explain what he was talking about,” the Holy Father said. “We cannot reach him for clarification.”

Cai took a deep, slow breath. He had always struggled to tell what Avelyn would or wouldn’t believe. When Cai first brought him to Rome, Avelyn accepted the idea of prophets and the Fall readily, he loved reading about the lives of saints, but for years he had point-blank refused to countenance that Christ was the son of God. He’d said, what do you mean, there are three gods but they’re all the same thing and one of them is its own son? Wholly God and wholly man, what? A holy mystery, you say? You can’t yell holy mystery to excuse every nonsensical piece of twattery you can’t be bothered to think about properly. Take your Trinity and shove it up your arse.

Cai wasn’t sure Avelyn was wholly convinced even now. The older Avelyn grew, the more difficult it became to know what was going on behind the dark contact lenses. Outside gold, or Hreod violet?

But Avelyn had been certain that whatever was in the mine was nothing good. That was only three days ago.

“I’ve been trying to call him,” Cai said lamely, “but I can’t get through. Electronics don’t work in Hreodwater.”

“He was outside it ten minutes ago. Try him again, would you please?” the Holy Father said in his endlessly mild way.

At least thirty people watched Cai negotiate with his phone. He put it on speaker.

The odd tzz, tzz of the English ringtone buzzed around the office.

The call connected.

“Father!” Avelyn’s voice exclaimed, magnified around the office. “Oh, my God, I’ve only just got my phone working, I’ve got eighteen missed calls from the Secretary’s office—”

“Yes, it is what happens when, in your capacity as a Vatican representative, you claim an international disaster is caused by angels, you see,” the Secretary put in, quite polite, as always, but looking as though he might reconsider starting the Spanish Inquisition again, only this time it wouldn’t be aimed at heretics but at annoying young men who found ways to derail international politics from a muddy island that everybody had naively assumed was too busy sinking itself into the Atlantic to do anything inconvenient.

“You’re on speaker,” Cai said bleakly. “I’m here with . . . well, with quite a lot of people. Including the Holy Father. We’d all like to know what made you say—what you just said on international news, which more than a billion Catholics will have seen by the end of the night.”

He thought there would be a shocked silence. He thought that, like every other human being of the age of twenty-seven he had ever met, Avelyn would be startled into incoherence, and it would take a while to understand the underlying reasoning. He glanced at the Holy Father, getting ready to say that perhaps he would have more luck in private, not on speaker in front of the Pope.

A nun took Cai’s phone from him, though, tapped something, and Avelyn appeared on the big screen.

Avelyn must have been able to see them too, because he nodded once. “Right, good. We’ve solved the cures-and-turning-to-salt mystery. Salt light enacts whatever the people close by believe is true.” He said it clearly and slowly, the lift and fall of his Hreod accent making it somehow heavier than it would have been otherwise. “Small quantities of it do this. After about thirty days at An El, an Outsider will have absorbed enough salt light for it to have noticeable effects. In a very religious person who believes they are in a holy place which can cure them of a disease or problem . . . it does cure them. Brother Matthew walked. A nun who was blind regained her sight right in front of me yesterday. However, continued exposure, or a high dose all at once, is fatal. You turn to salt. Hence Poland.”

“What do you mean, it enacts what people believe?” the Secretary said, frowning.

At the same time, an irascible American cardinal said, “What has this got to do with telling the international press it’s angels, young man?”

Avelyn tilted his head at him in the way that obviously meant: I feel like you might be a stupid person. Cai had never had the heart to say it to him, but it was a singularly Hreod tilt. Young Hreod men didn’t say much, so they cultivated eloquent eyelashes. He had never met anyone else who could say things like ontologically problematic just with their face. It was one of Cai’s favourite things about Avelyn: to write down anything he said, you’d have to do it in musical score, with two staves. The top one was what he said aloud (Yes, Father), and the one underneath was what he was saying with his eyes. There had been Qing dynasty courtiers who couldn’t do it like Avelyn.

“If you stand in salt light,” Avelyn said, wholly courteous and with no trace of you fucking idiot in his voice—God, it was superhuman—“and someone convinces you there’s a monster behind you . . . there soon is. I saw it. But if you’re then surrounded by nuns who pray to the Holy Mother and truly believe in her intercession . . . guess what appears instead?”

There was a silence of the kind that Cai had only ever heard before close to electric fences. It had a hum.

Avelyn held up a photograph. It showed a crowd of people, a haze of amber-purple light, and in the light . . . something terrible.

“I took that today,” he said.

The American cardinal was determined not to follow. “Yes, but angels?”

Cai, though, was beginning to see. Tell someone there was a monster, and there would be. But tell people there were angels . . .

“Whatever these things are, they turn belief into matter,” Avelyn said. “Whatever you believe near them, happens. Is it better to think they’re like nuclear bombs—universally destructive—or to believe that they are basically good things you can talk to and reason with?”

“It wasn’t your place to make that decision,” the American cardinal said. “Do you have any idea how many hundreds of thousands of people are descending on the Vatican right now, absolutely certain that the apocalypse is happening?”

“Well, the apocalypse does rather seem to be happening,” the Holy Father said, so quietly it was difficult to tell if he was speaking to himself or to everyone. “Avelyn, I don’t know if you’ve had a chance to get in front of the news, but Poland is not the only place to have suffered a disaster. It’s everywhere, and all the sites are salt mines. Salt Lake City is being evacuated as we speak, and so is Amman. We’ve just lost a significant portion of Sicily here. Are you saying that there’s some hope against this phenomenon if . . . people truly believe it won’t hurt them?”

Avelyn thought about it. “I couldn’t say. Not knowing that it will hasn’t helped, but that isn’t the same as believing it won’t. I’ll try.”

“I suppose it’s rather difficult to choose what to believe,” the Holy Father remarked.

“No, but it’s easy to trick someone else,” Avelyn said, very much as though he was looking forward to selecting his victim.

Cai feared for the American cardinal.

“This is ridiculous,” the American cardinal began suicidally, but the Secretary spoke over him.

“Why is this happening now?”

“I don’t know.”

Maybe it was just the quality of the connection, but Cai thought that Avelyn looked lighter than he should have. Normally, if he happened to go out in civilian clothes, Rome’s legions of tour guides yelled at him in Portuguese or Spanish; now, though, nobody would have made that mistake. He looked like a billboard in Beijing for one of those sumptuously expensive historical dramas, where the actors were all moonlight skin and inkstone hair. Once Cai had noticed, he couldn’t stop noticing. It was bizarre. He didn’t think there was a filter on the call.

“Well, I have plenty of good folks at home worried about the sin of Sodom, and frankly it’s difficult to argue with them,” the American cardinal said drily.

The way Avelyn looked at him, it was amazing the man didn’t turn to salt right there.

“Vatican intelligence gathering is not what it was if a small tourist town around a salt mine in Poland is running a savage human trafficking ring and kidnapping men off the road to sell into sex slavery, and we hadn’t heard,” he said, and half the room actually laughed.

That’s my boy, Cai thought. Bite much worse than his bark, because he doesn’t see any point in warning someone he’s going to bite.

“Yes, well, you would say that,” the cardinal said, with a flick of a look at Li, and all the old accusations clanged onto the carpet.

Avelyn nodded once in the way that meant: I will shortly have you eaten by dogs, and the children shall rejoice over you with singing.

“Avelyn,” Cai cut in, even though he could see that the Holy Father had taken a breath to speak. “I’ve seen satellite images of the salt light. It moves between the disasters in a kind of—swarm, and whatever it is, it’s . . . all heading at you. At Hreodwater, I mean. You’re next. At the speed the swarms are travelling, you have about—maybe three hours from right now. You need to get out of Hreodwater. Everyone does.”

“Satellite images?” the Holy Father said.

“Yes, Holiness, I have a friend at the Observatory who . . . The point is, there are four separate arms of the salt light, and they all started in different places, but they’re converging now on—”

“You said swarms at first. What’s swarming?”

“They look like points of light. I don’t know, but they fly very high . . .” He held out his phone with the picture from Wieliczka, and Steve’s borrowed tablet.

Avelyn was frowning. Even on the screen, though, it was possible to see he wasn’t looking at them, but behind them, at the huge window that looked out across Rome. “I think you’d better keep an eye on the number of people who really believe they’re going to see all the prophecies in Revelation come true,” he said.

“You just said that only happens in salt light!” the American cardinal snapped.

The sharper people in the room were already looking back at the window.

“It looks like jet trails,” Avelyn said uneasily. “They’re coming towards you. I don’t think the electronics are going to last much longer. Listen, you need to do what Saint Hildegard did in Hreodwater: you need a firewall of the most faithful people you can find, the ones who truly believe in the mercy and grace of Heaven, and—and if you can, get some scientists who don’t believe in anything—”

The screen fizzed in a marbling pattern, and then the connection cut. At the same time, the lights flickered. Outside, all the streetlamps and mobile phones and speakers cut too. Then: total darkness, lit only by the candles down in the crowd below.

Just for a moment, there was silence. Nobody moved; but the lights didn’t come back. Slowly, Cai’s eyes adjusted, and all the people in the room became shadow figures whose angles were brushed gold by the candles down in the square. The crowd below was stirring, like a worried hive.

“What did he mean, ‘jet trails’?” someone asked.

Cai dropped his phone as salt hissed from its plug ports. Above them, one of the light bulbs burst, and down in the square, something similar must have been happening, because there were yells.

Then—joy.

Overwhelming, wonderful joy, the kind Li felt whenever he looked at the altar of the basilica, but amped up a hundred times louder.

He saw everyone feel it. Everyone swayed. Down in the vast crowd between the encircling arms of the colonnade, there was a wind-in-the-rushes sigh that was tens of thousands of people stopping still.

In one mighty choir voice, everyone in the room, everyone down in the square, all those tens of thousands, said:

Gaudezhte *khiram.
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Outside Hreodwater, England

Avelyn dropped the phone into his lap, not quite able to believe what had just happened. The Pope had asked him questions about salt light. The Pope. He had basically called a cardinal an idiot.

He had said they were angels.

He was going to be defrocked.

And what in God’s name were those lights in the sky beyond the window? It had been salt light, that was for sure, but Avelyn had never seen it way up in the atmosphere like that.

Partway through the call, Jericho had guided him into the lobby of a hotel, out of the cold, where enough people were coming and going that nobody asked if they were guests or not. He had disappeared for a few minutes, and now he was back with coffee from the bar. After the salted hot chocolate at An El, it tasted of nothing, but Avelyn was glad for the heat of it all the same. Peripherally, he heard someone trying to trade a diamond ring for a room. He looked around properly for the first time. Something strange was happening. The foyer was so busy because people were hurrying in from the street, and the hotel staff were turning them away, and people were arguing, and . . .

“Something’s happening to the banks,” Jericho said. “It’s all cash only.”

They were right next to the window. The street outside was busy, the Christmas lights sparkling and the buses full as they rumbled by, but now that Avelyn was looking more closely, it had a different quality than an ordinary Christmas late-night rush. There was a huge queue outside the bank, and then, as he watched, a cry of dismay from everyone outside when a clerk closed the doors.

“We have to leave,” Avelyn said. “Whatever happened in Poland—it’s happening everywhere, all salt mines, and they said it’s coming here.”

Jericho nodded once. He was watching the crowd at the bank. Someone smashed the windows, and there was a surge as people poured in. It made Avelyn jump, but Jericho couldn’t have looked less surprised.

“Come with me,” Avelyn said. He didn’t know he was going to say it until he was saying it. “Please. We need to get a message back to Hreodwater, and then—we need to go. You can’t stay here, no one c—”

As if they had overhead him, sirens whooped outside. They both looked out in time to see four police cars blocking the road. In Italy, car horns would have started blaring straightaway, but there was an odd, expectant quiet now. The blue lights flashed, and Avelyn’s eyes stung. Police were getting out of the cars. He twisted in time to see mounted officers ride by. He had never seen that before.

“We are evacuating this area,” another officer called through a megaphone. “You’re within five miles of a salt mine at extreme risk of a catastrophic event . . .”

The voice was lost under the confused shouting as people leaned out of cars or stepped into the traffic to ask what was going on.

“Avelyn,” Jericho said, and nodded towards the broad television on the wall.

There was an emergency broadcast.

“. . . of the catastrophic loss of life in Poland, Sicily, and Canada, we are sealing off all salt mines in the UK,” the Prime Minister was saying from a podium in front of two British flags. “That means that if you’re within five miles of a salt mine, you must evacuate. We hope very much that this will be a short-term measure . . .”

Outside, there was a wave of disturbed voices. Army trucks were arriving.

Avelyn looked up at Jericho, at a loss. “What about Hreodwater?”

Hreodwater wasn’t part of England. Just like southern Ireland wasn’t on maps of the UK, and so Northern Ireland looked like it was a tiny island in the sea, it wasn’t on maps of East Anglia. The fen looked like a lake. Even on Avelyn’s phone, Hreodwater didn’t appear, because no mapping company had ever flown a drone over: there was just blank green and blue.

So the police didn’t believe him when he said there was a town on top of the salt mine.

“We haven’t been told about anything like that,” an officer repeated for about the fifth time.

“No, you don’t understand, I’m from there, we just came from there now, you have to let us back through so we can—”

“I’m afraid you need to leave the area, sir—”

“There are four thousand people on the fen, including a lot of tourists—look, this is the website to get a visa for the day—”

“What do you mean a visa for the day? We’re not telling you to leave the country, just—”

“No, I’m telling you, Hreodwater is a different country, the border is right there—”

“I’m going to have to ask to ask you to step—”

Avelyn tried to duck past her, which was a huge error.

The police officer’s expression shut down. She spun Avelyn around and thumped him chest first into the side of a car. “I’m arresting you for obstructing officers in the course of their duties—stop resisting or I’ll break your arm—”

Avelyn gasped, because she was about to break his arm anyway. Urgent pain shot up his shoulder.

“Oh, hello,” Jericho said, singing it, like he had recognised her from school.

The officer blinked. “Hello,” she said.

“I wonder if I could steal him back from you?”

Avelyn thought she was going to give Jericho a baton to the head for that. But instead, she stepped back a little. He saw her face in the reflection in the car window. She looked as though an old friend really had jogged up to her over a hockey pitch, laughing and still glad they had both survived the legendary match of nineteen ninety six. Was Jericho just that devastatingly attractive? No. Nobody was. Were they?

“Of course you can,” she said, and handed Avelyn over.

Jericho smiled. “Thanks.” He put his arm around Avelyn and steered him through the police cars toward the Hreod border, where other officers looked straight through them. Not quite as if they weren’t there—nobody bumped into them—but as though they were exempt from ordinary notice. Not far away, a soldier rugby tackled a huge, drunk man who was trying to go the wrong way, but nobody came after Avelyn and Jericho.

The air glimmered with salt light. A fine mist of it was rolling in from the fen, the softest purple-amber glow. As denser patches drifted through, the police radios crackled and engines and blue lights stuttered.

“How did you do that?” Avelyn hissed, one hand still flat to his chest where his breastbone was complaining that it had the imprint of a car door on it.

“Oh, it’s a knack,” Jericho said.

“What do you mean, a knack!” Avelyn heard his own voice go at least an octave higher than normal. “She just handed me over!”

“Because,” Jericho told him, “I believe that humans are basically kind and helpful, and since there is salt light here, they . . . are.”

Avelyn remembered to close his mouth after about two seconds. “You aggressively believed your way out of being arrested.”

“I did,” said Jericho. “Like I say, it’s a knack.”

It was still percolating. “How do you know there’s salt light?”

“Your eyes are still violet. You’re like an angry dosimeter.”

“Right,” said Avelyn. He had expected to be less stunned after he had thought about it for a few seconds, but it hadn’t worked. All he could think was that he had just seen magic. Real, honest-to-God magic. “Thanks.”

“Welcome,” said Jericho.

To either side of them, police and soldiers were knocking on doors, hustling confused, angry, upset people out and away. He could hear snatches of the conversations. People were protesting that the banks were closed and they couldn’t access any money, that they had nowhere else to go with the baby, that they were still waiting for someone to come home from work; the police were saying implacably that they had four minutes to get ready and get out. Some men were being hauled out of a pub, protesting that it was nowhere near closing time yet.

All of it was still strobe-lit by the blue police lights, brighter than the innocuous sparkle of the Christmas lights.

They were coming up to an army truck. It had stalled, and the driver was struggling with the ignition. Avelyn could already see why. The salt light was foggy down its left side. If the engine did start, it would burst into salt. Another soldier was struggling with a radio. They were about to go right past him. Avelyn’s insides tightened with the certainty that the soldier was going to stop them. He must see them, this was surely the most fragile kind of witchcraft . . .

“Hey,” the soldier began.

Avelyn closed his eyes and forced his mind blank, as if he were casting salt. Just let Jericho do the believing . . .

“Er . . . never mind,” the soldier murmured.

A news helicopter was flying over, lights painfully stark and stabbing the beginnings of a headache somewhere behind Avelyn’s retinas. Any bright light was achy, he was noticing; he had a feeling he had done his eyes more damage in the storm in the deep than he’d known at the time. Of course if he could just cultivate Jericho’s skill of believing useful things, then it would be fine, but he suspected he couldn’t. Knowing how it worked was going to get in the way.

“We need to be fast,” Avelyn said. “Father Li said—something about swarms of things that make salt light. They’re coming here. He thought we should have a few hours, but I saw some on the call, and I don’t think . . .”

“Are you all right?” Jericho asked.

Avelyn had stopped. Perhaps it was only because he was half expecting to see it, but he thought there was a violet-amber glow in the sky in the southeast.

From the moment he realized there really was light from that horizon to the moment the things hurled into the visible sky was shockingly brief. Maybe six or seven seconds. He had never seen anything move that fast.

It was what he had seen behind everyone at the Vatican, but now he could see them clearly, it was far stranger than he had thought. They weren’t clear, straight formations. The salt light trails billowed, flocking in eerie murmurations, alive. Legions of them.

The helicopter fell out of the air, salt bursting through its engine. Avelyn caught Jericho and wrenched him into a doorway, because it looked as though it would come down right on top of them. It missed them by about twenty yards with a noise like a mineshaft collapsing, glass spraying them, a rotor blade smashing into a streetlight. For what felt like an incredibly long time, Avelyn locked eyes with the pilot, just before the helicopter nose crumpled.

Nobody screamed, though. Nobody shouted.

Everyone had stopped still. The cars had stopped too, the buses, the cyclists, the drunk men from Hreodwater still being escorted by soldiers. He felt himself going slack. Something wonderful was about to happen.

“Avelyn?” Jericho said, with an urgency that he hadn’t had even when he pulled out the crossbow bolt.

All at the same time, everyone spoke. It was all the same words. Avelyn heard himself say it too, in the way he sometimes knew if he was talking in his sleep. He could feel it was another language, something he didn’t know, and perhaps it even clicked somewhere in the middle, a sound he had never made in his life before, but something in his bones knew how. Oh, but it was ancient and holy, and good.

Gaudezhte *khiram.

Everyone said it, except Jericho.
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Jericho was gripping Avelyn’s shoulders, trying to bring his attention back. He was saying his name. Avelyn blinked, foggy with happiness. It was like walking into the mine, like the ras, only rawer, much stronger. Standing in the mine was soothing; this was more like morphine. It had a saw-toothed edge.

“Avelyn?” Jericho said again.

He came back to himself properly. “Yes. Yes, sorry,” he said. “There was . . . I saw something in the sky. Is it—can you see . . . no, it’s salt light,” he said, aware he was incoherent. He shook his head at himself. Yes: those bright jet trails had combed salt light right across the sky.

When he was small, his great-grandmother had told him that during the war, she had looked up one day as a little girl and seen the Luftwaffe flying over, so high you couldn’t see the planes, only the silvery trails they left behind in this vast sky, when they hit the salt light above Hreodwater. They all fell in a cataclysmic rain of ruined engines into the fen. He had thought he would never see anything like that.

The salt light was down lower to the ground, too. It was coming from Hreodwater, rolling in like sea fog. A bright patch reached the middle of the road. The police cars shut themselves off. Above the cars, the strings of fairy lights flickered as the electrics struggled, then failed. Something about the coil of it in the air put him in mind of ink in water, the weird silver ink that the octopuses in the abbey lake shrouded around their stolen silver citadel to hide from the eels, and abruptly, he was struck with certainty. That was exactly what it was. It was . . . camouflage. The opposite way around. Silver ink was dark, and this was a confounding fog of brightness.

And these things coming in overhead—they were the eels.

All around them, people looked drugged. Some were standing still. A few had buckled onto their knees. In Italy, people would have been praying, but the English thought that sort of thing was silly, Father Li had told him, and he was right.

At least they wouldn’t have to deal with visions from Revelation coming alive and eating the populace. What did English people believe in? Apart from the basic human rights to a good kebab and to complain about whatever was going on with the wheelie bins, he didn’t know.

An arc of salt light shot overhead. Not way up in the atmosphere, not where those others had been: right overhead, maybe only a hundred feet above them, comet brilliant. Avelyn’s head snapped round to follow its path, and he just had time to notice that no one else saw it before joy kicked him in the chest.

It was delirious, insane. Glorious. It was every Christmas with Father Li, it was the day he was ordained, it was how it would have felt if any single one of the people he had ever loved had told him they loved him back. It was the moment Jericho had rescued him from the mine; it was the King sitting with him in the Lodge, one hand on his ribs. All at once.

Salt light roared up in a column like a detonating bomb. Whatever the thing was, it had crashed into the ground, somewhere towards the centre of town.

The pillar of salt light was infernal. It bloomed into the sky, but then it raced outwards and outwards, silhouetting the buildings and the falling snow, and once, an owl, which must have been able to see, because it wheeled away from the light, but too late.

It crumbled to salt fifty feet in the air.

Avelyn could see exactly what was going to happen, and he had no idea what to do to stop it. Nothing: there was nothing.

The salt looked like frost as it surged down the busy road.

The people slowed down, and faded, and then the halite bloomed red, glowing from the inside.

Car engines exploded. Salt smashed through the bonnets, arcs of it gritting eight, ten feet above. Inside a bus, it travelled from front to back at walking pace—slowly enough for the people packed inside to see it, and try to run, and fail. The lights strung between the shops fizzed and cracked, and broke. The streetlamps burst one after the next. The traffic lights. The floodlights at the station. There was a screech from the railway that must have been a moving train losing its engine and skidding along the tracks. The drunk men fused together with the soldiers. Darkness ate everything, and soon, there was nothing left but the salt light.

Avelyn and Jericho were an islet of colour among all the white and grey. Jericho’s coat looked wrong, with its moss-green lining. His dark halo was clearer than ever. When Avelyn shifted, he felt a stiffness across most of himself, and looked down in time to see his own coat fall apart into salt that caked his Hreod clothes underneath. He coughed as he breathed in motes of it, and had to shake it off his shirt, eyes stinging. It didn’t matter. The salt light had made the cold night feel like a summer morning.

Silence. Perfect silence. No roar of traffic, no voices, no distant murmur of the station announcements, no radios or carols or sirens. The only sound was the trickling of water. The snow had all melted, and now it was streaming down the sides of the road, and down the gutters of the roofs. Closer to the blast, the houses were ruined, missing roofs, walls crumbling, all salt.

“Something landed over there,” Avelyn said softly. He felt like it wasn’t safe to speak, but he couldn’t trace why. They were the only things left alive for—it must have been as far as the salt light reached. How far did it reach? All the way to Hreodwater?

All the way to Cambridge?

“Hang on.” Jericho was looking at the shop next to them, which was a souvenir place that sold replica Hreod rubbish for pilgrims. He disappeared inside, and after a minute or so came back out again with a lamp and some spare candles. He lit one with his silver lighter.

For an entire second, Avelyn didn’t understand, and then finally he realized that for Jericho, the whole street was pitch-black.

Avelyn took a photo of the light column and showed it to him. It wasn’t until he was holding it out that he saw his own hands. He was white. Almost as white as Jericho. It was as if he’d plunged his arms into hot water, but instead of going red, the burn was pale.

“We need to get back to An El,” Jericho said, very quiet. “Get as many people inside the abbey as we can. Away from the surface.”

Avelyn stared into the Hellfire of salt light. He could still feel that joy hammering at him. What had just happened . . . he should have been shocked and scared and angry, but he didn’t feel any of that. He was full of unearthly calm, and goodwill towards everyone. The light was beautiful. And . . . was something bright in it coming this way? “Should we see what it is?”

Yes yes yes, his brain said happily, good idea!

“No,” Jericho said, alarm in his voice. “Don’t—”

“I think . . .”

Everything was right in the world. It was a beautiful evening. The way the salt misted off its newly formed arcs from the engines, the way the salt-people sparkled in that gorgeous nuclear glow up ahead, even the way the salt-ruined Christmas lights had broken and draped themselves across the road—it was all magical. Miracles everywhere. The air sang with them. And if he could just go a little closer to that light, he wouldn’t just feel happy: it would be another shot of obliterating joy.

Jericho gripped his shoulders. “It isn’t real! It’s that thing.”

He seemed very urgent, given that it was such a lovely evening.

“Avelyn!” Jericho slapped him.

Avelyn didn’t really feel it. People did odd things sometimes.

Jericho looked into his eyes and seemed not to find whatever he was hoping for. “I’m sorry about this. But—I’m hoping you’re professionally good at forgiving people, and I don’t want to hit you any harder.” He bent and kissed him.

It was gentle and chaste and shocking.

Avelyn stood paralyzed for a full two seconds, then stepped back, into the wall, and knocked his head back against it hard. His normal thinking came back. The insane joy was still there, but he could feel now that it was artificial. It had a nasty afterglow.

“Hreodwater,” he said.

“Yes,” Jericho said. There was dread in his eyes. “Avelyn, I’m so sorry, I . . .”

“Don’t be silly. Come on.” He turned away and pulled his sleeve over his eyes. They were watering because of all the salt in the air. Not anything else. He was shaking.

“Avelyn.” Jericho could sink his voice far lower than usual when he liked. He could have spoken like Redspear did, right across the mine.

“Can’t you see when someone wants to pretend they’re all right?” Avelyn said, but not with any force.

“I can, but it’s my job not to cooperate,” Jericho said.

Avelyn supposed that was true.

Jericho watched him, but didn’t touch him. He still looked scared, not of what had happened around them; of Avelyn. “Can you see?” he asked.

See: there was an inferno behind them. “I can see,” he said. “Are you okay with the lamp?”

“Yes. Shall we see if the horses are . . . still there?”

They were both talking with a horrible forced courtesy.

As they walked towards the stables, there was nothing in the quiet but the crunch of their boots in the salt, and the snicker of engines cooling, shedding crystals.

They had to weave between close-spaced pillars of halite. Every so often, it was possible to see which of them used to be someone who had visited Hreodwater. Embedded into the salt, there were silver Hreod charms that hadn’t turned, a silver scarf, a jumper with the same purple-and-green Clan Teksa weave as Jericho’s. That was worse than the ones who had just changed wholly. Jericho had to turn sideways to slip between a tall pillar beside a little one. The little one was still holding a Hreod doll, the ones they made of Saint Hildegard with silver cloth for armour and a long plait of deep black wool for her hair.

“It feels like being in love,” Avelyn said, because he had to say something that wasn’t, My God, how many people are we walking past? “The—way those things . . .”

“No, it doesn’t,” Jericho said, with fractures in his voice. They were among a group of waist-high salt shapes all huddled together. A school trip. “It’s like being in love with someone who won’t ever love you back. Adoration wasted. It’s awful.”

“Ah,” said Avelyn, who had never known any other kind of adoration.

They were out of the crowd of salt standing stones now, on the narrow path back towards Hreodwater and the customs house. A beacon fire was burning on the roof there. Someone had realized what was happening in time to light it, at least. Avelyn wondered if anyone had seen it in time, and if they had, what the Witan had ordered. To evacuate, or to get everyone inside at An El?

Nothing moved but the flames.

“How are you doing?” Avelyn asked.

“I’m fine?”

“No, I mean you don’t like being outside.”

Jericho tilted a small smile at him. Usually he looked for much longer than Avelyn could stand, but he dropped his eyes fast this time, and let a fall of black curls hide them. “I’m fine,” he said again.

Avelyn stood on the edge of it for a moment, then took his hand. “I’m not angry,” he said.

“Really?”

“Really.” Avelyn kept Jericho’s hand, and Jericho leaned into him just enough to touch their heads together before he straightened again. “Thank you. For stopping me going towards the—God, I should have said that before. Thank you.”

“Oh, well, you know,” Jericho said miserably. “Always here to do things disturbing enough to shock you down to your soul.”

Avelyn almost said that the reason it had worked was that it was the opposite of disturbing. He couldn’t say that. “About before, in the mine, when I set your sleeve alight . . .”

“We don’t need to—”

“Yes, we do. Look . . . Christ says that no one reaches salvation but through him, but—for my money, you can be full of grace and goodness and never think that it’s from God, and that’s fine, because it makes no difference how you think of it. Red is still the same even if you call it akai or rot or hong. God is goodness and goodness is God, so—if you’re a good person, even if you think Catholicism is garbage, then fantastic, salvation is yours, you know God very well even if you don’t think so. But I was scared, because . . . maybe I’m wrong, and maybe it’s all exactly as cruel and vengeful and petty as you think.”

He saw Jericho turning that over, looking at it from different angles. “Why were you thinking about that?”

“Because I’ve never met anyone as good as you. I just—want you to understand that when I say God, I don’t mean a king in the sky. I mean goodness which is conscious. And when I said that rejecting God is the same as rejecting goodness, I did not mean you cannot be good if you reject the idea of some authoritarian tyrant on high, that’s stupid, of course it’s stupid. I just mean you can’t be good if you reject the notion of goodness. Does that . . . make any kind of sense?”

“Yes,” Jericho said.

“Are you lying?”

Jericho smiled. “Yes. Do you never think it’s all just a pile of very convoluted oddness some peculiar men wrote down once and everyone took too seriously?” He tilted his head.

“Do you ever look at quantum theory and think that?” Avelyn said back. “Don’t . . . say ‘replicable results.’ You aren’t doing the quantum double-slit experiment every second Tuesday to make sure it’s still right. You just trust the experts who get the results because they all agree after years of peer review. So do I. So do mine. Just—the way that you see Einstein, and Lovelace, and Galileo? That’s the way I see saints. They did things and discovered things that are important. And true.”

“Okay,” Jericho said.

“Okay?” Avelyn said, tentative.

“Okay,” Jericho told him again.

They were looking at the same painting, and Jericho thought it was nauseating, and Avelyn thought it was beautiful, that was obvious, but it was better than fighting.

They had reached the stables, and the horses were still there: looking puzzled about the light, and whether or not that might have any implications for their usual supply of apples, but whole, and still horses. Jericho put his lamp on a fence post close to the standing stone that had once been Matthew, and helped Avelyn lift down tack and saddle two tall mares who were keen to investigate everyone’s pockets. Jericho opened the paddock gate to let the rest of the herd out onto the fen, so that at least they would have plenty to eat out there in case nobody came to feed them. The snow was falling thickly again, and the air zinged with salt. A foal put one foot into a snowdrift, bewildered. Some of the others cantered out into the dark, running for the sake of running.

As Avelyn and Jericho were fastening the last of the buckles on the saddles, a stag walked past. It was like the one from the mine, but this one was even taller. Avelyn could have stood between its front legs and only just been able to stretch enough to brush the fur on its chest. Although it was a mighty thing, it made barely a sound as it paced over the salt-frosted grass. Between its antlers, it had a salt crown. Avelyn went still, and put his hand back for Jericho.

The calm golden eyes settled on them both for a moment, and then, a leviathan shadow in the night, the stag walked on.

Jericho was looking out across the fen. Avelyn did too.

There were lights.

As the breeze moved a bank of fog and salt light, he caught the silhouette of high battlements.

Watch your north.

He turned slowly all the way around. The town was behind them, salt-ruined and dark, but still there. The customs house. The stables. South, southeast, and . . . so, Hreodwater should have been due north up this path.

The path didn’t lead due north. It was veering northwest, towards the lights and the castle that shouldn’t have been there.

“We can’t go there,” he said. Stories crowded into his head. The cursed knights who rode forever on the fen, not knowing they had died a thousand years ago; the children who went out into the snow to catch eels, and never came home; the witches who lost their minds and walked into a blizzard, knowing they wouldn’t walk out the other side. The rare soul who befriended the King, and who he saw safely home, with a treasure trove of silver.

Behind them, the salt light was vicious. The insane joy was a pressure on the back of his head, and it was getting closer. Something was coming this way.

“We can’t stay,” Jericho said.

They both stepped up in the stirrups and guided the horses onto the path that did not go north.

Ahead of them, the lights of Caer Halen brightened.




PART IV

One day before the waking of the Salt King
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Amman, Jordan

Sally lived at the top of a crooked four-storey apartment block. None of the buildings on the street matched; some were tiny, some tall, some had gardens of fig trees, some had balconies full of washing and plants. It was right behind a cemetery and a miniature mosque with a turquoise dome. When he unlocked his front door and pushed it open with his shoulder, there were framed pictures of tarot cards on the wall in a striking design she’d never seen before. An old camera, the kind with a concertina section, sat on a tripod by the balcony window, and from the ceiling hung lines of string with photographs pegged to them. Shelves full of books and film canisters and about forty different kinds of cameras from different centuries took up every scrap of space on the walls.

Sally went around turning on lamps. The little sitting room had two mismatched armchairs that looked like he’d salvaged them from a gentleman’s club two hundred years ago, and a view of the cemetery. The air smelled of photographic chemicals. The pictures must have been his: no wonder he knew how to develop the dosimetry tests.

“You like photography then?” she said, surprised. He was so young, he must have grown up attached to a smartphone.

“Love it,” he said, with some feeling. He took a roll of aluminium foil from the drawer, and some tape. “I love how difficult it is, and how you can see the chemistry working in front of you. But don’t look at the ones hanging up, they’re all terrible.” The pipes clicked as he turned the heating on. “I haven’t got much of this stuff, so—what do you think? Do we make a little shelter with the table, put it on ourselves, on the wall . . .”

“I think . . . if we put it on ourselves, we’ll just tear it. And the under the table—we still have to move around. We need to cook, go to the bathroom . . .”

“I haven’t got anything to cook,” he said.

“Oh. I have. I stole some stuff from those boys who were rude to you.”

He blinked. “You—really?”

She held up the shopping bag, feeling guilty. What if that boy had been taking it home for his family?

Sally started to laugh. “What was I worried about? Who needs money when you’ve got a Ninja Tallis who steals from horrible teenagers?”

“Were they horrible? What did they say?”

He told her.

“I did the right thing,” she concluded.

So Sally climbed on a chair, and they began to coat the west-facing wall with foil. It seemed so mad and insufficient, the idea that aluminium would help even a little—there would be people making honest-to-God tinfoil hats now. But the wall was small, the ceiling low, and within a few minutes, with foil left to spare, they had filigreed over the jungle-themed wallpaper until it looked like a mirror. Once it was done, they both stood in front of it, and Tallis didn’t think either of them knew what to do now. When she aimed her phone out the window and leaned out to the west, the salt light was closer to the city. It was moving in a solid cloud, like a sandstorm.

In the reflection in the foil, she was much shorter than she always imagined herself; a head smaller than Sally. Much older, too. She realized he had seen her looking and hunted frantically for something else to take an interest in. She settled on a framed picture of a woman about her age and two little girls. Sally had taken it off the wall and propped it against a skirting board.

“Right, cooking,” Sally decided. “What have we got. Chickpeas. Great—flour! Oh, we’re going to be fine.”

“Can I help with anything?” Tallis asked, freshly awkward. When had she last visited somebody’s house? She couldn’t remember. She went to the pub sometimes after work, or out to restaurants or cafés, but . . . she didn’t see anyone at home.

She didn’t know anyone well enough.

“Of course you can’t do anything, sit down and get warm. The heating should be coming through now.”

She perched on one of the armchairs and watched him in the foil reflections so that she wouldn’t stare straight at him.

When she was his age, she would have been paralysed at the prospect of hosting somebody unexpectedly with no chance to tidy up or to scream into a cushion first. But Sally looked happy, setting a copper kettle on the stove and measuring loose tea into a silver strainer shaped like a lemon. The tattoos on his fingers carried on up his wrists. He was all contrasts, she thought suddenly. He had strong hands, like a rock climber, but those tattoos were delicate. He looked as though he spent his whole life traipsing around outside, the old jacket getting more and more sandblasted, the sun bleaching more light patches in his hair—she would have thought he was one of those loud-laughing boys who hollered at each other across streets—but when he spoke, it was steady and quiet. There was a stillness in him. He went down fathoms deep, to where there were no currents.

He saw her looking, and she dropped her eyes, pretending to be looking at the picture.

“Tea bags are full of microplastics,” he said—he must have thought she was having opinions about the strainer—then laughed at himself and held his hands up. The kettle whistled, and he held it in the air to wait for it to stop bubbling, then poured the water out in a cloud of steam.

She checked the salt light again.

“Fuck,” she said.

“What?”

She showed him. It was rolling in like fog; much less than it must have been at the centre of the blast, but noticeable, and it was already in the graveyard just outside.

They both snapped to the east side of the room, away from the silvered wall. Sally snatched up the picture of the lady and the girls and sat with it flat against his chest.

She kept the phone trained on the west wall, dark for now, but she could almost feel the light billowing closer, scalp crawling. If this was it, if this was the exposure that killed them, then surely she should say something, but she couldn’t think of anything that wasn’t either glib or reprehensible. She had an unbearable need to tell him that he was the most quietly extraordinary human being she had met for decades, but that would do nothing except ensure that Sally died feeling repulsed and embarrassed—if perhaps glad he would turn to salt before he had to tell her to get out of his house. Almost equal was the need to disguise that, and say something idiotic, like that it had been nice to work with him. Crushing banality to end a crushingly banal life.

No. The best and only thing she could do now was to say nothing. Wasn’t your strength measured by what you could carry without breaking? And this was nothing new. She had carried it often before. However badly that old musculature wanted not to take the weight again—it could.

Sally was praying.

The lights fluttered. Tallis’s phone screen distorted too, and just before it died, it showed them the thinnest vapour of salt light seeping into the room through the corner of the ceiling. Right across the city, spread below them down the punishing hill, the lights went out in blocks, first those further away, then closer, closer. Then the lights in the cemetery. Then their own. The hum of the oven died. For a few seconds the darkness was total, but gradually she started to see the outlines of the furniture, the concertina camera on its tripod, the shine of the copper kettle and the flicker of the gas flames on the stove. There was light from somewhere; red and cold.

Tallis dug her nails into her palm, daring them to start crumbling into salt, waiting to feel that vile stiffness through the roots of her hair, to feel sick like Veronique had. It didn’t come.

Sally breathed out, half voiced, high. Very carefully, he was unfastening the back of the picture frame to get to the photograph inside.

“This has to be minimal exposure,” Tallis murmured, examining a light bulb as well as she could. “No salt in the electricity. Glass isn’t discoloured.” She realized she was pushing her fingertips through the roots of her hair again and snatched her hand down. She wasn’t going to turn to salt. The archaeologists had felt ill; she felt fine.

“For how long?” Sally said towards the window.

“I don’t know. But . . . other people are okay. Look.”

There were tiny points here and there, but soft: candles. Now, without electricity, the dark city was tinted red. It took her a moment to see why. She had missed it before, hidden by all the light pollution, but now it was huge and brilliant in the sky. “Wow. Lunar eclipse,” she remarked pointlessly.

He straightened up to look outside, holding the rescued photograph. “Sign of the apocalypse,” he said.

“Sorry?”

“A red moon. Then a solar eclipse.”

“Oh, right,” she said, assuming he meant it as trivia, but she frowned when she saw the blank way he was staring at nothing. He had put a candle on the table between them, and it had made him into an amber-enamelled ghost in the dark. “Sally . . . do you believe in that?”

He smiled thinly. “Believing in Judgement Day is a basic pillar of Islam. It comes with the package.”

“Sounds stressful.”

“People don’t believe in it because it sounds like a good idea,” he said, laughing a little bit and pretending to kick her ankle. “They believe it because it’s, you know. True.”

“Insufficient evidence,” she said, trying to make him laugh more. “Next?”

“You’re one of those people who invites Mormons in and then tells them how their conception of the infinite universe is garbage because of the speed of light, aren’t you?”

Tallis paused, feeling, as she was starting to suspect was normal with Sally, uncomfortably seen. “No,” she tried.

He laughed, and when he stopped, the laughter faded only gradually from the tiny lines around his eyes. The longer she spent with him, the more she was noticing that he did everything much more steadily than most people. He didn’t fidget or shift around, he didn’t flicker awkwardly through different expressions, trying to find the right one. She would have called it zen, but there was something sad about it, as though he hadn’t so much moved beyond all that worry about what other people thought as given up.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have made you stay in the city.”

“No, you were right. I think we’re safer here with the light than in some camp without it.” He swallowed. “Do you think paper will turn faster than a person?”

She tore a strip of aluminium off the wall and gave it to him, for the photograph.

“Thanks.” He set the picture down to wrap it up.

Tallis studied it, wondering who they were. It was a brilliant picture; the lady was looking at the girls, not the camera, and the girls looked like she had just told them a rude joke.

“That’s my mother,” Sally said. “And my sisters.” He folded the aluminium carefully over them. “She was a judge. I was at college here when they started arresting women at home. She should have been eligible for asylum in the U.S., she prosecuted extremists for years, but . . . she couldn’t get to the airport.”

Tallis noticed she had been pushing her fist against her mouth. “What happened to them?”

Somewhere outside, there was a rattle, as if someone were shaking a gutter to try to persuade a kitten out of it. Distantly it was reassuring to know people were still doing ordinary things.

“Don’t know,” he said, and she could hear fossilised pain in it. “I’d be arrested if I tried to cross the border.”

She didn’t say she was sorry, because everyone would have said that, and she doubted it had ever helped.

“People think that you’ll be okay if you’re rich, whatever happens . . . but you’re not.” He smiled slightly. “Which is why I don’t think the apocalypse is going to be about being arrested on park benches.”

Tallis wished she knew what to say, but she hadn’t the faintest idea. The closest to armed conflict she had ever come was an argument with the local council about bin collection days. She was ludicrously insulated, her life small and safe, and there was nothing in it that she could have used to offer Sally anything but the shallowest kind of sympathy.

The rattle came again, and on the edge of everything else, Tallis thought it came from nearer this time: further up the wall. Was something stuck in a . . . Christ, who cared.

“I can’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t be repulsively naive,” she said. “I’ve never even seen anything like that.”

He lifted his eyes. “Don’t be silly. Do you know how good it is, to meet someone who’s never even seen it?”

She nodded once, not believing him at all.

“Well,” he said, “the stove’s fine. Flatbreads and rice and chickpea curry coming soon.”

That sounded like heaven.

Rattle, scrape, rattle. She glanced towards the window. “Sorry, is there something stuck outside? Can you hear that pipe? Has someone got a cat?”

“I’ve got a cat somewhere, but I think she bounces between me and Mrs—” He stopped. “Look down there.”

He wasn’t trying to see any guttering. He was looking down into the graveyard.

It was crowded.

The rags of old shrouds flickered in the wind. The ground crawled. Some people weren’t standing but crabbing out from behind monuments, joints bending wrongly. Once they were upright, they stopped and stood, blank, as if they were waiting.

But seeing them didn’t feel like seeing. It felt like remembering having seen.

She waited for them to disappear, but they didn’t. Sally could see them too. He looked mired somewhere between awestruck and horrified.

He said something in Arabic she didn’t understand, but the cadence had music in it; he was quoting scripture. He glanced at her. “All bodies shall be resurrected.”

Tallis had never, ever been wrong in telling the difference between a real thing and a hallucination, not even once. That difference, that seeing versus the memory-of-seeing, it was always there, and it was always right.

She pushed her hands over her face. If that was wrong now, if she couldn’t tell, she was going to go mad. She was going to start trying to open doors that weren’t there, and not running from men with guns that were.

Rattle, scrape, rattle.

It was very close.

A shape still half bound in a decaying shroud dropped off the gutter and onto their balcony, and stood motionless outside, staring in through the glass.
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Caer Halen

The road did not go around the castle, but through. There was a gate, open, higher than at any castle Avelyn had seen in Europe. The masonry was taller than gravity should have allowed, and as they came closer, it twisted at impossible angles. The statues that guarded the way were crowned giants, a king and a queen, just as they were in the Hringen mosaic. The king had his head bowed and his hands open, the old sign of welcome, while the queen drew a stone bow. Avelyn stared as they passed beneath the lower recurve of the bow. Had there once been a Salt Queen too? He never heard that. The King was always alone.

It was all dark, too. Or rather—within perhaps ten or twelve feet of the masonry, of the road, the archways, everything, there was a corona into which the salt light could not press. So the light channelled into rivers well above head height. Sometimes, where the way narrowed, it looked liquid: it had currents and eddies. Where it had space in the courtyard, it hung in clouds. It never touched the ground, though; nor the walls, or the roofs.

“Do we go in?” Avelyn said.

Jericho nudged his horse forward. “I think we’re safer here than back there.”

They had come into an open courtyard. The snow was falling through a broken dome. It was thick now. Avelyn twisted around. There were windows all around them, but no lights. It didn’t feel like anyone was here; there hadn’t been for a long time. The snow was making drifts in the window frames and the doorsteps, undisturbed.

Salt light arced low overhead, almost low enough to skim the dome, and crashed down in the fen behind them, not nearly as far away as the last one had done.

The horses saw too, ears going back.

“Jericho,” Avelyn said, and caught his arm to stop him. “Wait, wait. Something just landed back over there.” Another plume of salt light fired into the sky, but this time, he could see into the heart of it. Something was there. There was a shape that flickered and changed. It looked like a person, and then it didn’t; it was walking on all fours, and then it wasn’t; then it looked more like a machine, all spinning rings, and eyes, and maybe it had wings, and then—

Joy, joy, joy—

It was coming this way.

Avelyn felt the horse shy and slung himself down to the ground. He was just in time to pull Jericho down too before both horses bolted, ploughing into the snow and vanishing along a cloister. Jericho half fell and gripped Avelyn’s arms, and Avelyn was still in command enough of his own mind to help him up and squeeze his hands to apologise for wrenching him out of the saddle with no warning—but that would change in another few seconds, because the joy was already much nearer.

“Inside,” Avelyn said, pulling Jericho to the left. “Try these doors, maybe one of them is open . . .” The happiness blasting from the thing on the road felt like the wind, or like north: he could turn his head and tell which way it was coming from.

It was much better than trudging through the snow trying to run away from something that wasn’t dangerous.

“Don’t,” he heard Jericho say, but distantly, like it was happening to somebody else.

The wonderful thing was coming closer on the path. It was almost at the gate, beaming out warmth and a floaty sublimity, and God, but it was such a holy thing . . .

There was a tingling on his fingertips when he held his hand out in the direction of the light. What pulsed up his arm was everything Father Li had told him he should be feeling at Mass. Waves of love. Beautiful delirium.

At a great remove, he was aware that Jericho had lifted him right off his feet, but it didn’t matter what was going on, except that miracles were coming . . .

Jericho slammed the door shut behind them and thunked the silver bar into place across it. Avelyn blinked twice. The room was clad in silver. The salt light wasn’t coming in, not even through the windows. Silver shutters. He was sitting on the floor. He couldn’t tell how he’d got there. Jericho dropped down next to him and seized his hands.

“Look. Look at this! Could you feel that?” He rubbed his thumb across Avelyn’s fingernails, and the whites . . . crumbled.

Salt.

Horror slimed down his back. He scrubbed his nails against his sleeve, just waiting for his fingertips to start crumbling too, but Jericho must have snatched him out of the way in time. His sleeve, though, for all it was Hreod leather, fell apart. The silver button on it clinked onto the floor. Underneath, his broken tattoos glowed as if they were molten. When he picked up the silver button, he felt something earth through the ink lines, and he had to drop the button again: it gave him something like a static shock, but sharper, and the molten glow of the tattoos went out.

He clenched his hand. So the tattoos conducted salt light. No wonder Ras had been so horrified to see he’d wrecked them. Maybe the ruins of them had been just enough to save him, just then.

No: Jericho had saved him. Not the fucking King. “Thank you,” he said.

The stars that were always in Jericho’s eyes were scattering fractals now, because they were full of tears. “Don’t do that again. Please.”

Avelyn struggled to find some words. Seeing Jericho so upset blasted apart his normal thinking almost as much as the thing on the fen had done. After feeling around in the rubble, he eventually found his voice again, though when it came, it sounded rough, full of shrapnel. “I won’t. I’m sorry.”

Retreating into the mask he always seemed to wear when he was unhappy, Jericho nodded by perhaps an eighth of an inch.

There was light outside. It was spiking under the door in knitting needles. Whatever blocked the light within reach of the castle’s stonework wasn’t enough against this onslaught. “It’s right outside,” Avelyn said.

They both knelt in silence on the stone floor.

Avelyn could feel it through the wall and the silver as it moved, a ball of raging joy. It swung one way and then another, turning slowly. It was searching for something. Another turn. It was the way Avelyn spun to look for north.

“It’s lost,” he whispered. “Do you think it can get in?”

“No.” Jericho’s eyes were fixed on the door. “I don’t think it’s really there if nothing is believing it into a shape.”

He was right. The thing was grinding along the outside of the wall, but the barred door didn’t so much as judder, and nothing burst through.

The dust on the silver shutters smoked, and burned.

Avelyn had to close his eyes. He wanted to open the door, for all he knew exactly what would happen if he did.

Jericho saw and clamped both arms around him, pulling him back to lock Avelyn into place. He put their temples together. Avelyn had an insane surge of awkwardness. No one had ever touched him this much. At exactly the same time, he wanted to remember it, because they never would again.

That he could feel that was a good sign.

“It’s going. I think it’s going.”

“Can I borrow that?” Jericho asked about the camera. He took it to the window and touched the shutters, clearly meaning to tilt them open enough to take a picture, but then he snatched his hand back with a soft cry that had agony in it. Avelyn jolted across to him in time to see a drop of molten silver plink onto the floor.

Smudges of it were seared into Jericho’s first two fingers. He was curled forward. It must have been maddening pain, and even more maddening to know that there was snow outside, but that they couldn’t go outside.

Come on. Be a Jesuit.

Be a witch.

Belief into matter.

When Avelyn turned around, there was going to be a little hole in the ceiling behind him, because this place was ancient and derelict, and it would be ludicrous if it had survived all these centuries without some damage. On the floor, there was going to be a heap of snow they hadn’t noticed before, and it was going to be pristine and clean and new, because the snow had been falling since he had come to Hreodwater. In fact, hadn’t he seen that on the way in and thought, Bugger that, it’s going to be freezing in here if we have to stay long enough to calm down?

He turned back.

A tiny hole in the roof. A little heap of snow, glimmering. He scooped up a fistful and guided Jericho’s hand straight into it.

“Okay,” he heard himself saying, “you’re okay. It’ll be fine . . .”

Only, he couldn’t see how a burn from molten silver could possibly be fine. He couldn’t envisage how it could heal properly. Did you end up with silver fused into your hand forever? Surely that would get infected, and . . .

“It’s all right,” Jericho said, breathing more normally again. He gripped Avelyn’s hand with his good one. “You don’t need to do the rest. That was perfect. Thank you. Just, um . . . hold your mind blank for a few seconds. I know it looks awful, try to think about something else.”

Avelyn slid into that dead zone of thought that he had in all those endless imprisoned hours of “quiet contemplation” at the seminary, and before casting salt in the mine.

Jericho let his breath out slowly, and the wounded part-healed right there and then. He lifted the silver away from his fingertips. It had formed perfect prints. Under it, there were fresh scars, and they looked angry and sore, but there was no blood anymore, no blackened skin.

“Christ,” Avelyn whispered. “How do you do that? I could only just convince myself there was a hole in the roof.”

“I’ve lived here for years,” Jericho said with a pale smile. The wound was better, but he looked shaken. There was a sheen of sweat across his skin, and his lashes were wet.

Avelyn took his bad hand too and cradled it between both of his. Very unlike usual, Jericho’s skin was hot, as though he hadn’t healed the burn exactly, but just diffused it into a scald up his whole arm. There were limits, then, to what he could convince himself of. Avelyn pressed some new snow into his palm and watched it melt, and for the second time that night, he thought how it didn’t add up. However long Jericho had been at An El, he had absolutely not been there when the salt light was bright enough to do . . . this. How did he know? In ordinary times, you would have to go right down into the deep to find light bright enough to practise anything like this.

“Thank you,” Jericho said again. When he blinked, those shock tears fell and tapped onto his knee. “Sorry. I . . . I’m not so good at it when . . .”

“Oh, funny that,” Avelyn said. “I have to say I’m not spectacular at anything when I’m in screaming agony either. We’ll sit here and be garbage together. Christ’s sake.”

Jericho snorted and rocked forward.

“How did you practise all this?” Avelyn asked, soft, and trying hard not to sound as if he were being—well, himself. It sent his voice light and high. “The salt light is never usually like this.”

Jericho’s eyes ticked up to meet his, then down again. “I’ve . . . spent a lot of time in the deep.”

Avelyn frowned. “Jericho, that’s so dangerous. Even if you can hold your mind perfectly blank, there are a hundred miles of tunnels—if you got lost, no one would ever find you. They wouldn’t even look, if you were beyond the witches’ doors . . .”

“No, I know.”

“Don’t do that anymore.”

Jericho nodded.

Avelyn had the strangest feeling he had misunderstood, but he couldn’t see where there was room to. “Sorry, I’m not trying to yell at you, I just—don’t—want anything to happen to you. I know I don’t even know you, but . . .” He trailed off and touched Jericho’s heart through his shirt, wishing he could say that the idea of that heart failing alone in the deep was much worse than any fear he had for his own.

Jericho covered his hand but looked up at the shuttered window. “Where is it, can you tell?”

“No.” Avelyn picked up another handful of snow and threw it at the shutters. They didn’t hiss. He edged one open—the slats were fused together but the hinge still worked—to snap a photograph. The camera dutifully chugged out the image.

The thing was over the far side of the courtyard, about fifty yards away. Moving, it was impossible to see properly. It had been three or four things at once, fluxing and mad, but the picture had caught it in a split second. Faces, and wings, and claws, and a coil of fabric like a cloak, and something blurred that must have been spinning.

Further away, under the gateway, there was another one, and beyond that, just a star on the fen, a third.

Avelyn almost smiled. “Hmm. An El. The angel. The King looks like these things, in Hreod images. I thought it was just Christian iconography making its way into Hreod folklore.”

“Christian iconography?”

“Have you read Ezekiel?”

“Is that a normal thing to have read?” Jericho said tentatively.

“He was a prophet. He saw these, a long time ago. Described them . . . quite well, though God knows how, unless he could see salt light.” Avelyn gazed down at the photograph. “He knew to be scared, too.” He lifted his eyes. “So I was right. There’s a fallen angel in our mine, maybe in all those salt mines the journalists were talking about, and now . . . these ones have come to find them all.”

Jericho was watching him as though he were waiting for something awful to happen.

“So ours has been waking because it can hear them coming, I suppose,” Avelyn mused. “Like you said. Well. Problem solved in a way. No need for exorcists if . . .” He had to laugh at the ridiculousness of what he was going to say. “If the Archangel Michael is dealing with it for us. I feel like you owe me a drink, by the way?”

“Why?”

“You thought it didn’t mean anyone any harm. Not to put a crack in your bulletproof optimism, but it’s a demon and now angels are coming for it, so I feel like I . . . win?”

Jericho had been looking down at his scalded hand while Avelyn spoke, but fraction by fraction, his eyes clawed a way up, and when they hooked into Avelyn’s, they didn’t shift again. The stars in them burned. “Why do you think they’re good?” he asked.

“Why do I think angels are good?”

“They just killed thousands of people in front of you.” Jericho bent his neck as though looking at Avelyn were unbearably heavy, but he still didn’t let his eyes slip away. “Thousands more at Wieliczka, and at where else? Why is that good?”

“It’s not. It’s not, but . . .”

“But it’s an acceptable side effect of goodness?” Jericho said, and there was the glint of armour again. “We’re all so foul we should be annihilated?”

“It’s just . . . it’s what they are. In the Bible they destroy cities; that isn’t very nice, but nice and good are sometimes—”

“It isn’t very nice?” Jericho said over him. It was hardly louder than a whisper, but Avelyn shut up. “What would they have to do, for you to wonder if they weren’t good? Maybe they would . . . I don’t know, make everyone around them feel so hypnotically happy it pulls you towards them, and then they kill you when you’re close enough? You know what that reminds me of? Those things down in the deep sea with their own lamps, so that littler things swim towards them.”

“They’re not eating—”

“Are they not?” Jericho said, his voice hardening. Glint: armour. The singing of something lethal on a whetstone. “These things are made of salt light. Salt light converts belief into matter, yes? And these things do something that attracts to them creatures who can believe! Not fish or mosquitoes or carbon dioxide, they attract people. That isn’t an accident. Trees don’t convert light into energy for the hell of it, and Venus flytraps don’t trap insects as a funny side effect of their nature, it is their nature, they do it to live—so do you not think that maybe those things out there make you feel so good not because they are good, but because they are hunting?”

Avelyn was an overpulled longbow again. He hated talking at cross-purposes like this. “Of course they’re hunting. If this is anything like last time.”

“Last time.”

“Do you know the Sodom and Gomorrah story?”

“I swear to God if you start telling me about the sin of Sodom—”

“Sex trafficking,” said Avelyn. “That’s the sin of Sodom. They kidnapped travellers and sold them into slavery for huge profit. The point of the story isn’t that we should kill all the gays, that’s mistranslated Victorian nonsense. The point is, that sometimes a place is so evil that the best thing to do is wipe it off the face of the earth.”

“That is—”

“I know! I know it’s horrible. It’s human to say that that’s never the right thing to do, and in the story, Abraham argues with God; he says, Wait, what about the good people? And God says, ‘Find me one.’ Abraham sends angels to warn his nephew, Lot, because he thinks Lot is a good man. But Lot isn’t a good man. He’s horrendous. He ends up throwing a girl out to be gang-raped. God was right. There was no one good left.”

“That isn’t what you think,” Jericho said quietly. “The wholesale extermination of cities—that’s psychotic—”

“Yes,” Avelyn said. “It is psychotic if a king or an emperor decides, but . . . not this. Not when God does. So maybe they are hunting, but that doesn’t mean they’re bad.”

Jericho said nothing for a long time. He didn’t look away. When he did, his voice sounded as if it were under enough pressure to form diamonds. “Abraham tried,” he said. “He would have been a monster if he didn’t. So I’m going to try and get as many people down to An El and into silver-clad rooms as I can.”

“It won’t work,” Avelyn said. “Those rooms only have silver wallpaper, it will just melt and . . .”

“Well, I’m going anyway.”

“No, me too. Of course we have to try. I’m—Jericho, I’m not disagreeing with you.”

The way Jericho looked at him then made it clear that they disagreed about everything that mattered.

Avelyn would have given anything not to have had that conversation. Usually he was good at explaining to people outside the Church why it was less awful than so many atheists thought, but with Jericho, he was a useless mess.

Under the door, there was a flare of salt light, but it wasn’t the things in the courtyard. It was softer; an aurora flash, like in the deep mine. At the same time, Avelyn felt the warmth of the ras, and it was bizarre, because it was distinctly different to the savage ecstacy that the others generated. It was much gentler, just a sudden certainty that everything would be all right, someone loved him, loved him back, no matter what he thought about angels. He felt sick.

“That’s a point,” Avelyn said. “Where is he? The King, I mean. All the stories . . . when the town is in danger, he wakes.”

Jericho shook his head slightly. “He can’t fully wake without witches to believe him awake. I think that’s the whole point.”

“What?”

“Saint Hildegard had to go down into the mine to fetch him, when the French knights came. He didn’t appear by himself.”

“I . . . no, but . . . what?” said Avelyn, lost.

“The mine, An El, the miners’ songs,” Jericho said. He sounded spacey, as though he had let go of something he had been worrying about because it had already happened and there was nothing left he could do. “It’s all to one purpose, yes? To keep the King asleep. Down in the deep, the King sleeps, and dreams; it’s the first thing Hreod children are taught. That he exists: and that he’s asleep. Every time a mining shift goes down, they sing it. Generation after generation. But Hreoda know too much, they see his dreams in the deep and they know what the images are in the salt, they know this place and their own history, they know he can wake, so what’s necessary? An El, the firewall for emergencies, so that if Hreod belief isn’t enough to keep him asleep, there’s a monastery full of people who believe in no other god but their own.” He sounded exhausted. “While there are humans in Hreodwater, the King sleeps, even if he’s trying to wake. Trying is bad enough, that can kill Outsiders at An El, but to actually wake, the light that would bring—it’s all been built for that to be impossible. Unless . . . unless, someone goes down to wake him.”

“It’s a prison. You—have to let him out,” Avelyn said slowly. “I wonder how you make him go back in.”

“We need to do it. He will help. He always has.”

They had argued enough already. Without really meaning to, Avelyn pulled his rosary out and wound it around his hand, digging his nails into the cross. “Are we really talking about setting loose a demon so that it fights angels for us?”

“I’m talking about setting loose something that shows every sign of wanting to protect people here, against things that kill people by the tens of thousands,” Jericho said wearily. He pulled out his cigarettes. He didn’t bother with the lighter and just conjured fire into the palm of his hand. And then, because he was still himself: “Want one?”

“Thanks.” Avelyn swallowed. “That’s a good trick, with the . . . How did you do it?”

“I didn’t,” Jericho said. “I just stopped believing there’s no such thing as Hell and let you take over for a second.”

They sat in silence. Avelyn noticed wretchedly that the tobacco was beautiful. Jericho was watching the smoke, his head resting back against the wall.

“The salt light is like fog here,” Avelyn said at last. In here, there was a layer of it just above them, about three feet off the floor and three feet from the ceiling. Lower than the courtyard, he thought pointlessly, and then just as pointlessly: it has something to do with surface area. The enormous curtain walls of the castle kept it twelve feet away. A smallish room; three feet. Jericho; inches. “It’s everywhere. That’s why those things can’t find him. I think it’s camouflage. I think . . . we need to walk around until we can find somewhere brighter. The King should be wherever it’s brightest.”

Jericho nodded once. They both looked at the room’s interior door, small and arched, leading . . . somewhere, deeper into the castle.

Avelyn had to sit for a few seconds with the weight of what they were about to do crouching in his head like an anvil. Finally, he stood up, and held his hands out to help Jericho up too. “Jericho . . . did you say Saint Hildegard left records? Have you read them?”

“Yes.”

“What does she say?”
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It wasn’t often that anyone complained to the abbey that people weren’t turning to salt. Hildegard had puzzled over the message all the way to Hreodwater. It was surely, surely that somebody had turned to salt: or, she had thought so. But when she reached the fen and the Flood after the long ride from Lincoln, and a man rowed out to fetch her after she lit the beacon fire on its little stone pillar at the water’s edge, he only nodded mournfully when she said she was here about the salt problem.

“Yes,” he said, “An El, we think he must be sick. He did nothing to the chevaliers. They came through and took the salt mine right from us, and nothing. Sorry about the pigs,” he added.

It was a kind of English she hadn’t heard before. It had other, older words in it. The nearest she knew was the way the shepherds counted—that was Celtic counting—but this was more . . . more. She could understand, or at least, she could guess.

“An El?” she repeated, not sure if it was an obvious thing he was just pronouncing differently. She might have been able to concentrate better if the back of the boat hadn’t been full of happy pigs. One of them came to snuffle at the pockets of her cloak. She stroked its ears. She’d always liked pigs; and she was inclined to like a man who took his for outings.

The man pointed just past the rocky island that, she understood from the map, was Hreodwater. There was a littler island next to it, linked by a wooden causeway. It was a way off, but she could see what might have been standing stones around it. “An El,” he repeated. “Hregs Halen. I don’t know English for this. But he didn’t come this time.”

She couldn’t tell if he was talking about a person, or a thing. “I see,” she lied, and hoped things would become clear if she shut up and listened. She had come to these islands five years ago from Byzantium, and initially she had panicked, because there seemed to be nearly as many languages as there were people, and not a single one of them was normal Greek, but what you soon learned was that in any given situation, most people were probably only trying to say one of five things to you, and none of the five things was wildly unexpected. An El would be a standing stone, or an old curse.

“When was last time?” she asked instead.

He pointed to the stones again. “The Northmen. The Roman soldiers before then, but you can’t see them until you go down the mine.” He looked upset. “But this time—the chevaliers, they just stormed through, they killed Beortnoth, and now they say the mine is theirs. Nothing happened to them.”

“What should have happened?”

“He turns them to salt,” he said seriously.

She wondered if that was true. She had passed salt stones on the way here. And out in these wilds, so far from any real civilisation . . . who knew what old magic still stalked the marshes.

She was tired. It was a long way from Whitby, and the weather was bitter, and her bad leg was hurting. She had thought Northumbria was cold, but Hreodwater was worse. The mist, which tasted of salt, seemed to seep into everything. She wanted to ask if was possible to sit down for a while, but she could already see it wouldn’t be. The ferryman didn’t only seem drawn and weary; he looked frightened.

The town was rich. She could see why the French had come. The buildings were stone, the windows glazed with jewel-coloured crystal, and the people she saw were dressed as well as any courtier in Byzantium. They all looked strange. Britain had all sorts in it—Northmen, Celts, Saxons, now the French, not to mention church people from across Europe and Africa, doing the gradual work of bringing this isolated, rainy little island into the broader economy and faith of the rest of the world, but she had never seen people like the Hreoda before.

They were . . . healthy. Even in great cities, especially in great cities, there were beggars, and people with sicknesses and injuries, and limbs that had formed differently to the usual way. In Britain, because it had never been fit for human habitation anyway, everyone was pale and washed-out in the way normal people were only if they were right on the edge of dying of plague. But nobody here looked ill. Nobody stooped, or trembled; nobody limped, or went carefully over the steep ways in the rocky town. They were tall, as well, and much darker than Saxons, more like the ancient images of the hunters who had been in these lands in the time of the ice and drawn themselves onto the walls of the caves beside the great tusked beasts they had followed here, and . . .

And they all had the same eyes. Violet.

She shifted her grip on her staff, trying to transfer her weight less painfully. She was struggling with the steep steps. This place hadn’t been made for anyone like her. Clearly you walked well here, or you didn’t go anywhere.

At the top of the hill was a kind of palace, ancient and low-slung but with a miraculous dome that looked like it was made of glass. This, said the ferryman, was where the Witan sat. They were gathering now. She was grateful for the little wait, inside by a fire. Someone gave her some hot wine, and after the chill of the fen, it was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

“Are you injured, sister?” one of the guards asked her, polite and worried. “Do you need to see a witch?”

Witch: physician, it must have meant. The two were the same in plenty of heathen places.

“No, no, I’ve had this since I was a child,” she explained.

He blinked as though the idea of a childhood injury lasting into a person’s forties was as outlandish as seeing a giraffe lope across the fen.

She had half thought she had misunderstood the ferryman, but what the Hreod ealdormen had to say was the same. There was—something—they called An El, and it usually protected Hreodwater, but this time, it hadn’t. The French knights had come, and taken the mine, which was the town’s only source of wealth, killed the witches, and nothing had happened to those riders at all, and everyone was baffled. The person who told most of the story was . . . Hildegard couldn’t tell what she had used to be. Perhaps she had been the jarl, subservient to York; or perhaps the queen.

Now, though, the French had explained that she was a regional secretary who must report to a new baron from France thank you, and if she didn’t like it, they were happy to burn down Hreodwater just like they’d burned down half the towns in England.

Hildegard started to feel more and more uncomfortable, because nothing like this had happened to her before. She had never been completely unable to tell if she was talking to ordinary people who were worried about something real, or people from such an isolated place that their stories were real to them and they were mourning the breaking of a legend that everyone had believed was true history. The language was making it impossible to tell whether the queen was educated or not, whether she was the kind of person who travelled, who understood the world beyond the fen, or the kind who would see the edge of the flood as the edge of everything.

There was an empty chair next to her, and she had a haunted look. Those two things together made Hildegard suspect the French had also requisitioned the heir.

“Sister,” the perhaps-queen said at last. “You are not from England?”

“Constantinople. It’s . . .” Unbelievably far away, if your whole life was a tiny island in a salt marsh. “In the east.”

“Like Saint George,” someone murmured, and to her surprise, there were approving nods.

“Strong magic comes from there,” the lady said, very carefully, and clearly trying to choose words she was sure Hildegard would know. “We are pleased you came, but—we can understand it is hard to know if we are mad in the way of tiny places, or if we speak true.”

Hildegard had hoped it wasn’t written all over her face, but she had one of those faces that was a fully illuminated manuscript, with beasts and devils etched in turquoise around the capital letters. “No, I believe you. I’m just not sure what I can do.”

“We need for a holy person to be in talking to An El,” the lady said quietly. “We have no holy people here now, and no magic. The French, they took our witches.”

Someone spat. It was fast becoming the traditional reaction to any mention of the French. The French called their king Guillaume the Conqueror. The English called him William the Bastard.

Hildegard nodded slowly. Christ and the Church must never have made it to Hreodwater, even if stories of Saint George had. The abbey wouldn’t love that, but in all the ways that mattered, it was irrelevant. They were in need and they had asked the abbey for help, and the only good thing to do was give it. That was how you shone the light of the Church into the dark places: not by turning away when someone needed a lamp. “How do I talk to him?”

“He is north, under the earth.” The lady glanced around the other elders, some of whom nodded. “We are in hoping that he is alive, but we fear he is not.”

Hildegard tried not to let her mind leap ahead, but she’d always had a frog mind, and it couldn’t help leaping. Sometimes, it was useful: sometimes it meant she heard a foreign word and she could guess what it meant. Sometimes, like now, she had Hell visions of some poor soul these people had decided was special somehow and locked underground. It wasn’t out of the question. People had a way of making their own gods when there were none of the usual kind forthcoming. You took a person, and if you made them separate enough and strange enough—first, you made someone like her, someone in holy orders who people trusted. Stranger and more separate, and you had what she suspected these people would call a witch, and the stranger the witch, the stronger the magic. Stranger still, and more terrible, and you could make . . . something else.

“Can you take me?” she asked.

“Yes,” the lady said. She paused. “But—it is dangerous, for an Outsider. You will need armour.”

“Armour,” Hildegard echoed, dismayed. “I’m not a warrior.” She touched her staff, as though her habit and veil didn’t say it clearly enough.

“No. Against the salt light. It is strong, where he is. We have silver in us, but you will need it from the smith.”

Hildegard didn’t know what that meant, but it seemed churlish to argue now. With a tightening worry deep in her chest that they were sending her towards something much more real than a curse or a standing stone, she let the lady lead her away, to an antechamber where, already standing ready on a wooden mannequin, was an exquisite suit of silver armour, worked with writhing vines and dragons, and silver mail that flowed like mercury.

On another island in the flooded fen, across a wooden causeway and beneath the archway made of mammoth tusks, there was a gash in the earth. It looked like someone had blasted through with explosives. The way was uneven, not mined out. The only thing that looked like people had made it was the stairway down. Steps cut into the rock salt. Down, into the dark. She took a torch, and the sword she always brought whenever she travelled now, in case of French knights. When she looked back, everyone was watching her, looking drawn. The perhaps-queen bowed slightly to her, and again, Hildegard had an urgent feeling she was being sent to do something she didn’t understand, with consequences she couldn’t know.

But that was what faith was. You did what you could, you judged as well as you were able, and you trusted God for the rest. He wouldn’t look after you—the opposite. He might throw you to the lions, have you shot apart, or burned alive. You didn’t trust him with your safety. That was irrelevant. But you did trust that whatever was to come, however horrifying, was to a purpose.

Even so, she hoped that the golden age of martyrs was over. She turned to face the darkness.

She had expected the armour to be heavy, but it was almost nothing. It hadn’t been made to take a lance to chest, or to stop a sword. It was hammered almost as thin as cloth, riveted onto leather that moved well. She’d tried to ask what this salt light was that everyone was anxious about, but all they could tell her was that in the mine, there was a kind of light she couldn’t see, and that enough of it was . . . well. Enough of it turned you to salt.

There were carvings on the rocks on either side of the stairway, the whirling kind that you saw sometimes inside the old stone circles and the ruins of the castles in the west, and which nobody could read anymore. She had a crawling feeling that these said something like: Turn back. One of them showed a scene that looked horribly like dead people sinking into the fen.

Her steps and the thump of her staff echoed. The air smelled powerfully of salt; the stuff was everywhere. Even on her. It was starting to coat the tiny hairs on her wrists. The steps were distorted with it. Stalactites of it hung from the ceiling.

The way led into a cavern. Water gleamed in the torchlight. Another lake: the water must have run down from the fen above. And, in that lake, another island, a great crag of—was it glass or salt?—and on the island, a tower, built in the old way without mortar, just stones packed tight together.

When you reach the cavern, the lady had said, put the helmet on. She did, and the silver gauntlets, and not a second too soon. The ends of her hair were crumbling into salt.

God in Heaven.

Only . . . God hadn’t been here in some time, she was sure.

There was a bridge. Salt poured off it like a frozen waterfall on either side.

Christ, the tower had no door.

They had walled someone in.

“Is anyone in there?” she said, and then jumped so hard she cricked her neck, because the cavern snatched her voice and boomed it back at her. THERE THERE there there there . . .

Nothing.

She shoved the torch into some salt, stared at the stonework for a few seconds, and then tried to pull out a piece of rock so she could see into the tower, but everything had been rammed in so tight it must have been done with a mallet. Instead, she smacked the hilt of the sword into it, hard, so that the halite broke. Another few punches with the steel hilt and she had made herself a window big enough to shine the torch through. Before she did, though, she breathed in deep and tried to tell herself that if she saw a body in there, it wasn’t frightening, only sad, and what she would need to do was get in there and say a blessing over it.

There was no body.

There was a man.

He was asleep on something like an altar, and she could see he was asleep because he was breathing. Around him, impossible and titan in her lamplight, there were trees; oak trees, the ground scattered about with acorns that, just for a split second, she thought were pearls. The branches interlocked above the man, as though they were shielding him from rain that would never fall.

She knocked more stones out and crept awkwardly through, the ragged doorway scraping down her back. Her bad leg panged, the dangerous pain that said it would settle in right up her back tomorrow morning.

As though it had any business down a mine, as though there was nothing more ordinary, a white stag blinked at her and ran away into the blackness. She jolted her lamp higher, shocked. The tower was round, she had seen it, and they were on an island in a lake, but . . .

But they weren’t.

There was architecture beyond the trees. Columns, arches. Hooves clattered on what sounded madly like steps. She went in further, hand stretched out, expecting to find the wall of the tower at any second, but . . . nothing. What she found was a balcony, and steps that led down and down, and somewhere below, the sigh of trees, and the singing of what she would have sworn was a river. The air was hot here, but it was open too. She could feel that there was a vast space in front of her.

Some ancient kind of witchcraft.

Nothing she wanted to investigate. Look too long at sorcery, and sorcery would look back. There were things you had to understand in order to defeat them—cankers, wounds, madness—but there were others that you just had to extinguish. Get too near a fire, and soon you were on fire too.

She looked right into the darkness, at the arches that looped above her, promising a gigantic structure above, at the steps, at the first ghosts of trees beyond, barely half-sketched by the penumbra of her light, and put it all out of her mind. None of that mattered, and sure as the Devil roared, none of it was anything to do with God.

Slowly, she turned back to the sleeping man.

For an entire second, she thought he was an unearthly colour, but in fact, what she had taken for his face was a silver mask. It fitted to him so precisely that it looked real. The metalwork was beautiful, but plain—just the cast of a man’s face, a youngish man she thought. His black hair flowed over the edges of the altar, gleaming with spilled-oil rainbows.

Silver chains shackled his wrists to the altar.

God, what had they done?

She leaned down over him to see how the mask was fastened on, dreading what she might find, but they hadn’t nailed it into his skull, thank Christ. There was just a strap, and a silver buckle. She took it off and eased it away. Underneath, his face was exactly the same as the face of the mask. He was so pale he must never have seen daylight, the lines of his brows and lashes deep black ink strokes. Not Hreod. She had never seen a human like him before. Perhaps he was Irish, or Cornish; people said they were like ghosts.

She put one hand to his chest and pressed gently.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I’m a physician.”

When he opened his eyes, they were vivid black. He took her in for a moment of entire stillness, then sat up fast and pushed her away, not hard enough to knock her over but hard enough to set her back a couple of paces—Christ, but her leg hurt—and with one manacled hand, he pointed at the hole she had made in the wall. Get out.

“No, they sent me for you. Are you An El?”

Whether or not he understood English, he caught the name, and went very still.

She went back to him and touched the manacles. They were fastened into place with bolts, easily taken out, though not by him: the chain was too short for him to get his hands together.

He jolted back from her. The chains snapped tight.

“No, they sent me for you,” she said again, increasingly sure he didn’t understand. He was still looking at her as though she had explained that she wanted to lead him out to be hanged.

No doubt once you had been chained in the dark for long enough, you became afraid of daylight. Or perhaps of what those above would do if you tried to reach it.

“It’s safe,” she tried. Then she tried again in Latin, just in case, although she couldn’t imagine this haunted place had ever heard it. Down in the deep dark, something screamed.

Well, the devils could shriek all they liked.

He inclined his head, though. He had noticed that the Latin sounded different.

If he was Irish or Cornish, he would have no English. They spoke older languages. Perhaps that was even what Hreod was—it certainly sounded ancient enough and wild enough—but if that was the case, then there was no way for her to speak to him. For Christ’s sake, what had been the point of sending her down here? Those people above must have known he wouldn’t understand anything she said.

“Does this sound any more familiar?” she tried in Greek.

Whether he understood Greek or not, he did seem to understand that she was trying to find a way to talk with him rather than at him. He said something back. It was a language she didn’t know—it had a click in it—but it sounded maddeningly familiar somehow, like it was something she had overheard as a child, but it could have been anything. A thousand languages elbowed each other around the markets and monasteries of Byzantium.

Very gently, she reached out and tugged his arm, then pointed upwards. The silver gauntlet shone. It was getting warm. It was hot in the mine.

He shook his head.

She opened her hands, hoping it read as Why not? in any language.

His eyes raked up and down her, and then snagged on her pack. He held his hand out, with a flicker of a look at her, asking permission. She gave it to him. He unbuckled it and looked through, then took out an apple. He held it out in his palm for her to see. She didn’t know what he wanted her to do.

“You—can have it if you want?”

He tilted his eyes down at it, and it turned to salt. Right there in his hand. It made a minuscule crackling noise. He closed his fist, and it shattered into salt chunks that pattered onto the floor.

She had heard of miracles before. Of course she had. She heard about them all the time. She believed in them too. But she had never seen one. In stories, saints fell down into jubilant prayer, but she couldn’t move. All her joints were locked into place, and part of her mind informed her that if the world wasn’t going to work in the way everybody had agreed it did, then her bones wouldn’t be working too well either thank you; they were going to sit here until the world returned to its usual order.

He pointed again at the hole she had made. Go away.

An angel. They had chained an angel in the mine.

He said something. It was emphatic. She was certain it was Get out.

“No,” she said, and pulled the bolt from the closest manacle.

It fell off his arm. He looked down at it, then at her, and stayed still when she went around to his other side and opened the other manacle too.

“Why are you afraid? You could kill all of them.”

He looked tired, but when she took his arm and pulled to let him know she wanted him to follow her out, he let her.

Standing, he was tall. His hair fell to his waist, very dark against the white robe he wore. He let her lead him out, and up, almost all the way. When the daylight touched the path, though, he stopped and shook his head, as though he had been able to countenance the idea, but not the fact now that it was here.

“If they did this to you, I can take you away from them and you will never see them again,” she said. “Nor this place. You are . . . you do not belong buried underground.” She held her hand out.

He didn’t take it. He was standing back against the wall, out of the light. She could see he was about to run. He had been watching the uneven way she walked, judging rightly that she could go no faster than that.

She caught his arm before he could try. He pulled, but she got her boot behind his ankle and he went down with a slow bump, and then sighed from where he ended up on the ground. She helped him up again, and this time, he didn’t run. A little madly, she wondered if this what was what it boiled down to with Jacob too, and the one he had wrestled. Had it really been a fight, or had he just towed something along and then given it a pull when it thought it didn’t want to be rescued?

“You can’t stay down there in the dark. You’ll go mad,” she said.

He seemed to see she wouldn’t change her mind.

The people from Hreodwater were waiting exactly where she had left them, clustered around the archway. They were singing. She didn’t understand the words, but she could tell that it was a hymn.

As he came into their view, he . . . changed.

The plain white he had been wearing shimmered into silver, brocade forming down his sleeves like frost, and through his hair, what looked like diamonds crystallised into being and forged themselves into a crown.

The Hreoda all turned away before he came out into the open. They had their hands over their eyes. It was not what she had expected at all, not how anyone greeted a king or a priest, but it was clearly done with reverence, and the song never ceased, rising as high and holy as anything she had heard in the Hagia Sophia.

Snow was falling. Within a few minutes, the ground was white and frozen, and she stared around. What if she was wrong? What if he wasn’t an angel, what if he was some—ancient winter demon, the thing that people here used to make the turning of the seasons?

“They do not see what you see,” An El said, in perfect Greek, and she swung back to him.

“What?” she croaked.

He brushed his fingertips against his heart, the universal sign of apology. “You did not think I could speak to you, so I could not. But they know that I can.”

“I don’t . . . understand.”

“No,” he agreed, with the same unsayable weariness he had had when she bullied him out of the tower and above. “But don’t be afraid.” He looked up into the snow, ice already frosting the crown, and the fog came down so heavily that she could barely see him. “They see blinding light. It’s why they must turn away. I stand here too long with them, and they would soon be blinded. The fog helps, and the cold . . . is keeping you from burning any more.”

“Any . . . more.”

There was sorrow written into his whole posture. “A few moments with me would have been enough. Even with silver armour, you were not made for this place. They sent you down there to die. You will die, soon. That was why I tried to make you leave. I’m so sorry, brave witch.”

“But I’m not burned. I feel . . .”

“Not that kind of burn.”

She watched him for a moment, halfway to amused. “All my life, physicians have told me what I cannot do. I don’t believe you are much different, sir. I’m made of better alloys than you might think.”

Wholly unexpectedly, he smiled. “Really? Well, that would be some fine witching indeed.” He studied her, but then his black eyes flicked out to the snow and fen, as if he had heard something.

After a few seconds, she did too.

Hoofbeats thundered on the ground. That horrible thump and chink of heavy armour. Guttural French voices calling to each other. She didn’t understand. It was somewhere between Latin and Norse, and the knights who spoke it were a terrible mixture of the most frightening sides of both too, Romans and Northmen, the discipline of one and the savagery of the other. The old crack in her femur started to throb anew.

Someone must have told the garrison that something was happening here.

“We have to go,” she said. “They’ll burn this whole town. They’ve burned half of England.”

“Have they,” he said.

He looked into the fog, and she knew then that he could see through it as if it wasn’t there. Snow eddied around him, coiling the ends of his hair. “Yes, I see.” His eyes came back to her, and to the Hreoda, still singing, still covering their eyes, still facing away from him. “Well, I will not hurt you any more than I already have, but there are other things to be done.”

“Other things?” she whispered, because the knights were close: they must almost have been at the edge of the shallow water between Hreodwater and the fen. Shallow enough for them to ride across.

He pointed through the fog.

Across the water, something was rising from the fen. Towers, walls, battlements, rooftops that gleamed like diamond—God, it was salt—stairways swooping up the gantries from nothing, a titan edifice pouring peat and water from its angles as it powered upward fully formed, a miracle castle, greater than a castle: a citadel labyrinth.

Alarmed shouts in French pierced the fog.

Just visible through all the clouding whiteness, a great portcullis slammed shut. She felt the bang through the ground. It shook the rivets of the silver armour.

“They can ride there for as long as they believe they’re alive,” An El said, as if he had brushed aside a few spiders.

She wanted to say that she didn’t understand, but it was stranger than not understanding. She could see that there was reason to this, some alchemy that had a system and a logic, but she couldn’t tell what it was, or how it was he was spinning the world into whatever matter he liked. All the world was only atoms, water and air and fire and earth, all arranged in different configuration to make the illusions of different substances, so of course you could take them apart and remake them, but surely not like this . . .

And then—and then the great castle faded. The fen was only the fen, the fog rolled through the walls as if they had never been solid.

There were no more voices in French.
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Caer Halen

Now

Caer Halen was not an ordinary castle.

There were no corridors, no clear network to connect different wings and towers. The small room opened out into a hall of great pillars, vast windows letting in a wintry daylight, even though, an hour ago, it had been the middle of the night. Not our daylight. Some of the windows were broken, and snow feathered through.

The salt light snaked overhead, far off the floor and far from the walls, a great cloud system of it—and it was brighter at the far end.

The way wasn’t clear, though.

Salt statues stood everywhere, larger than life: people, horses, carts, railway tracks, the ruins of old buildings, the harsh lines of newer ones, and on the ground, the salt had built itself into a slurry that looked exactly like white mud, riven by the cart tracks and the horses’ hooves, people’s boots. It had all risen up through the floor exactly like those drowned images on the bridge of the Saint’s Way, but it was a fever-dream labyrinth of giants. Each figure was twice Avelyn’s size, or more. The proportions were different in different places, at crazy variance.

All through the air, the salt glittered, but none of it had any light of its own. It was all . . . dead.

Jericho touched a monstrous horse. It was stuck in the salt mud, frozen in the midst of a horrible struggle. All of it was like that. The people and the animals, even the structures, looked as though they were slogging endlessly and hopelessly.

Beneath a huge salt cart that lay with a broken axle across the way, Avelyn stopped abruptly, because there was a salt child crouched under it. She was twice his size, but just recently a baby. She was staring at nothing in the same way the salt image of Avelyn’s younger self had inside the chapel at An El.

A glimmer of light flared inside the salt figure, and he jumped, and then had to explain why to Jericho.

“Salt light reacts with belief,” Jericho said. “Maybe if there’s no one close by to believe anything . . . it goes dark.”

They were under another horse now, rearing desperately. Avelyn stared up. The salt traced out every muscle in the horse, every stitch on the harness. “What is all this? It’s horrible.” He turned around as he walked, then frowned when he saw, behind a pillar, small as if it were a long way off, the dome of the Witan building. “Jesus, this is Hreodwater. But . . .” He had stop, because they had come to gargantuan railway tracks, waist high. He had to vault over, and landed awkwardly, because the floor was lower down on the other side. He reached back to help Jericho down. “We’ve never had trains here.”

Jericho was gazing up at a salt engine. It reached to the ceiling, infernal, casting them into an acid-tasting shadow. “You could, though? I mean—the old trains. They weren’t electric. It was just . . . combustion. Valves, steam.”

“Yes. They—Christ, they fought this. I remember, from school. There was a group of industrialists who tried to buy all the land here, they were forcing it through somehow, but . . . people went out at night and blew up the railway tracks. Just as well,” Avelyn added, his eyes coming to rest on a butcher’s stall not far away. It was hung with dead pigs. As though pigs weren’t people.

“So it’s an old nightmare,” Jericho said softly. “These are like fossils.”

The child under the cart coughed.

Avelyn snapped backwards and away from it, and without any more discussion they both ran for the far door, and the brighter light, while behind them the salt nightmares shifted. When he looked back, Avelyn thought some of them had a ghost of colour to them that they hadn’t before.

He closed his eyes.

Seeing is believing, and believing is true. Mind like a rock.

Back the way they had come, there was pyroclastic euphoria.

“One of those things is inside,” Avelyn said.

Jericho hauled the door shut behind them.

They came out on a high gallery above a courtyard. Blessedly, there was nothing in it, no salt figures right on the edge of getting up and walking. It was snowy, and in the corners were pieces of what might have been broken equipment. In the centre stood a statue of Saint Hildegard, but Avelyn had a feeling it was a real statue, not something that had grown from the salt.

It was casting a salt light shadow, just. The light was a fraction stronger on the far side of the courtyard, through the next archway. He looked around for a way down. There wasn’t one. The gallery ran around all four sides of the courtyard, but there were no doors, and no stairs.

“Why do I feel as though dream castles don’t have to follow the rules of real castles?” he said, beginning to feel like he had after he had been shot: feverish and echoey. Something was coming after them; he could feel the push of the unnatural joy grinding nearer, and eventually it would be at this door, and when it was . . . would he just open the door? Jericho was strong enough to pick him up and stop him doing it, but Jericho would have nowhere to go with him. They were making what must have been their third circuit of the balcony, the snow stinging whenever they faced into the wind. In a sudden clatter, ravens flew overhead and settled on a tower in what he was almost certain was not the north, though everything in his mind insisted it had to be. The ravens were laughing a hacking laugh.

“Well, they don’t if you go around thinking about it like that,” Jericho said. “Come on, Brocken, what kind of witch are you?”

Avelyn looked up at him. “All right, dickhead. I don’t know if I can change what I believe just because it’s convenient—can you?”

Jericho looked a little helpless, but then his eyes slipped past Avelyn’s shoulder, and he brightened. “Well, it doesn’t matter, because there are stairs there. We just didn’t see them, it’s the angle of the gallery I think.”

“Oh, okay.” Avelyn turned around, then stopped. There were indeed stairs, but they definitively had not been there before. “I want to think there will come a point when I know not to believe you, but I’m worried you believe I’ll believe you too much for that to happen.”

“That’s possible,” Jericho admitted.

“So much for free will,” Avelyn grumbled.

“No, you can do it to me just as much as I’m doing it to you.”

“Can I though? Because I feel like your joy and goodwill to all humans and otherwise is bulletproof. The Devil could flap down over there, and you’d ask if he’d like a biscuit, and he would.”

“Well, believe properly then. You’re not trying hard enough.”

Avelyn didn’t look away from him, but dropped down into a crouch to scoop up some snow. Jericho realized what was about to happen and ran away, though not quite quick enough, and yelped when the snowball hit him in the head.

The ras hit Avelyn sideways and bundled him up: that was the King laughing. He swayed. It was good, painfully good, but again, different to what was coming up behind them. It faded again as Jericho brushed himself off, shaking snow out of his curls and muttering about Gen Z, and in its outrun, Avelyn had a wash of pure affection for him. Adoration wasted; yes, he knew all about that.

“Which way?” Jericho asked, halfway down the steps and clearly ready to run away from him again.

The light was bright on the north side of the courtyard. Avelyn pointed, suddenly sad and tired. What time was it, and how long it had been since they’d last slept, or eaten? It felt like a long time.

He heard the chink of armour and chain mail before it reached the top of his mind. In an abstract way, he thought what a sinister noise it was, how you’d run from it if you heard it out in some field a thousand years ago, and stand on the edge of the woods, powerless to do anything while those riders burned and salted the earth.

Then he understood and dragged Jericho into what little shadow there was in the cloister.

The knights galloped into the courtyard.

The men and the horses were so heavily armoured, it was hard even to see their eyes. The noise of hooves and chainmail shuddered the ground, and blue pennants snapped in the torchlight and the falling snow. Someone shouted an order in a language Avelyn didn’t know at first. After a lag, he thought it might be French.

Behind their pillar, broad but not enough to hide them if the knights were looking for anyone, Jericho drew Avelyn in front, so that Avelyn was tucked between him and the stone. Avelyn looked back, not wanting to be human-shielded, but Jericho put one hand against the pillar, locking him into place with a glance that said, Argue with me now, and I’ll make your insides come out of your nose. Avelyn shut up.

The knights were dismounting. Some of them were trying doors around the courtyard. Avelyn watched them, mesmerised. They had dark halos, like the stag, but they looked real. They were talking to each other, taut and on the edge of panic, he thought. He couldn’t tell what they were looking for.

Both of them stayed perfectly still. The knights were kicking in doors just along from them. There was nothing shielding them from view at all but the shadows between the torches and, maybe, the knights’ assumption that there was nobody else here.

We aren’t here, Avelyn tried to think. They can’t see us, they can’t see us, just like the police in the Outside, we’re just not here, and they can’t . . .

He could feel he wasn’t doing it right. It didn’t feel like it had when he had convinced himself there was snow for Jericho’s hand before. He didn’t believe it. He was just wishing. He knew they were going to see.

There was a crash as a knight destroyed a door. He stamped out again, and Avelyn didn’t understand what he was saying, but it was clearly swearing. The man stood for a second, breathing hard. His hair was part shaved, cut short to fit under his helmet, dark but greying. There was frost on his armour. It looked heavy, and he moved slowly with it, but easily. The clothes under it were dirty. He looked like he had been riding for days. The hem of a blue cloak lined with heavy white fur brushed the ground, muddy to three or four inches. He left far deeper prints in the snow than Avelyn and Jericho had.

Prints.

It wasn’t snowing enough to have covered their own yet.

Avelyn saw the knight’s gaze follow them, then travel upward until their eyes met.

The sword he drew from its sheath on his back was almost as tall as he was.

For an excruciating second, Avelyn had no idea what to do—God knew someone like that would break him in half without trying—and then like a choking engine, common sense kicked in, stuttering but functioning.

“Stop!” Avelyn yelled in Latin. “We’re priests! We were sent from Rome!”

A pause. “Priests?” Latin too.

He felt his shoulders sink with relief. You could know that Latin had been an international language among educated people a thousand years ago when these knights came to England, but actually shouting it at someone about to cut you in two was something else.

Jericho put one hand on his back, the way you encouraged prize horses. Good: steady.

“There are miracles here,” Avelyn said doggedly. “We were sent to verify them. My name is Avelyn, this is Jericho. And—you?”

“Guillaume Villiers. What is this place?”

“The people here call it Caer Halen. The Salt Fortress. It . . . I think it was made with magic,” he said, because there was no use trying to explain salt light to an angry giant who couldn’t see it. He would, if he was lucky, be here all week. If he wasn’t, he would be here for about four and a half seconds.

“You’re telling me,” Guillaume said with feeling. “We can’t get out. This is the third time we’ve circled back to this castle.”

Avelyn stared at him, feeling like he was standing six feet to the left of himself. He was speaking in Latin to a knight, a very real-seeming knight, who understood. “How long have you been here?”

“God’s teeth, I don’t know. The sun never rises.” Guillaume eyed them doubtfully. “You don’t look like priests.”

“Normal clothes corrode here. They turn to salt.” Avelyn nodded at the rivets on the man’s armour, salt-fogged. “That will only get worse. You should try to find something that was made here. It’s . . .” He didn’t know the Latin for immune. “Stronger.”

The man studied him, raking over his hair, still black, and his unnerving, salt-bright skin. “What are you? Are you Irish?”

“Yes, travelling from Glendalough,” said Avelyn, naming the oldest monastery he could think of because that seemed a lot better than admitting to being from here. His English history wasn’t very good, but he didn’t think anyone born in England had been a natural friend to French knights.

The knight nodded once, as if that was reassuring. “Good. Come and preach to my men. They’re in need of a holy man.” There was a sharpness to him that said: now we’ll see if you’re a real fucking priest.

“My pleasure,” Avelyn said carefully.

“What, you don’t talk?” the knight snapped at Jericho.

Jericho said something in French with a graceful dip of his head, and the knight laughed with a mix of surprise and pleasure.

“Very good. Well, come on, both of you.”

“What did you say?” Avelyn whispered.

“I said I didn’t want to speak out of turn before a lord so great,” Jericho whispered back.

Avelyn swallowed. Knights, real knights, the kind England hadn’t seen for a thousand years, trapped here. Just like they were. “Jericho, are they dreams, or have they been here for a thousand years and they don’t know?”

“Does it matter?” Jericho said, watching them.

He was right. They were dangerous, whichever it was. Some of them had pulled their helmets off. Their heads were half shaved, the same as Guillaume’s, and they were all dirty and gaunt, stubble shadowing their faces, fingernails traced in black. Hard blank eyes followed Avelyn and Jericho as they crossed the courtyard. They were teetering right on edge of eviscerating somebody for no reason except they were tired and angry.

“God, what do we say to them?” Avelyn asked, helplessness blooming through his whole mind. What would they do, if they didn’t like what he said?

Jericho pulled his sleeve to make him come close. “Don’t overthink it. It’s just about making them believe they’re good and brave and full of chivalry.”

“Do you believe that enough?” Avelyn asked, just as quiet. He had made that joke about the Devil, but the reality of thirty violent men was different. “Because I don’t.”

“Boys! I’ve found some priests. They’re going to talk to you,” Guillaume said shortly, having rounded them up.

“See the good in them,” Jericho whispered. “Make them see it too. Come on, look at them. They’re just children.”

As the blank gazes clamped onto his, Avelyn saw with some dismay that Jericho was right. The knights were mainly younger than he was; eighteen, nineteen. Guillaume was only thirty or so.

Barely older than Avelyn’s students.

“Good morning,” he said carefully. He fell into the easy precision he had cultivated for years for the radio. “You are tired, so I won’t talk long. I know this is a strange land. This fortress is called Caer Halen, the Salt Castle. Its lord is the god of this place, who the people here say sleeps deep below.”

There were interested murmurs. Not usual sermon material. Priests didn’t generally go around admitting there was more than just the one god.

“This fen is haunted, and sometimes you will see demons here, and nightmares. But you are men of faith. God protects and keeps you, even when the sun does not rise. Once there was a young knight at Arthur’s court, just like all of you: born to a great house, and hopeful of honour. But when the King said, Tell me a story, sir, he could not: he hadn’t done anything yet, he had faced no hardship, nor contest . . . nor devils on the fen.”

Some smiles.

“So when a monstrous knight rode into the court on his horse and challenged the King to a duel, Gawain said, ‘Let me.’ The strange knight told him to land a blow, and that in return, he’d have to take the same. Gawain killed him; he cut his head off. But then the knight picked up the head, and the head said, ‘You gave your word: find me at the Green Chapel on New Year’s morning a year hence.’ I think you all know that story.”

There were nods. Avelyn was telling the Hreod version, but he knew it was probably one of a dozen similar stories floating around half of Europe. There was always a mad challenge and a knight who couldn’t die, and there was always a young man who, at least on first inspection, seemed like a total idiot.

Jericho met his eyes and nodded slightly. Keep going.

“This is a strange story, because everyone asks, why in God’s name would Gawain go off just to be killed? But you all know. You all know that giving your word is sacred. You all know what honour is, and what it means. You all know why he went. And you all know that creatures like that monstrous knight, and places like this, are not written into the world for your downfall. They are only God’s way of allowing you to test your honour and your valour. Lesser knights would stumble and turn away. Great knights know that no curse will touch them while they carry their faith and their virtue strong. So do not fear this fog, nor this castle. There is nothing here to harm you. Only stories for you to tell, when you return to the court.”

More smiles now. When he said the Lord’s Prayer, they all joined in, and after Amen, he thought maybe they had changed a tiny fraction. They looked . . . brighter. Less tattered, less dead behind the eyes. A couple of them had a tiny rough-and-tumble fight when one mimed cutting the other’s head off with an axe.

Jericho was talking to a few of the closer knights, showing them something between his hands—a little salt owl, the tame ones that would come right up to you. Incredibly, the knights weren’t murdering it, just stroking its sooty black chest with gauntletted fingertips, laughing when it hooted at them. It had an authoritative hoot.

Guillaume looked pleased. He smacked Avelyn’s shoulder too hard. “That’s good. You speak marvellous well.”

“Thank you,” said Avelyn, a little flat, holding his shoulder. He had never understood why so many Outside men liked to hurt each other and call it friendliness. Perhaps the idea was that if you were hurt every day then it wasn’t shocking when a real fight came.

“I like those stories about the old king,” Guillaume reflected. He was studying his knights. “You’re right. They make the men braver. You’ll come with us,” he added abruptly. “We need holy men.”

Avelyn shook his head. “We can’t, we need to get to our abbey.”

“We need to get off this cursed fen,” Guillaume said. “Then you can go to your abbey.”

“No,” Avelyn said slowly, “thank you.”

“How’s this. If you try to leave us,” Guillaume said, sounding quite pleasant, “I’ll break your pretty friend’s face and pass him round my men, who haven’t seen such a fine thing as he is for a long time, and then you won’t like him so much, will you?”

Around them and above, the salt light was flaring its aurora brightnesses again. Avelyn brushed a strand of it and watched the particles dance over his knuckles. For the first time, he wasn’t afraid at all. All he could think was that some people really walked into these things.

“As you wish,” he said, with a courteous tilt of his head. Guillaume lifted his chin, proud, Avelyn thought, of how much taller he was. Idiot. “But—my lord, how long have you been on this fen?”

“I told you, we don’t know, the sun never rises.”

“But what month is it?”

Guillaume frowned. “Are you drunk? Michaelmas was last week.”

“No. It’s almost Christmas.” Avelyn let his eyes drag on the salt tarnishing on Guillaume’s armour. “Your armour looks like you’ve been here for months.”

Guillaume looked too. “Don’t be stupid,” he said, but there was uncertainty written across his face.

“North is not north. You must have noticed.”

“The—compasses spin, but what has that to do with anything—”

“North is different,” Avelyn said over him, still quiet and low, “and so are other things. You said that you have come back to this castle three times. How sure are you that it’s only been three?”

“It . . .” Confusion clouded him. He did what big, blunt, unpleasant people always did when they felt confused, and doubled down, but at the same time he shot a look towards his men that was full of the fear that only came from affection. He loved them. He didn’t want anything so horrifying to have happened to them. “Of course it’s only three times,” he snapped.

“When did you last eat?” Avelyn pushed, taking care to emanate priestly concern. Easy: he was half Guillaume’s size. He could see himself in the knight’s breastplate. He was all wide eyes and soft curls and sharp bones.

“Eat?” Guillaume looked puzzled by the idea. “Well, we . . .” Something in his expression cracked. “I don’t know. For God’s sake, that’s nothing to do with getting away from here.”

“I’m concerned that it is. What year is it?” Avelyn asked.

“What are you—”

“Just tell me, my lord.”

“It’s ten hundred and sixty-seven.”

“No.” Avelyn took the silver camera out of his bag. He took a picture of Guillaume with it and leaned fast to the side when, startled, Guillaume tried to knock it out of his hands. He gave him the picture, which was developing.

“What . . . is that? This is me. How did you put a mirror on paper?” Guillaume looked up properly. “You’re no priest. You’re a witch.”

“I am a priest, and that isn’t witchcraft. It’s a machine. It was made almost a thousand years after you were born. You have been here far longer than you think.” Avelyn looked across the courtyard to make Guillaume look too. “You haven’t eaten. You don’t remember how many times you’ve come back here. It’s because you aren’t really here anymore. None of you are. Look at this courtyard. Really look.”

“You’re insane,” Guillaume said, but his eyes skimmed past Avelyn. “What am I supposed to be looking for?”

“Bones,” Avelyn said, light and soft. “Men. And horses. And old shields, bearing sigils . . . no one knows anymore. You were lost a thousand years ago. You have been trapped in circles ever since. You’re all dead. You just didn’t notice. All you are is an echo of old belief in the magic here.”

Guillaume’s eyes crept past him again, and this time, when Avelyn looked too, there were bones. Rusted armour with no one in it, broken pennants, the bright cloth long since rotted away; it all cluttered the edges of the courtyard, half hidden by snow drifts, but there.

“No,” Guillame said, but he was already coming apart in the wind.

The others saw, and perhaps because seeing is believing, perhaps because they had half suspected something was wrong too, the wind combed them away as well, and Avelyn and Jericho were alone in the courtyard.

Avelyn stood still, watching the new snow cover the hoofprints of the horses that weren’t there anymore, and breathed out slowly. He had always known he was ruthless. People always said, You never know how you’ll react in a terrible situation until it happens; they said things like, What would you do if a train was about to run over five people on the tracks, but pulling a lever to divert it to a different track would kill someone else? They always said it as if the point was that no normal human could possibly divert the train because nobody could live with the death on their conscience, even if they saved five lives. But to him, that had always been a non-problem. He’d pull that bloody lever, and it would be tough luck to whoever was on the line. You weren’t supposed to be like that, but he was.

There was a difference between knowing he was that way, though, and having proof.

Jericho came up beside him and towed him inside one of the rooms the knights had broken into. At first it was derelict and cold, but after Jericho had glanced around, a fire crackled into being in the grate.

When Jericho held his arms out, Avelyn stepped into them.

“Thank you,” Jericho said. “I heard what he said.”

Avelyn stayed where he was. He wanted to hang in this second forever. He didn’t want to go on, or to find the King, or to see whatever happened after that. It would kill them, one way or another. Either those things following would catch up, or the King would reduce them both to halite. He wanted to stay just here, like this, thinking of nothing except the bright sorrow of impossible longing. Jericho was another waystation on the lonely road he had chosen, one he would never be able to stop at. He could only look through the windows at the light inside and wish.
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Amman, Jordan

There was no discussion. Sally pulled the door open and pushed Tallis through it first, then followed with two coats snatched from the hallway pegs, and then they were running down the stairs—along with at least ten other people from other flats. Everyone was silent, everyone was trying to run with as little weight as possible, and everyone was sending scared glances back at the huge, bearded man carrying a tiny baby in a Moses basket. She hesitated at the outside door to see which way the man and the baby went, then pulled Sally in the opposite direction, back down the steep, dark hill. Behind them, someone shrieked.

“We need to go to the mosque,” Sally said tightly. They were running again. Despite what must have been a fog of salt light in the air, it was cold now, the desert night dry and cloudless and biting. He threw a coat to her. “Maybe someone there knows what to do.”

“Some random parish imam is going to know bugger all except how to advertise the charity bowls match for the elderly,” Tallis said, coughing, because the air tasted of salt again, and gulping it in while they ran was as bad as swallowing seawater. “We need a—Christ alive—lab.”

He pushed his hand over his face as they slowed down for the darkest part of the passageway. Neither of them had any light, but some girls up ahead had lamps. “The Grand Mosque then. Tallis . . . I think you might feel something there, I think you might—see a way to believing. Please come with me.”

She didn’t understand what he meant at first, but then her tired brain caught up. Only believers could be saved. He was trying to help.

She held his elbows. “Okay. But you have to promise that nobody is going to be offended if I fall asleep on the floor. I’m so tired now. Mosques have carpets, don’t they? It’s such an error, it’s inviting people to get too comfortable.”

He scooped her into a sudden hug. She froze for a whole second, then put her arms around his waist. His ribs fluttered, and she felt an old packet of cigarettes crush flat in his pocket. She pressed her teeth together and rubbed his back. She probably reminded him of his mother.

Without streetlamps, the dark was deep and rich, and cold. Tallis had never been in darkness like it inside a city. It felt old, as if it had rolled in from the desert, having bided its time for a hundred years, waiting for the failure of electrons in their wires to reclaim everything from the light.

They walked close together, as quickly as they could, looking dead ahead to keep from staring towards the graveyard. At sharp corners, other people clapped or whistled low, because there was no other way to know someone else was coming the other way. Her eyes kept flickering of their own accord to the sides of buildings and deep-shadowed balconies, always half convinced something was there, but it seemed, at least, that they had left the dead behind for now. People weren’t panicking here. Here and there were little fires, from gas canisters or wood, and people were sitting outside on flimsy mismatched chairs, eyes glinting. It was surprisingly calm. Mostly, they were just cooking, or trying to keep warm. A family with tiny twin boys was playing a board game by the firelight, or trying to.

“You’re cheating!” one of the boys exclaimed. “It’s always landing on six!”

“I’m not!” his brother squeaked, but he sounded delighted. Their parents looked bewildered.

Just like the coins were landing on heads. Failure of randomness. Hence the banks.

If randomness didn’t decide how coins and dice fell, or how lightning struck, or the thousand other things it usually determined . . . what did decide, now?

She couldn’t think. Half her mind was still staring back at the thing on Sally’s balcony.

Nothing had followed, even though the part of her trained on films expected an unearthly shriek and a fasting-moving horde. The only things moving were people, shadows, and stray cats. Nothing was climbing the gutters or the telegraph poles; nothing crawled from the corners.

She let her breath out in intervals, a third, two thirds, all the way.

“Typical,” said Sally. “The apocalypse happens, and half of Amman sets up a market stall. You can’t say people aren’t practical.” He sounded incredulous and halfway to proud at the same time. “Existential panic? No, ma’am, just buy one get one free.”

Because she had been thinking about dice and the dead, Tallis hadn’t seen that on the narrow way ahead of them, there were at least a dozen brightly coloured market stalls, all hung about with lamps, the kind with rainbow glass and intricate metalwork. Hand-painted signs hung above them, sometimes banners, sometimes written on paper lanterns. She couldn’t read any.

“Fortune-telling,” Sally said, pointing at one. “Coffee reading. Your Fate in the Poetry of Fal-e Hafez. The Science of the Sand.” He looked confused. “They’re . . . all like that.”

As Tallis watched, someone scattered a handful of sand over a bronze tray, and three girls leaned close to see. There were some exclamations she didn’t understand, and she couldn’t see the sand past them, but it was doing something unexpected.

“All of that needs some element of randomness, doesn’t it,” she said, more to the world generally than to Sally. “Coffee reading is like reading tea leaves. The poetry thing is a random selection of lines. Sand reading is about—random lines and dots.” She stared at the middle distance. There was something in that. “I Ching is sticks thrown at random. Tarot cards have to be shuffled; random.”

“Sorry?” said Sally, distracted, because somebody had just stepped out in front of him, smiling, to show him a glass cup full of old coffee grounds. “No, thank you . . .”

Tallis looked into the cup.

It showed figures like the one in the dosimetry image. Something like people, but attached to a chaos of wheels and eyes, eagle wings, lion faces, whipping tails, and fabric.

When she brushed his arm, Sally looked too, and she saw his expression open from impatience to helpless perplexity.

Some quality of that image, though, felt like the memory of seeing much more than seeing. Just like the figures in the graveyard. Every instinct Tallis had trained to recognise a hallucination was shouting that although, yes, the coffee grounds were really forming shapes . . . it wasn’t real. The image was like a hallucination that had made its way into coffee.

“You should get out of here,” Sally said to the fortune teller. “There are—back there, people are coming out of graves.”

“God be praised,” the fortune teller said primly, nodding to the red moon.

As they passed away from the residential streets, the almost cosy feel of the night changed, and hardened. The fires were soon in the middle of the road. Abandoned cars stood askew everywhere. An ambulance with its doors ominously slung open. Shadowy figures ran at the edges of the way. Sometimes distant, sometimes right in front of them, windows smashed. Tallis had always imagined looting was done by angry young men, but the person holding the baseball bat now was a scared-looking girl with a baby strapped to her chest.

When they passed a group of men in some kind of uniform, Sally caught her hand and gripped it, but the men ignored them. They seemed intent on going elsewhere.

Tallis had to crush down a panic that was opening its rows and rows of gun ports, ready to fire chain shot right into the part of her mind that was clinging hard to common sense and clarity. It would have been disconcerting enough to see the world crumble in a part of it she knew well, where she understood every word and knew its codes of dress and manners, but here: she only understood one phrase in ten, and she couldn’t read people’s clothes or accents, or even all the road signs, or any of the other thousand tiny things you could know only if you belonged. Everyone was being shipwrecked now, but she was much further out to sea than most.

It was all right. She had Sally. She had Sally.

From a minaret a long way off, the call to prayer echoed eerie through the night. Sensible, Tallis thought. Get people off the streets and inside, and tell them what to do, even if it was just making sandwiches or something, and all this would go a lot better. She wondered suddenly what was happening at home. Were the church bells ringing? Had the banks failed there too, or was it localised? When she made it back, would the windows in her flat be smashed in, because someone desperate had wanted to raid her kitchen for canned food?

In the middle of the road was a person on fire.

Flames covered them wholly, but they seemed not to feel it. They were just standing still, head tilted, watching. The proportions weren’t right. The arms were too long, the knees too low, and . . . she couldn’t tell in the smoke that poured from them, but there was something wrong with the face.

Another figure burned out of the shadows, crawling, trailing embers.

Sally gripped her arm. “Turn around. We need to go back.”

Tallis didn’t move.

Failure of randomness in salt light. Instead you got . . . what? Coins always landing on heads, dice on six, coffee grounds and sand making shapes . . .

In a deep-down way she couldn’t trace yet, she was certain that that was the same as the red moon, the dead rising, and jinn burning in the street. All of it was too . . . too something.

One of the burning figures began to walk towards them. Like she had at the hospital, she felt as if she were watching it on a screen. This wasn’t her country, and these weren’t her jinn.

And exactly like those figures in the graveyard, seeing it felt much more like the memory of seeing, not real seeing. It was an echo.

She snapped her fingers in front of her face. It was a sudden enough, sharp enough sound to startle her occipital lobe. She saw moths.

“Oh—God, where did those come from?” Sally coughed, hunching forward and covering his mouth and nose.

What?

She swung around. “Can you see moths?”

“Of course I can see moths! Come on!” Sally pulled her hand and dragged her into a side alley. It was so dark it was impossible to see even a few inches ahead, but they plunged down it anyway.

There was a clang and a gasp right in front of her, and then she bumped into Sally. Sally had walked straight into a fence. It crossed the whole alley. There was no gate, and no way to see how high it was.

The thing on fire had followed them. The flames began to catch on a pile of old cardboard boxes. The boxes were so dry that the fire engulfed them straightaway, the top layer withering to show the wavy pattern of the next, crumbling and distorting into an ashy mass. Sparks landed on Tallis’s sleeves.

Failure of randomness. Coins. Dice. Coffee grounds.

Red moon. Resurrection. Jinn.

Moths.

“It’s the salt light,” she said. “This didn’t start until the salt light blew in over the city.”

“What?” Sally croaked.

“It’s making . . .” She couldn’t get her fingernails over it, but some instinct she couldn’t name made her brush him behind her.

“Tallis, don’t . . .”

The burning thing had almost reached her. She could feel the heat off it. But the heat was the same as that artificial joy before. It was fake. Even the flames on the cardboard—they were flames, the cardboard was burning, but it wasn’t right.

“It’s not real,” she said aloud, at the same time as she understood.

The flames stopped. The burning thing just . . . came apart, crumbling to embers that blew away in a breath of sparks and charcoal back down the alleyway.
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Caer Halen

As the salt light brightened, the castle changed. At first they had been in soaring impossible halls, halls to make cathedrals feel small. But as Avelyn and Jericho followed the light, the architecture aged, and they were moving through older and older iterations of grandeur. Until, now, they were moving through rough, narrow stone corridors. The doorways were made of three standing stones, set aslant, and in the walls, so that the tusks made a curving canopy just above them, were mammoth skulls. The ways were so small that although the salt light still didn’t touch the walls, you couldn’t walk in the shadows anymore. The light was pounding, and Avelyn’s eyes were streaming.

He was trying to hold his mind still, but it was more and more difficult to do. He couldn’t tell how long it had been now, but it felt like hours, and the brighter the salt light flared, the more his eyes hurt, and the more the heat of it shifted from something like summer to the pounding of an open forge. It was as bad now as it had been down the Saint’s Way, full of lighting flickers and aurora flashes, and sudden flares that looked like something exploding on the surface of the sun. He was having to try and predict them and get his hands over his face before they happened. If he didn’t, he saw nothing but purple-green stars for whole minutes afterwards.

The stone lintels were bothering him too.

They were all covered in spiral patterns. Spirals and spirals and spirals, and in the same deep-down place that had recognised the sound of the angels’ language, he knew that they were warnings. Turn back, because this way, the world will turn upside down. You think you’re on an open fen, and you can even see the sky—unchanging twilight—but soon it will all turn around, and you’ll be deep underground. Up is down.

Briefly the way opened out, and they were walking along a cliff edge, outside, and down on the plain below there was ice, and mammoths walking. It was a blast of gloriously cold air. But then they were plunged back into another tunnel and the flogging heat of the salt light.

All at once, Avelyn couldn’t go any further. The tiredness slung into him just as heavily as the ecstasy behind them. The salt in the air was so sharp now that it was lacerating the back of his throat. He had a drilling headache. Soon he would have to walk with his eyes shut and just hope Jericho could guide him. The idea of doing that again made him slow down and stop, his back against a stone carved with a huge, urgent triskelion.

“I need to sleep,” he said. “I’m going to collapse soon.”

He thought Jericho was going to say, Thank God, let’s do that. Jericho, though, looked troubled. “Me too, but I don’t think we should. Can you lucid-dream?”

“Can I what?” said Avelyn. “No. Can you?”

“Only a bit,” Jericho said.

Avelyn was about to say that that made no sense. But the sense trickled down.

He believed his dreams, when he was dreaming them. Sometimes he even questioned them and realized that it had to be a dream, only for his dreaming logic to tell him not to be so ridiculous and to keep running away from the mystery monster in the jungle.

He didn’t often have nightmares, but in this labyrinth, after he had murdered thirty people and seen Annunciata turn to salt, after everything in the town, the helicopter, all those people . . . the chances of good and harmless dreams seemed slim.

“I still have to stop. I’m sorry, my head is killing me. The light is—it’s like staring into stadium halogens.”

“No . . . no, all right. You’re right.”

Jericho held his lamp up. It looked wrong. There was the screaming white salt light with its storm fluxes and then, around Jericho, his slim dark aura. He was lost in pitch black except for the light of his lamp.

“Here,” Jericho said, and turned into a side chamber. “There’s—well, there’s a fire at least,” he said, sounding exhausted.

Avelyn had a feeling that there had not been a fire, there had been nothing, maybe even no room and no door, but a fire was all Jericho had the energy left to believe, or to make Avelyn believe.

A fire it was, though, set in stones in the middle of the floor, surrounded with fur rugs. Temples thumping, Avelyn had to keep his eyes shut as they slumped down together. They didn’t talk for a while. The fire clicked and sighed, and sometimes snowflakes hissed as they fell into the heat through the hole in the roof. Avelyn sat with his hands over his eyes. He could see the bones again.

“I need to find something silver soon,” he said at last. “My skull is going to explode.”

Jericho touched his forehead. He was only checking for a fever, but the second his hand was within a few inches, all the light vanished. Darkness. Blissful, glorious, real darkness. Avelyn caught his hand and held it there, and opened his eyes. The headache was instantly gone. There was no light but the fire, tracing the rug and the flagstones and Jericho, who looked confused.

“Oh, my God. Just sit like that,” Avelyn said, too relieved to be self-conscious.

“Or?” Jericho opened his other arm.

Knowing he shouldn’t, Avelyn hinged sideways into his lap. That dark halo was broad enough that it cradled him to his shoulders if Jericho leaned forward. He breathed out gradually. The ordinary absence of a screaming headache was as good as the ras. Jericho laid one hand on the side of his skull. He had never enjoyed darkness so much. The fire popped and skittered an ember close to the edge of the rug. He smiled a little at it, because it looked like something alive that had come to have a look at them.

“Will you go blind if I lie down?” Jericho asked.

“Do you—mind if I face you?”

“Nobody would mind that except you,” Jericho said, and there was weariness in his voice. Tired of Avelyn’s exhausting neuroses, and no wonder. He put his hand over Avelyn’s eyes so that moving wouldn’t strobe salt light at him, and lay on his side facing the fire. Avelyn turned over to press his forehead to Jericho’s shoulder. “Okay?”

“Mm. Thanks,” Avelyn said, knowing already there was no way he could sleep like this. Though it was cool in Jericho’s salt light shadow, his whole skin was too sensitive now. He could feel the seams on his shirt, the place under his collarbone where the silver crucifix was imprinting itself into him at an awkward angle, the dig of the rosary beads in his hip pocket, even though it wasn’t the hip he was lying on.

He swallowed hard—the air tasted of seawater now—and took the rosary out. He didn’t like praying it. Some people found it meditative, but he wasn’t good at hearing any meaning in words he said again and again. Liturgical reading was much better; if he read in different languages, it was easier to see the same meaning fresh. His Greek was garbage now, but he had liked it when he was studying. The word for “sin” was hamartia. By the time Saint Paul was preaching, it was very much sin, a conscious decision to do wrong, but if you read the old poems from before Christ was thought of, it had been an archery word: it just meant a miss, as in, you missed the target. You were trying but you’d twitched wrongly at the last second and the arrow didn’t quite hit where you’d hoped.

The firelight was just enough to trace the cherrywood beads. Father Li had given this to him at his ordination. He kept it close between them so the light couldn’t atomise it.

Jericho wasn’t asleep either. Avelyn could feel it from the way he was breathing. There was a tightness to his collarbones and the tendons in his throat that made Avelyn sure he was clenching his teeth.

“You think I’ve given my whole life to a horrible mistake, don’t you?” Avelyn asked quietly.

Jericho breathed deeper. “I was seeing if I could make a fire mouse.”

“A . . .?”

Jericho reached over his shoulder and picked up something. It had started out as the ember that had skittered across the floor, but now it was a little snuffly fluff ball, still gently on fire and smoking, but not burning him. It sat in his palm, washing its face. Avelyn smiled and stroked it. It held onto his fingertip with both paws.

“But yes,” Jericho said. “I think it’s cruel, what the Church does. I think it’s unspeakably horrible that it forces a life on you that you don’t want but tolerate because anything else would be even worse. I think it’s a rancid and insidious abuse to insist that suffering is improving. Tell that to the altar boys and the girls in the laundries. But I can see we’ll need to agree to disagree.”

Avelyn was quiet. No one had said it to him so frankly before, nor with so much anger vibrating under the surface.

“God forgives, though. The King doesn’t.”

“What?”

Avelyn let his breath out slowly, and then drew the next one deeper. Maybe it was time to tell it.
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Hreodwater, England

Twelve years ago

His grandmother had looked down at him for a long time, and then at the witch.

“He could be a bad miner,” the witch said to her, meeting her eyes steady, even though almost nobody could do that. “Or he could be a great witch.”

His grandmother sighed. She didn’t try to argue that he would be any good as a miner. They were past that. “You could die, Avelyn. Once you’re down there and that door is sealed . . . nobody is going to open it to save you if you don’t come back. Something terrible could be tearing your ribs out of your chest right on the other side, and still no one is going to open it. Is this what you want?”

“Yes, Lady Brocken,” he said, all ranweth.

“If you don’t allow him to be apprenticed here,” the witch said, “I recommend you give him to the witches of Rome. Get him away from salt light before he does something even more dangerous with it.”

“I haven’t done anything dangerous—” Avelyn began.

The witch pushed the back of his head. “You turned Gwen into a—”

“Only for half a second—”

“I would suggest,” his grandmother said drily, “that that was half a second too long.”

He twisted his nose and tried to look penitent, even though he personally felt that Gwen-as-show-pig had been much improved.

“He’s supposed to be Lord Hringen in two months,” his grandmother said to the witch. “The negotiations took all year. It was hard enough to convince Lady Hringen that unleashing him on her clan won’t be like putting a vixen in a hen house. Have you any idea how difficult it will be to get her to agree to marrying a witch?”

“I would say,” the witch said, taking that much more gracefully than Avelyn would have, “that being married to a trained witch is much better than being married to an untrained one.”

They both looked down at Avelyn.

“Did you do it on purpose?” his grandmother said slowly.

“My lady?” he asked, pouring effort into sounding as though he wasn’t sure what she was asking. Of course it hadn’t occurred to him that witches stayed witches even once they were married, and they were allowed to come and go as they liked. Even earn their own money. Go on journeys alone: even in the Outside. Of course he was a dutiful boy who wanted to devote his whole life to Lady Hringen. What?

She seemed to dismiss it, like he’d known she would. “Go, then. Though if my grandson dies,” she said to the witch, in the same mild tone, “I will gut you and feed you to my daughters’ foxes.”

It was a bright winter in the King’s Way, and the salt light was lunar on the day the witch finally took Avelyn to light-walk. Below the working shafts of all three of the mining clans’ ways, there were more tunnels; sealed off from the pit faces above with silver and vault locks. In the old days, even touching one meant the death penalty, or at least the bards claimed so. Avelyn doubted that was true. The silver doors stopped people getting through, but if the King was restless, the salt light came straight through the walls, so it wasn’t as though the tunnel on the other side would be instantly more dangerous than the one on this side. They were an arbitrary border, just placed, he suspected, more or less where the salt light might be dangerous on a bright day.

He was still fizzy at the idea of seeing beyond one, though.

The witch was his father, though that didn’t give them anything to talk about. Fathers in Hreodwater were like two-doors-down neighbours elsewhere; you sometimes knew them to nod to, but it was your mother’s brothers you went to for teaching and help and being embarrassed in front of your friends. Which was why it was odd that the man kept looking at him as if he were worried as they walked down to the witches’ tunnels.

“What?” said Avelyn, who had no patience for being looked at by strange men.

“You know half the people who go down there never come home,” the witch said quietly. It was impossible to know what witches were thinking, because they never took off the masks, but there was something like pain in his eyes. “You’re not doing this just because you don’t want to back down?”

Avelyn shook his head once. “I’m brighter than half the people I know, so. Odds are good.”

“Perhaps not. You’re too sharp for your own good.”

“Whenever people say that,” said Avelyn, amused, “it really means I’m too sharp for them.”

The witch shook his head once, a look that every single teacher Avelyn had ever had and would ever have aimed at him too. He didn’t say anything else and let his neck bend slightly, as though the weight of the mask was hurting him. Avelyn frowned and looked him over again, on the edge of telling him to get a grip. The man was his father, not his uncle. Avelyn was nobody to him. What was the matter with him? Or maybe he was just one of those people who got upset when somebody killed a spider. Probably.

Up ahead, the way narrowed. And there it was. The silver door.

“Down there is a pool the colour of brandy,” the witch told him. “Around the pool are pebbles like moonstones. Those are witch stones. You bring one back, and you give it to me . . . and I will give you a mask. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“I will seal this door behind you. I will not open it again. You open it yourself from the other side, or it does not open. If you cannot reach the door, nobody will come for you, and by entering, you swear to die down there before you let anything into the higher mine. So if you’re frightened, for the King’s sake, just come back before you go too deep. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Avelyn wouldn’t be doing that.

The witch looked at him for too long again. “Beyond this door, the salt light is bright enough to make the King’s dreams real; and his nightmares. Seeing is believing and believing is true.” That was it, the ritual of consent, but he didn’t say, Do you understand? “Watch your mind, tua-Brocken. You trust it too much. When a mind like yours believes things . . .” He shook his head and slung light across his silver mask. “You believe them far more unshakeably than most people.”

Avelyn had been raised right, so he didn’t say, And at what point will you be getting on with it? But you reached a certain age, and you could say that with your eyelashes.

The witch sighed. He spun the wheel on the vault door and held it open. “Mind like a rock. Sing to the King, and nothing else. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Avelyn said, and stepped inside.

The witch pulled it shut behind him. Avelyn stood to watch the locking wheel turn and hear the bolt thunk into place. It wouldn’t turn again unless he turned it. He grinned.

The salt light was like a winter morning when he reached the cave. It sparkled in the salt formed across the stones around the pools, on its stalactites—and in the witch stones. Hah. He picked one up and gazed around, soaking in the ras and the quiet. It hadn’t been a difficult walk down. It had taken him a long, long time to learn it properly—so long his mother had been convinced there was something wrong with him—but he could hold his mind still now even if he didn’t sing. He hadn’t seen the barest flicker of a dream, or a nightmare. Just the glow of the halite walls. It was lovely.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had been by himself. Only by himself: not just in the next room from eight other people. It was never quiet at home. Petitioners came and went all the time, pages were everywhere, foxes, cats, children, and his uncles were always talking to other people’s uncles, having their mysterious conversations in corners, while the grandmothers laughed over their wine.

This was bliss.

Then he almost fell over, because there was a man sitting on the rocks.

The man looked up fast when he heard the pebbles crunch, and—ran. He vanished into another passage, deeper down, fleet as a vixen.

“Wait! Wait, I didn’t mean to . . .” Avelyn lifted his hands and let them flop to his sides again, annoyed with himself. He had no idea who the man was, but it was clear he wasn’t supposed to be down here.

The echo was so sharp that his own voice called back to him entire seconds after he had spoken: Wait . . . didn’t mean to . . . wait, wait . . . mean to . . .

Hating that he could have frightened anyone—he felt sticky if he even startled Redspear’s piglets—Avelyn dug in his bag for the candied nuts he’d been saving, left them on the rock, and backed away.

Nobody knew what happened to the would-be witches who vanished in these tunnels. There were never bodies. There were stories; they walked too far, all way down into Caer Halen, and decided to stay. They found the King, and in that churning salt light they died, because you would have to be Saint Hildegard to walk through that and make nothing in it real. Or . . . they went mad, addicted to the ras, and lived down here. You could. There were so many miles of tunnels, and there were pools in all of them, rivers, lakes, full of fish and eels. There was supposed to be a forest in the Saint’s Way.

“I won’t tell anyone you’re here.”

Tell anyone you’re here, you’re here, you’re here . . . here . . . here.

He waited. He couldn’t just turn and go without knowing if the man was all right. You didn’t run like that if something hadn’t happened to scare you before. What kind of witch would leave someone like that?

Very, very slowly, the man came back. Avelyn stayed where he was, but lifted his hand to say hello. The man looked from him to the candied nuts as if the idea of a present were something that had never occurred to him before. In case the echoes startled him again, Avelyn mimed giving him something. For you.

The man stood still. He was looking down at himself now, at his own clothes, which were quite serviceable for someone who had been living in a mine, and at his own hands, as if he wasn’t very used to the idea of those either. Or maybe it was that he wasn’t used to being looked at.

“Hello,” Avelyn said, very quiet.

Hello hello hello said the echoes, and he winced.

The man lifted his eyes, but he didn’t run. Avelyn couldn’t tell how old he was. Not old, though. His hair was in a long plait over his shoulder, glass black. Barely faster than forming salt, the man touched his own throat. It looked for all the world like he was checking he still had the cords to speak with. “Hello,” he said.

He had an incredible voice. He sounded like a cello; rich, low, clear.

Avelyn smiled. “How long have you been down here?”

“A . . . long time.”

“Can I sit with you?”

“Yes.”

Avelyn climbed onto the rocks. When he put his hands down onto them, the salt leached all the moisture from his hands, and he had to sit and rub them until they felt normal again. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just came for a witch stone.”

“Dangerous,” the man remarked, not looking away from him.

“I know, but I’m all right in salt light.”

For some reason, the man laughed. It wasn’t humour exactly. It was the kind of laugh Avelyn’s uncles did when his English teacher said he was “a little bit tricky” when he didn’t see the point of learning something.

Avelyn looked him over, but he didn’t seem ill or hurt. That was a good start. With any luck, he wasn’t mad either. Maybe, if Avelyn was careful, he could gentle him back up to the surface. He picked up a flat pebble and skimmed it, then scrunched his nose when he only managed two skips. He gave the man another one. The man smiled—it was a very sane smile—and got four. Avelyn made a disgusted noise that echoed; and when the man laughed, that echoed too, beautifully, a whole choir laughing.

Very gently, the man took his hand and guided his arm to show him the angle he needed. His own hand was cool and steady, stronger than Avelyn’s, but he only just grazed him with his fingertips. Avelyn flickered a glance up at him and felt a sudden sharp despair, because no one was going to be this careful with him again. He was going to be married to Lady Hringen, and from the way Hagan and Hengest talked about being married, it sounded more like a perfunctory medical process than anything remotely like this.

When the man guided his hand close to his chest and then straightened his arm, he tried to hold the feeling close so that he could take it out later, when he would need it.

He tried again that way: four. The man mimed clapping so the noise wouldn’t deafen them both. Avelyn did a little bow, sad and happy at the same time.

It was so strange, but later, he couldn’t have said what the man looked like. What he felt like, though, was vivid. He felt like waking up on the day the Yule festival began, knowing they were going to light the fires soon, and the bards would sing and the witches would dance, and there would be games and his uncles would secretly get drunk and make him swear not to tell his grandmother.

“Do you not get bored down here?” Avelyn asked him.

Bored down here, down here, here, here, said the echoes, sounding very young. Did he really sound like that?

The man gave it some thought. He was taller than Avelyn, but he was sitting tilted forward like a swan to listen to him. “No.”

“What do you do all day?”

Do you do, do you do, do . . .

The man studied him, and Avelyn thought he was going to say what everyone said, which was, You ask a lot of questions, don’t you, in the way that meant You’re exhausting. He looked away, down at the brandy-coloured water. Usually he liked it when he could provoke people to that point—it was a point of pride that if Hagan and Hengest truly hated someone, they sent Avelyn round for dinner—but the idea of annoying this strange man just made him feel ashamed. This place was so still, and so peaceful. Why did he have to ruin it? He always did.

“Why do you want to be a witch?”

“Because . . .” If five people asked him the same question, he always gave five different answers, because words were like keys and people were locks, and you just had to find the right keys to make people do what you wanted. But this man wasn’t a lock. “I’ve got a pretty good mind, and I want to see how well it can run. I know that makes me sound like a prick.” He paused. “But if I don’t let it run . . . it’s going to start dying. My family, they want me to go and be Lord Hringen, which is lucky, I know, and I’m grateful, but it’s still too small. Everything is too small, because everywhere is full of other people, and they all need me to not run, they need me to sit still, and be small. There isn’t enough space to run or even to stand, and eventually . . . it will make me small.” He lifted his eyes. “Witches don’t have to be small. They can come here, where there’s no one, and run.”

The man smiled. “That’s a good answer.”

Avelyn smiled too, pleased and embarrassed. Suddenly he didn’t know what to do with his hands. “Why do you like it so much down here?”

Down here, down here.

The man pointed upwards. He meant the echo. “That. If you sing to it, it sings to you too.”

“No, it doesn’t,” said Avelyn, because he was used to his uncles teasing him. “It’s just the echo.”

Echo, echo, echo.

The man let that fade away, then smiled too and sang a few words in another language to the cool air. He could sing like no one Avelyn had heard before; it made the bards sound hollow. He could draw power up from somewhere much deeper than they did. Avelyn went still, hypnotised.

The echo sang back, and when it did, the man gave Avelyn a playful look and sang back to it again, over it, layering into his own voice until there was a harmony. While the second echo began, the first was still singing, and he did it again, and then again, until there was a choir singing around the brandy-coloured pool, voices weaving in and out and striking chords together, to a rhythm like nothing in Hreod, and behind it all somewhere . . . there were impossible drums, and far more voices than there should have been, and in the salt light, ghosts of dancers.

When the man held his hand out, Avelyn took it, because it would have been a kind of blasphemy not to dance. The ghost dancers spun around them, and the man spun him, catching him when it was too fast and he was too dizzy. It made them both laugh. Other hands and other boots, not real, crashed that bones-of-the-earth beat until he could feel it through the ground. It was full of joy, like a reel, but there was something in it that was the same as the hymns for the King; sacred.

Magic.

Avelyn had known that given the right salt light, witches could do magic. He knew the story about the witch in the time of the mammoth when the Bone People had stolen Hreod children, and she had tricked them into believing that they were only ravens dreaming of being people . . . and so they were. He knew that uncontrolled magic was why catching sight of something frightening in the mine made it real. But he had never known there could be anything like this.

It faded at last, and when it did, the dance had turned him so that he bumped back against the man’s chest. The man bent forward over him like a question mark, so that Avelyn could feel him still laughing through the muscles across his belly, fitted just against the small of his back. It was such a good feeling. Avelyn let himself go still and looked back.

“Come up to the surface for a little while? You could always come back again, if you don’t like it.”

Anxiety flitted through the man’s eyes as they ticked past Avelyn and to the tunnel that led upward. “No. I shouldn’t.”

“You can’t stay here always,” Avelyn pointed out. “What happens if you’re lonely?”

The man laughed that half laugh again, as though Avelyn had said something much truer than he knew.

“Please.”

“All right,” the man said, and let Avelyn take his hand and lead him up to the silver door.

He wasn’t sure what he was going to say to his grandmother, or to the witch; Here, look, I found this extra person in the tunnels, I think we should probably give him a proper hot meal and put him by the fire with a fox to hug and someone to talk to so that he can remember what people are like and how being sane feels? It was reasonable enough, but he had to admit it was unexpected. He could already see his grandmother’s face. She was generous, and it would be no bother to her to have one more person in the house, especially a sweet ranweth one, but she was going to look at him like she did whenever he rescued ducklings whose ducks had been eaten by pike. It’s just going to die eventually, and even if it doesn’t, do you want a duck forever?

Avelyn actually had five or six forever ducks. He got ready to say that he would be happy to have a forever man-from-the-tunnels.

Once they were through the door, it wasn’t far to the Brocken seams—and his uncles, who were waiting right at the mouth of the tunnel, pretending to clean tools, but really looking for him.

“Avelyn!” It was a simultaneous joy-explosion and he was engulfed from both sides, and then they were both asking him how it had been and had it been hard, he had been a long time, had he seen anything, was he hurt, good, and . . . who is this?

Avelyn looked back and realized he hadn’t actually asked the man his name. The man had pressed against the wall, almost gone in the shadows. “Well, I found him in the tunnels, and I think he’s been there for a long time, so . . .”

He didn’t get any further.

His grandmother was coming, and her eyes were fixed on the man.

“Avelyn,” she said, very quiet. “What . . . is . . . that?”

“What?” he said, following her eyes and finding only the man, who was watching her back like a cat.

“What have you done?” she said. He had never heard her sound like that.

“I just wanted to show him—”

“Why do you think that’s a person?”

He bumped back against the wall. She never shouted at him, not like that, not like she was going to kill him. When he looked back, the man wasn’t there.

“Where is it?” she snapped, and other people stopped. “Where the fuck is it?”

Hagan caught Avelyn’s arm. “Run. Run,” he hissed, and then Hengest was pushing him too, and he saw despair in them, and how they were looking up ahead, to his grandmother, to the swing of the sledgehammer, and the support pillar, and then . . .

And then he was on the bridge at An El, and a tiny man was talking to him in English and putting a blanket around him, and Avelyn didn’t understand, but there was nobody else to go with, so in the end, not knowing what was happening or why, he let the tiny man tow him into the abbey and sit him down in an armchair, still salt-dusty, and after a long time his mind dredged up how to do English, and he found out that the tiny man’s name was Father Li. He didn’t say whose father.

“Can you tell me what happened?” Father Li said at last, once he had made Avelyn eat some bread and some soup.

Avelyn nodded slightly. “I was too proud,” he said, “so he killed them all.”

“Who did?” Li said softly.

“The King,” Avelyn said, dull. It was all happening to somebody else. He was just watching. It was like being at the performance of a bard you didn’t like, but you couldn’t leave because then that would be all anyone talked about. So you sat there and watched it.

Li only pressed his hand to Avelyn’s forehead. “I think you’re getting a fever. You’re delirious. Never mind, hey? There’s a new doctor just come today, though, so maybe he can have a look at you.”
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Now

The fire mouse was sitting in Avelyn’s hands, washing its face and smoking. He felt now like he’d felt then with Father Li, as though it had all happened to someone else.

Jericho had gone tight. “What has that to do with joining the Church?”

“It was evil, what happened. I caused it, it was my fault, but it . . .” He shrugged slightly. It was long ago enough now that there was no horror left in it. It was just—boring, nearly. Some wearisome thing that he could have bloody done without but that he hadn’t the energy to be angry about anymore. It was just what happened when an unimaginative devil on the edge of a marsh threw its toys out of the pram. “An obnoxious kid shouldn’t be punished by the annihilation of a whole clan. And then Father Li told me about a god who forgives you, and that was the kindest thing I’d ever heard.”

Jericho said nothing. Between them, the fire mouse faded and became only embers and ash. Avelyn looked up in time to see the firelight glint too much in Jericho’s eyes, but then Jericho turned over and away from him.

Shocked, Avelyn sat up and winced when he surfaced from Jericho’s dark aura and the salt light burst across his vision again. The room was blinding. He pressed his hand over his eyes, trying to work out what to say and a way to ask what the matter was, when an insane artificial joy burst over him.

“Fuck, it’s outside,” he managed, already fighting the pull towards the door.

He should open it. Everything would be better if he just opened it, he would feel so much better, what was the use of all this sorrow when outside was . . .

He heard himself say it this time.

Gaudezhte *khiram.

This time, he could almost think a way around it, just enough for a tiny detached part of him to rage to know what the fuck that was, what did it mean, why everyone had said it, why he kept saying it—

Jericho stood up suddenly. It was faster than Avelyn had ever seen him move before, and smoother, soldier-swift. As he crossed the room, he changed.

His clothes, the Hreod jumper and Heaven-and-Hell boots, shifted and warped. Instead there was a cloak, armour, and somehow there was a spear in his hand, and then he wrenched open the door.

It was only for a split second that the thing on the other side was a ball of roiling salt light flickering through too many shapes to understand. All at once it was something more like a person. Avelyn caught the coil of a dark cloak, an alarmed almost-human face, but then Jericho had smacked it flat on its back, spear point at its throat, and he was talking, but the words weren’t English. They sounded ancient and maddeningly familiar at once, there were clicks, and moments where his voice split into eerie harmonies, almost-song, but then it was over and the thing on the ground was scrambling away, and Jericho slammed the door again. He thumped his head against it, resting his hands on the surface. Silver crept out from his fingertips, sealing the door, then the whole wall, thick, mirror-polished.

Avelyn sat perfectly still. Every fibre of him was frozen, certain he was locked in a room now with a thing far more dangerous than whatever had stalked him in the Hringen forest.

“It means,” Jericho said, turning around, “Rejoice, for we have returned.”




PART V

The Salt King wakes
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Everywhere

The song of the legions was not a sound. Not everyone heard it. But up in the mountains, above the salt ruins of Lancang, Kalden heard, in the same way he heard the spirit under the monastery. In Rome, Cai Li heard it. In Salt Lake City, gathered in front of the white edifice of the Temple, holding candles and singing hymns, the crowd saw the bronze angel on the roof move, and sound the trumpet—and heard the ecstasy roar of the choirs. At the Masjid al-Haram, the million souls who had flooded into the mosque complex and then overflowed into the city and the foothills of Arafat and the Mountain of Light cried out, because the ground was shaking under the power of those celestial voices, and the horn calling to advance.

As the angels poured into the world, free and looping and laughing, they sang.

Down on the ground, in the oldest language there was, the one that was already holy the last time the host had come, all the people said:

“Rejoice, for we have returned.”
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Jericho slung the spear aside, but it vanished into the salt light before it hit the ground. He slid down the silver-sealed door. By the time he was on the floor, he was himself again, no armour. He lifted his eyes to Avelyn. He had gone still and calm, but it wasn’t his doctor calm. It was blankness.

“They come once in every few thousand years. One great harvest. This place, this world, everything you know—it’s a farm. Theirs.” He knocked one knuckle back against the silver. It sang. “In order to live, we need to be believed into shape, in the same way you need to eat. The more you believe, the stronger we are.”

“You’re talking about gods,” Avelyn said numbly.

“No,” Jericho said, suddenly sharp. “No, no, we are not gods, those are something else, we’re just . . . anglerfish. The ras is the lamp. It brings you to us, you know something must be there, you believe, and we live.”

“But . . .”

“But over time,” Jericho said, smiling a terrible not-smile as distant and cold as the stars, “if we go away, which they like to do . . .” He pointed behind himself at the door. “Then you forget why you believe, then you forget what, and then you stop believing at all. Your lives are so little. After two thousand years, most things fade into stories that could be history or could be legend. After three thousand . . . you’re lucky if you even have a myth. And so, after the time it takes for you to forget, they come back, and they make you believe all over again. It’s a feast. After that, you believe and believe, you give and give, and they thrive.”

“You said—you’re saying they, not us,” Avelyn managed.

“Yes, they, like Hreoda aren’t American,” Jericho said, with a venom Avelyn would never have thought could possibly come into his voice. “We fought, after the first harvest.” He looked as though thinking about it made him feel sick. “They don’t need to do it. They don’t need to any more than the white settlers in America had to kill the buffalo herds. It isn’t about surviving.

“If one of us just . . . sits here, if we do nothing, the ras is enough that anyone nearby would just think that place was sacred. People believe enough, and it’s enough to live on. That doesn’t hurt you. But . . . they want more, and more, and more, and in order to make you believe like that—they turn the world into a slaughterhouse.” He half closed his eyes. “When we lost the war, we fled. Underground, to hide. Stay here long, and we make salt, from the light. Salt mines. There’s one of us at all of them. And these disasters people are seeing now—that’s the advance guard of the Harvest hunting out those of us who are still alive and who might sabotage them. That’s what the salt explosions are. They land, they blast out salt light, they feed on everything close, and then they kill whoever is in the mine. After them, the legions will come. Then it really starts.”

“You’re a dream.”

“Yes.”

“But I can talk to you,” Avelyn said. His voice was coming high as a dismayed child’s. “You talk to me, you—you hurt your hand, you’re in the world . . .”

Jericho nodded once. “Because you believe it.” He bumped his head back against the silver again. “I was surprised as you that day in the witches’ cave. You saw a shadow, and there I was.” He made a sound that wasn’t quite a laugh. “When you believe something, you really believe it.”

Avelyn felt as though he were drowning in the fen. To start with, it was stupid: he couldn’t be hearing this, he couldn’t have sunk up to his knees in a mire, that was idiotic, and when he got home, everyone was going to laugh. But then he was up to his waist, and gradually it wasn’t so funny, because he really couldn’t move, and there was no one close by to help. And now he was up to his chest, the mud cold around his ribs, and he couldn’t reach those sturdy weeds on the shore that he had thought he could.

Avelyn could only just see him in the brilliant salt light. It was so bright everything was white.

Everyone had told him.

Don’t talk to things that aren’t there.

He isn’t real.

The quiet went on for a long time.

“What did you say to that one just now?” Avelyn asked at last.

“I told them to let you leave, and anyone trapped at An El. They’re here for me, not for you.”

“What happened to waking you?”

“What for?” Jericho said softly. “If you’re all gone and safe . . . what for?”

Avelyn had to press his hands over his eyes. The headache was pounding again.

Jericho saw. “You need to go back. If you get any closer to me—to where I really am—you’ll be blinded. At best. Avelyn, just go. Go somewhere with the fewest people, where there isn’t anyone believing anything. Out to sea is best, or into a desert. Don’t go back to Rome. Holy cities will be abbatoirs now. You were more right than you knew, about demons. The best immunity to them is never to believe in anything at all.”

“What is wrong with you?” Avelyn burst out. “You didn’t want to die an hour ago, it was you who said it was a good idea to come here, why are you suddenly suicidal? You could fight, you floored that thing in half a second! You’re different to most of them, aren’t you? There are others of you, and other salt mines, but nobody else preserved the culture above for thousands of years, nobody else made humans see salt light, nobody else gave off so much light even from deep underground that it affected electronics on the surface. You’re—what are you, what were you? A general, a king? Those things are afraid of you!”

Jericho only looked back at him. There was something shut down in his expression now.

“Tell me how much further it is,” Avelyn said, because he was absolutely not going to explain that he didn’t want to be alive if the King wasn’t. “Tell me where.”

“No,” Jericho said.

Avelyn had the same dead calm he had when Guillaume threatened them, and something bitterly close to amusement. Oh, but it had taken a long time to be told, and he had been slow, but that had always been the way. He had been slow to learn salt casting, he had been slow to understand Rome, and slow here, but sometimes you were slow because you were laying more foundation stones than other people. Once he did know a thing . . . he really knew it.

“Well, it doesn’t matter, does it. You’re not real.”

Jericho closed his eyes. Like so much cleverly formed smoke, he came apart, and misted away into the salt light.
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The legend was that if you went deep enough into the mine, you came out on the fen. No one had ever said that if you pushed far enough into the salt light at Caer Halen, you reached the mine, but you did.

Avelyn had a feeling it was because nobody had ever survived it.

He found a body. The armour was a little like the images of Saint Hildegard’s, and for a few seconds he stood over it, wondering if it could be her. Knowing he was going to have to take at least some of it—he was being slowly blinded, he could feel that, stars bursting over his eyes as often as they didn’t after the flares in the salt light—he tried to lace up what armour he had on the inside for the moment he had to see what was underneath. When he turned it over, there was no mask, only silver cloth bound over the eyes, and that was just as well, because the plate silver was almost too hot to touch.

It wasn’t Saint Hildegard. It was a Hreod man with Brocken tattoos and the blue halite collar that the witches had worn centuries ago. He could see all that because the body was perfectly preserved, as if the man had died an hour ago. Like Avelyn was now, he was burned silver by the light.

He didn’t understand how the body was still so perfect. Was it the salt in the air? Was it just that nothing could rot down here? Or was it the King?

Trying not to think too hard about it, Avelyn unfastened the silver cloth around the eyes, but he was too ragged to hold his thoughts properly still. A witch just like him had come here long ago and . . . what? Maybe he had been light-walking, on his way for a witch stone to prove he was good enough, and become lost, or he had wanted to wake the King, or he was one of those so addicted to the light and the ras he had never wanted to surface again. Maybe he had wandered for years in the incandescent heart of the mine.

In all honesty, Avelyn hadn’t seriously considered the possibility that he could die from the salt light before he even reached the King. Or—not the light. The things in it.

As if a real voice had murmured that to him, Avelyn shook his head once, impatient. No; no. The King could have whatever nightmares he wanted. After Jericho, some gear in his mind had turned. Cogs had clicked, it was built into him now, and he would never need to think about it again.

If he could believe away Jericho, then some nightmare stood no chance.

And that, he thought as he wound the silver around his own eyes and the howling headache quietened, was exactly what Saint Hildegard had done. She had looked into the King’s dreams, and just . . . decided they were nothing to do with her.

Up ahead, the way opened out into a place that wasn’t built. No more lintel stones or carvings. It was a cave. A deep pool of glowing water went down and down, endlessly still, and the branches of trees leaned over it. Pearly acorns floated on the surface. In the centre there was a small island, and on the island was an altar. What was on it was too bright for him to see. It was just what Hildegard had described, only in her story, this place had been barely underground, right near the surface. Here and not here; or, wherever you thought it was.

Behind him, ecstasy roared up closer.

All this salt light. He nearly laughed. All he had to do was use it. He turned back and tried what Jericho had done. You couldn’t will silver into being, it wasn’t wishing, it was . . . just knowing that matter was imaginary.

Silver raced across the wall, pouring down from the ceiling until there was an impenetrable seal of it. Outside, the angels screamed.

The King must still have wanted not to be woken, because from the water rose something terrible. Avelyn didn’t bother to look too closely at it. He believed it into some bright fish, who swam away looking much happier.

“No,” he said aloud to the altar, raising stepping stones out of the water. “You’re not going to scare me away now.”

Something horrendous reared down from the ceiling and the cave was filled with hissing whispers.

Turn back turn back turn BACK—

They were just owls.

When he reached the altar, the brilliant thing chained there was too bright. It was like trying to look into a star, and he realized he was going to have a problem he hadn’t thought about. To wake the King, the King had to be in a shape that could wake. But—he was the King. He was something ancient and unearthly, not human, and for all Avelyn could believe away what he knew to be illusions, the King was real. He had been real for longer than England had existed, he was more real than Avelyn was, raw reality, burning and shining here, and . . . he couldn’t stare at this nuclear core of uranium-dense trueness and convince himself it could be anything but what it was.

Seeing is believing.

God, that was why it had worked for Hildegard. That was why the Witan had sent for an Outsider.

She couldn’t see salt light.

It was too bright even with the silver over his eyes. He pulled the cloth away.

It didn’t hurt, but he felt it, the moment his sight burned away. The world went from brilliant to blotching twilight, to dark blankness, and it was a relief. He set both hands against the altar, breathing slowly, his neck bent under the sudden floating calm of not having lightning stabbing around inside his skull. Good . . . good.

He reached out, half afraid he was going to find nothing but the heat of the raging salt light, but . . . he had been right. It was so much easier to know, without seeing, that he was going to find a person. His fingertips brushed a cool hand. He sagged.

Carefully, he felt upward until he found the chains. The clasps on the manacles were easy to open, even without seeing them. He pulled them both free.

Nothing happened.

He was so tired. What else was there?

“Please,” he said. “Jericho.”

Nothing.

Crackling away like a Geiger counter in his head was a quiet but urgent fear. How long could he keep this up, how long could he believe this thing was a person? If he stopped, if his mind slipped, he was just going to crumble into salt.

“Why did you go from being willing to do this one moment, to being determined to lie here and die the next? You’re not usually that . . . that bloody melodramatic.” His heard his voice crack with frustration.

Nothing, except the plinking of acorns as they dropped into the water. It was such a lonely sound.

Avelyn frowned into the new dark. Why had he? It had been a senseless change of tack. A full one-hundred-and-eighty-degree pivot, inside about ten minutes. Jericho had gone from willing to do anything to . . . it was as if something had hacked his heart out and tossed it on the fire, but nothing had happened. Avelyn had just told him what had happened to his clan.

Oh.

“You can’t control what you dream,” he said softly. “You told me that. You can a little bit—maybe you were halfway to making a man in that cave years ago, but there I was and I believed you a dream so real that you could talk and feel and walk right up to the abbey and be the new doctor. I did that, not you.” He felt like he was putting down something immensely heavy, something he had been carrying for so long he had thought it was part of him. “You weren’t—trying to trick anyone. You weren’t punishing me. You were just dreaming. Why didn’t you just say that? Nobody deserves to die for that. It wasn’t your fault.”

Everything he had said. Demons, evil, vengeance.

If he hadn’t already lost his sight, he would have wanted to tear his eyes out.

“Of course you think I’m only saying it to make you do what I want now,” he said, despair-laughing. “I don’t know what else to say to show you I mean it. Please wake up. Please. Don’t die here.” He lifted his hand and skimmed it through the air until he found a fall of glassy hair. Cool, though the salt light was hot. And—at the temple, the slightest change of texture, and he knew that if he could see, he would see a bolt of white.

He wanted to say a thousand times more. He wanted to say that he could see very well that Jericho thought he’d driven Avelyn into a life with a church that forgave horrors and punished innocent things, that it was unforgivable, but of course it wasn’t: he wanted to say he wouldn’t have had it any other way, because however rocky it had been, he loved the way he had taken. He loved Father Li and teaching and reading the news in ridiculous Latin and learning how to use a cement mixer in Sudan, and more than anything, he was glad that it had all let him come back here and see. If he hadn’t been away, he wouldn’t have been able to recognise what home was.

It would all have been useless. Jericho knew he was good at talking.

Instead, he bent down and kissed him, only once, very light, his knuckles just resting on the curve of his cheekbone.

He felt him breathe in suddenly, then cool hands cradling his throat, then the shush of silver cloth. Avelyn locked both arms around him.

“Hello,” he whispered.

“Your eyes.” It was the voice he knew and not. There were chords in it, music. It was full of grief.

“Don’t do anything for it, I couldn’t believe you into this if I could see . . .”

The King drew their heads together. “I’m sorry.”

“I don’t care,” Avelyn said honestly. His hand shaking a little, he pressed his palm to the King’s chest. Thin cloth that would writhe like vapour in the faintest breeze; and bare skin, and under it, a real heart, beating. Miracles. “What now?”

The King was quiet for a long time. Beyond the silver wall, the other things like him raged, powering ecstasy right through into the chamber, Come out, come to us, come away, leave that . . . but it all felt thin now. “I told you that I fled a war.” He let that hang in the air for a few heartbeats. “You know the war I mean, don’t you?”

Avelyn nodded slightly. He could feel that the King was remembering it, because the salt light was making ghosts around them. There were voices like this one, voices made for singing, but they were screaming; the rush of fire, deafening artillery, and he could feel what it had felt like, to look up into the thunderheads and see the lightning-maimed legions falling.

“And . . . you know what that makes me, in your faith.”

He nodded once.

“Are you sure about this? Because if you aren’t—if you think you might stop believing me into this, then that’s dangerous. I’m . . .” He sort of laughed. It was a viola-string shudder in the air, and in the ras, and in their bones where his hip was pressed against Avelyn’s. “My light is far brighter than those things at the door. I don’t need to tell you how dangerous.”

Avelyn took his rosary out of his pocket and held it in his open palm, into the salt light. He felt it lose its form, and crumble into salt.
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Amman, Jordan

Winter had come at last, and the desert was cold. Sally and Tallis had stolen some gear from a shop and walked as far as they could, then pitched the tent in some scrubland among dusty rocks that looked as though they might have been the very last tumbled remains of something ancient. Sometimes, on the way, something had crossed their path. Something dead, something on fire, or real things, real people. If it wasn’t real, Tallis could get rid of it. When there was a real barricade, Sally talked them past.

In isolated constellations, other people were arriving too, camping at a good distance from each other; one way or another, people were realizing that whatever was happening wasn’t so bad if you could get away from the nearest mass of humans.

They heated up some water to cook with over a stolen gas stove, the blue flames making Sally’s eyes turquoise. He was panning around with his phone. Sometimes the screen hazed, but there was no sign of the wires crackling into salt.

Not far from them, the skeleton pylon of the cell tower sang as the wind and the snow blew through its steel rungs. Whatever had passed over the city must not have gone directly above it, because the little red lights at the top were still blinking, and the dishes and antenna were not bound up in salt. Sometimes, for ten or twelve seconds at a time, there were a few bars of signal. If Tallis listened hard and stayed exactly still, she could hear a faint hum. She had no idea what that was, exactly, but it did mean the tower was working, and she thought it might be the best sound she had ever heard.

Sally stopped suddenly, looking hard towards the city.

“All right,” he said. “There’s one coming. It’s just walking. Let’s see if you can do this on camera. Are you ready?”

“I think so,” she said.

When she looked back, there it was: a single burning figure walking towards them across the sand. She wondered what jinn wanted to do, once somebody had believed them into matter. They had kept seeing tiny points of light here and there, wandering.

Back the way they had come, above Amman, there was sprite lightning: the salt light must have done something to the atmosphere, because that invisible firestorm was becoming visible. Static electricity hung red in the air, a monstrous set of shapes with great tendrils that trailed almost to the minarets. In the clouds . . . in the clouds, there were what might have been buildings. Arches, domes, looping impossibly, glittering in the storm. Thunder rolled, but there was no rain.

They were downwind, and she could smell the ash from that lonely figure on fire. Even that smell wasn’t quite convincing. The memory of smoke, not real smoke.

“Are you sure?” Sally said.

“I’m sure. Where’s best?”

“If you go out towards it,” he said unhappily, nodding to a patch of ground almost spotlit by the lightning.

Tallis walked out over the dark sand. The cold was deep now. Snow flickered everywhere, gritty in the air, chasing nooses around the rocks and the ruins.

“Just there is good,” Sally called.

She waited, and the burning thing walked. She let it come closer, holding her thoughts still. It was the same feeling as holding numbers in her head without doing a calculation, because it would be easier if she just used a calculator.

Once it was close enough to talk to, she let go of the mental reins. Not real.

Like the last one, like she had known it would, the figure crumbled to a heap of embers and billowed away into the snow, which hissed on the last of the tiny fires.

She heard Sally blow his breath out, all relief.

An hour ago, she had tried to say that they needed to tell people that it was about belief and that things were real if you thought they were and not if you didn’t, but Sally was shaking his head well before she finished.

“That’s not going to work. It’s too complicated. This is social media we’re talking about. All this about belief—you’re giving them miles of stick and hoping no one gets the wrong end of it.”

“What should I say then?”

“Just say it’s fake. It’s all garbage. They’re just—I don’t know, projections, illusions, AI companies doing something weird. It’s about what people believe, right? What’s going to make them do it right—explaining exactly how it works, or just telling them what to believe? If you say that what they believe will happen, a lot of people will accidentally believe it’s real because it could be.”

“But . . .” Tallis trailed off. She wanted to say, That’s lying, but she heard how useless she sounded just in time.

“Fake news,” Sally said. “Garbage. AI.”

“I don’t think the people being eaten by jinn will be quite convinced by that!”

“But you’re not talking to the people who believe in jinn enough to manifest them,” he said. “You’re talking to the people like you. The die-hard bulletproof atheists who could see God on the mountain and say, Nope, you’re just altitude sickness, thanks. They need to believe it’s not real, not that it might be if they trip over the wrong thought.”

Now she turned back to the camera, as they had practised. “These things aren’t real. They’re just mirages in salt light. You’ve seen hologram musicians perform: this is the same. All this stuff online about them hurting people: it’s bollocks. Here’s the challenge. Find one in the street, go up to it, and put your hand straight through it. We’re going to boost the best videos you tag us in. Sally will be awarding extra points for stupid, unworthwhile things like . . .”

“Any available flamingos, zebras, sloths, dinosaurs, or otherwise hilarious animals,” Sally said cheerfully. “And Tallis will be joyless and depressing, with marks for elegance and creativity and, I don’t know—what’s your favourite thing, Tallis? Don’t tell me, I’ll guess. Is it . . . some kind of flatworm? Unflavoured chickpeas. Igneous rocks?”

“We’ll be posting for as long as Sally’s phone lasts or until I murder him,” Tallis rounded off. “Happy hunting!”

Sally gave her a thumbs-up and stopped the recording. “Now let’s see if the cell tower will let me . . .”

The vastness of the desert stretched out endlessly under the sea-monster shapes of the red lightning. Uninterrupted by mountains, the wind powered across the scrub, pulling snow with it and fluttering the canvas of their tent, where the glow of the camp stove struggled on, forlorn. The cell tower seemed tiny and insufficient.

Tallis bit her lip, trying to keep herself from believing it couldn’t work. Hold it, hold it, hold it.

“It sent,” Sally said.

Tallis thought she would feel relieved and hopeful, but she didn’t. Instead, there was a void of nothingness in the immediate future. What were they supposed to do now?

“Dinnertime,” Sally said happily.

She made an effort to smile.

So they sat in the doorway of the tent and cooked some chickpeas, and Sally made some bread from nothing but flour and something that might have been kefir, but it came together in a beautiful dough and fried into flatbreads like she’d never had before. She said so. Sally looked pleased and told her it was just because she was hungry, and then giggled when she told him to fuck off.

“What’s your range, do you think?” Sally asked. He had done something magical to the chickpeas too, and now Tallis was wondering how she had ever thought supermarket ready-meals were even distantly related to food.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I could go for a walk after dinner and see if I can practise?”

“We,” he said seriously, “we can go for a walk. You can’t imagine away looters and armed militia.” He paused. “Can you?”

She had been thinking about that. “I don’t think so. Unless I caught it in the split second where I wasn’t sure if I was hallucinating or not.” She struggled, because all this required her to articulate things that she had never had to say aloud before. “I think . . . I think it should be possible, but you’d need . . .” She found herself crossing her hands over as if she were trying to show him a mirror image. “You’d need the exact opposite kind of mind to mine. You’d need to be able to really believe it. Whereas . . . what I’m doing is unbelief.”

He nodded slowly, as though she was making any kind of sense. She was afraid she wasn’t. It sounded so arbitrary and so like the kind of thing somebody at a country fair might say, over a crystal ball decorated with plastic ivy and fairy lights. She pushed her hands over her face, wishing for a vocabulary that was different to that, and then kept them there, because her nose was cold. Opposite her, Sally was hunched down into his coat and scarf, watching her as if he was thinking about saying something. She looked down at the ground, grey with sand and snow.

It was settling on her little by little that there was nobody to go back to. She had been unmoved by the idea of dying and leaving nothing behind but the cactus; but the idea that she might live and have nothing but the cactus was as frozen and punishing as the desert.

“O-oh, look at that,” he said. He had checked his phone. It could only have been half an hour since he had posted the video, but his feed had exploded with likes and reposts and replies. “We aren’t the only ones with signal.”

Thousands, already.

“Am I going to do a little I-told-you-so dance? I think I might. You have a hashtag. HowToKillADemon. Nice.”

She looked over his shoulder. “But look at what’s trending. TheyAreAngels. Christ, it’s that sodding priest they sent to Hreodwater . . . for God’s sake, he’s got millions of views.”

“Of course he has,” Sally remarked. “People go crazy for a hot priest.”

“How has the Vatican managed to deploy the one available priest who doesn’t look like a creep for this?” Tallis snarled. “Why does he look like the adorable boy next door who would run into your burning house to save your dog?”

“Genius,” Sally said. He was watching the priest’s footage. The wretched man could really talk; he was articulate and precise, and he looked right into the camera with his hypnotising violet eyes. He was Hreod, of course.

“What? No, it’s garbage—”

“But genius garbage. Make people believe there’s something good, and—”

“We’re going to cancel each other out,” she said bleakly.

“I don’t think so.” Sally was starting to smile. “He’s talking to the people who are going to believe something no matter what, and you’re talking to the people who believe nothing no matter what. Those groups are mutually exclusive. You’re not cancelling each other out. It’s more like a pincer movement.”

Tallis shook her head and said nothing, not wanting to rain on his hopefulness. In her experience, though, a compelling religious zealot could bring people flocking, while the dry scientist with awkward posture was left with eight attendees at their conference in Hull.

Something changed behind them. There was no sound, and no flash, but it was a surge of feeling, sharp enough that they both twisted around towards Amman.

It was different to the storming joy that had shot overhead before. That had been an attack, like being pushed into a silo of cocaine. This was mellower, kinder, but much, much stronger.

“Can you hear . . .?” Tallis said.

“Music,” Sally murmured.

It wasn’t really there. There was no speaker rolling the sound over the desert, but it was distinct all the same. It was the surge of a mighty choir. If all of Heaven and Hell had sung together, it would have been this. It hummed through the ground and along the arm of the galaxy arcing above them, resonating in marrow and between the motes of snow. In it was the winter, and still, silver water, and reeds bowing before the wind as it sighed across mirror-flat land where the air tasted of salt. At the battlements of an impossible castle stood a man in black, in a salt crown, singing to the echoes of the towers.

“What is that?” Tallis blinked fast. It was making her cry. She had seen things in music before, understood images through the chords struck by strings and horns, but never like this. He was calling. He was telling them where to come—everyone who could hear.

There were other things in the song, too. Safety. High walls, clad in silver. Welcome.

Sally had fitted a card of aluminium over his phone camera, inside the case to keep it in place. “Look,” he said softly.

They looked like the missiles the two of them had seen over Israel. Points of salt light arced up from the city, each one leaving a brilliant trail, but it wasn’t just a desultory few. It was hundreds, lifting weightless into the air, rearing back to find a closer formation, and then . . .

They powered west, towards the song. Down in the city, there were still many lights, but fewer.

“What the . . . fuck did we just see?” she said, with no expectation Sally would have any more idea, but not able to keep the consternation bottled up.

In the wake of whatever that mass flight had been, the salt light trails were fuzzing and blurring into a fog that fell softly over the city, enchanting and horrifying. Through the phone screen, all of Amman was shrouded now in a violet-amber mist.

“That,” Sally said, “was troop deployment. Whatever is in the west—they don’t like it. Oh, God, all this light.” He was holding the phone up so that they could both see, but he was shaking.

They both watched it falling. Tallis felt unutterably small. You grew up hearing stories about how one determined person could change the world, but it just—wasn’t true. The world was too big, the catastrophes were too oceanic. What was a lethal dose of salt light? If the two of them were to walk back into Amman now, would they find people and jinn and monsters, or a salt nothingness that only suggested buildings? Sally put his hand down and gripped hers.

Of course, it shocked her into seeing—

Sally jumped. “Oh—God, is that—”

Giants. Giants, pacing through the desert dark beneath the red lightning sprites, barely more than silhouettes.

“No, no, that’s me, I’m sorry,” she managed, and snapped her fingers in front of her face. Under the next flicker of the lightning, the giants were gone.

Sally turned a full ninety degrees to look down at her. “Tallis,” he said, quiet and urgent. “The more light there is, the further you reach. See if you can . . . see if you can fix the weather.”

She glanced at him, and he nodded encouragingly, then up into the sky. The red lightning made the snow into black fallout.

Snow, in Jordan. Ludicrous. Ludicrous, and not real. Enough. It was all rubbish, it was all just people making real the things they saw from the corners of their eyes or the things they feared they could not see, because nobody had any practise at crushing those thoughts.

Not real. Not one atom of it.

And then . . .

There was no more snow. The cold had lost its grip. Above them, the night was clearing, the thunderheads fading. The red lightning still flickered above Amman, but it was much fainter.

And there was no such bloody thing as jinn, or the dead rising, or Judgement Day, or any of it. It was a normal December morning in the desert just beyond the Dead Sea, and soon the dawn would come in the east, and the red moon would set, that was all. Although it was a tragedy, although it was the saddest thing she knew, she did know nonetheless: there was nothing in the world but atoms moving and entropy creeping, and radioactive decay.

Nothing.

Way out in the darkness, the fiery lights of wandering jinn winked out.

She realized she could smell hot milk. Sally was making hot chocolate on the little stove. She had been staring into the weather for longer than she had thought. It steamed. All at once she wanted that more than anything.

“So,” he said. “I think that whatever they’re attacking out that way . . . we should probably get you there and help.”

She folded slowly down beside him on the ground again. The Baltic gnawing was gone from the cold, but it was still cold, because it was still the desert in winter. “Sally,” she said, trying to think of a graceful way to say it. “I know we keep talking about us and we, but—there’s not an us. You don’t need to do anything for me. You’ve done enough. If you want to go and find your mum—you should do that. You don’t have to stick with me all the way to wherever that is.” She nodded to the west. On the horizon, there was still that glorious not-music, calling.

He gave her a cup of hot chocolate. “My mom’s dead,” he said, with a calm that was fathoms deep. “I haven’t got anywhere else to be.”

She took it, carefully, because her hands were numb and the cup prickled heat up her fingers in a way that felt like pins and needles. He was a pins-and-needles person. “You . . . you still don’t have to stay with me. You met me three days ago.”

“Don’t be stupid, of course I do. You’re a tragic Brit, how are you going to get across the whole Middle East on foot with baby Arabic and the street sense of a squashed pigeon? We have to get you there, Tallis. Whatever’s there—they want it dead. The enemy of my enemy and all that.”

“That isn’t your problem. You can’t just set out across the world for some middle-aged lady you met a couple of days ago on the chance it might help.”

“Why do you keep saying you’re old?” he asked, with the same unloaded inquisitiveness with which he had asked whether she was religious, and about Hreodwater. “I thought you were kidding for the videos, but you’re not.”

“Because . . . I suppose I want you to know that I know,” she said. It was a terrifying honesty, but he seemed to bring it out. She had talked more to him with more truth in the last few days than she had to anybody in the last ten years. “So that if you see me staring at you, you . . . you know that I know it’s ridiculous.”

His eyes were like sea glass. The expressions in them were smoothed out from all the punishing tides he’d lived though, with all that clarity and calmness she didn’t think she was ever going to learn—but sometimes he tilted them at exactly the right angle, and she could see the fissures there, the ones that had never quite worn away. She could see them now. “Why is that ridiculous?” he said quietly. “I’m not a child.”

“No, I just think—I think you miss your mum, and . . .”

“Ah. I’m old enough to be exposed to possibly deadly radiation but not to be looked at by someone a bit older than me. I see.” He smiled his slow mischief smile. “God forbid I look at you.”

“I feel like we’re arguing about something theoretical.” She felt like she had when she had been diving once, exploring a reef and paying no attention to anything else, and then looked down and found she was hanging over an abyss.

“We aren’t,” he said, as simple and light as he said anything else. “And you don’t remind me of my mother. You don’t remind me of anyone at all, which is . . . wonderful.”

“Oh,” said Tallis.

Sally put his arm around her and tucked her against his side so they could share the stolen blanket, and she was wrapped up in the smell of terrible cigarettes and old leather. “So west then,” he said.
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Rome, Italy

There was a crystal city in the clouds. It shone, light rainbowing through the sapphire towers and the golden domes. Gold, but as clear as glass, spinning into existence even while Cai watched, backlit mauve and silver from the astounding light—light that was nothing to do with the sun, because it was the middle of the night.

It was only half there. Sometimes he could catch a sideways glimpse of it. Sometimes the sky was black, and churning with smoke from what was on the ground.

It was not far from the Jesuit Curia to the basilica, so close in fact that usually he didn’t even think about anything on the walk there if he’d gone to visit Avelyn. Now, though, he was inching along, his breath steaming in the freezing air, trying not to crush any of the people trapped in the ice.

The great piazza with its encircling colonnades was frozen. All those people who had been living and fearing and clustering around the little fires before . . . they were silent. He could see some of them lying full-length below the surface. Some had fallen deeper. Some had almost reached the air before the terrible lake froze, and they were the worst, just eyes frozen open showing above the ice. If I were to get a pickaxe and dig down as far as I could, he thought feverishly, what would I find at the lakebed? Not the paving of the piazza.

Behind him, a frightened stream of Jesuit brothers followed, just the random collection of people who happened to have been in the building.

From different directions, more people were edging towards the basilica—nuns in white from the convent tucked behind the papal gardens, young priests coming from further away, from the different colleges, from the university, all different orders.

“This isn’t even in the Bible,” one of the men behind Cai whispered. He was a producer for the radio usually. “It’s Dante.”

“I guess every Italian reads the Inferno at school,” Cai whispered back, but his heart was cracking, because what this meant was that after years of the Church perpetrating and disguising horrors, some critical mass of people didn’t believe it was good anymore. They believed it was . . . this.

In the new, awful silence, though, there was singing. It was a long line of Carmelite sisters, and their voices were beautiful. The harmonies floated upward into the vapour from the ice. It wasn’t a dirge. It was a song with joy in it.

Sing to the king, and nothing else.

Oh, God, they had known in Hreodwater, they had always known.

“Come on, lads,” he said to the Jesuits. “Come on, help them.”

“What?” someone said.

“Sing!” Cai said.

Almost certainly it wouldn’t have done much for a different group; but if people in holy orders knew anything, it was singing. Hesitantly at first, they fitted their voices around the women’s, then clearer. Not far away, another stuttering trail of Franciscan brothers caught the melody too, and then a flock of grey-clad novitiate nuns who must have been pulled from an evening lecture when all this began.

Above one of them, Cai noticed, the fog was clearing. She was looking into the sky, at the place where he could catch glimpses of the city, and she was smiling a little. And the ice around her was—not melting exactly. Just . . . not existing. A young man who had been trapped in it until she walked past stood up, dazed. He wasn’t standing on ice, just the usual flagstones of the piazza.

“Oh, my God,” the producer said. He had seen too. “That sister . . .”

They were gathering now on the steps of the piazza, the different orders mixing. The song was starting to fade as cardinals and Swiss Guards rushed out to meet them.

“No!” Cai said with sudden certainty. “Don’t stop! Keep going—come on! Sing! We can clear the square, look what’s happening! Use your faith, it’s stronger than all this nonsense, remember why you were ordained in the first bloody place! What are we for if we can’t sing to Him? Remember what John saw! He saw this!”

People looked, and he was right, and they saw that he was. The young sister who had already rescued one man from the ice blinked when five or six pairs of hands guided her to the edge of the steps to face into the piazza.

“I rather think we should wait for the Holy Father’s orders!” the angry American cardinal said, and too late, Cai realized that the fragile, precious figure in white had been hidden from him among the towering guards.

Everyone looked around.

The Pope laughed a little bit. “No, no. Please, sister. What are we singing?”

She looked uncertainly at Cai, who was somehow the one people seemed to think might know what was going on. He gave her an encouraging nod and tapped his heart with his knuckles to remind her what to listen to.

So she told them, and they sang, and way into the clouds, the crystal city became clearer and clearer, new echelons building themselves down nearer and nearer to the ground, the walls and battlements alive with gemstones, and the twelve gates all carved with astonishing precision from gigantic single pearls, stolen, Cai could only suppose, from some breathtaking leviathans in a churning deep that had been forgotten long, long ago. He sang, aware he was crying, but it was just joy. His soul was singing too.

Hosanna, hosanna, hosanna.

People were standing up from the retreating ice, and singing. And soon, across the piazza and down the great trunk roads that led into the Vatican all the way from the Castel Sant’Angelo, there were thousands singing their adoration to the Heavens and to God, whose light glittered eternal through those sapphire spires.

A waterfall began to flow from the citadel’s very highest point, but it wasn’t water. It was blood . . . but he knew the second he saw it that when it washed through them all, it wouldn’t hurt them, or stain them. It was going to cleanse them. He thought his heart might burst. Under it all there was sorrow. Avelyn wasn’t here. He would give anything for that.

Oh, but what did Avelyn matter in the face of this divinity?

Overhead, they flew, and he could see them now, cherubim and seraphim, real as the crucifix in his hand and the sister leading all the mighty choir, and they were singing, and laughing: he could feel that laughter, a gorgeous reverberation in the thundering ecstasy.

Rejoice, rejoice, rejoice—

Something happened. Something discordant, some flare of something else, and he could feel it: behind him and slightly to the left. Other people did too. They began to look around. Another song on the edge of hearing, different, wild, pagan, horrible, singing seduction, calling, calling, and Cai’s insides turned over, sickened that he could even recognise that it was lovely in its own foul way.

Across Rome, angels howled their indignation and horror, and shot into the clouds, fighter-jet fast, so fast that the air cracked with the sonic whiplash of their passing. Way in the atmosphere, the battalions pulled together and arrowed towards that blasphemy of a song, and he felt loss like he never had before. They couldn’t be leaving, they couldn’t . . .

Light in front of him. Warm, humming glory, and inside it all, something almost like a person, but uncorrupted.

Do not be afraid, it said softly, and he melted onto his knees just like everyone else, because oh, but that was what they always said when they met human beings, because how could you face a thing like this and not fear? There is a great evil in the west, and they are going to fight, but the rest of us will stay. We shall not abandon you. We shall never leave you.

Never leave. Oh, thank God. Never leave. It was so close. He reached out, even though of course he was nothing to an archangel, just a little monkey reaching out in a zoo, but for all its sacred immensity, careful as a titan with the egg of a quail, it reached back.
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Caer Halen

It was snowing. Avelyn had never been in snow without seeing it before, but it was good: it was a blizzard of cold white noise. He couldn’t tell when or where the next tiny frozen touch was going to be. If he tilted his head back, he could see that there was light out here—sunlight, not salt.

“Can you see at all?” Jericho said, and he was Jericho. The kind man who found himself defeated by snails wasn’t a lie. He put something around Avelyn’s shoulders, heavy and warm: a cloak lined with fur. They had come out onto the castle battlements, and the wind was cutting. It always was over the flat land here, with no mountains to soften it. After the heat of the salt light in the cave, it was shocking, but good. He turned his head back the way they had come. The short corridor had led straight from the King’s chamber, only a few steps, even though it had taken hours to walk there in the first place.

“A little bit. Is it daylight?”

“Dawn.”

Avelyn turned properly to face him. He could feel where he was; there was no more roiling ball of blinding exaltation, but Jericho felt like he always had, like waking on Yule morning. It was as distinct a feeling as north. He could have navigated by it. But he could also make out the place where Jericho was standing in front of him, a slim patch of shadow. “What’s it like out here?”

He knew that if he could still see, he would see angels on the fen, maybe thousands of them seething towards the castle. He could feel them close by, the furious exaltation, and hear them singing—there was an army out there, and more were coming all the time, soaring overhead and landing in blasts of salt. Here and there, just, he could see the flashes.

Jericho touched his throat to angle his head up, and maybe to shock him out of listening to any of that. “It’s lovely,” he said.

Avelyn brushed Jericho’s knuckles, not sure that he should, or that Jericho wanted him to. He wished he could see him, just to have something more of him to read than his voice. A kiss didn’t mean that he had permission for anything else.

“There’s nothing else here. There’s just us.”

Jericho was shielding him from the wind, and suddenly Avelyn was fiercely glad he was small enough for that. Maybe from staring into the nuclear furnace of the salt light before, maybe from not sleeping for he had no idea how long now, the nerve down his skull and the nape of his neck hurt in the comfortable way things only hurt when you have time to feel them.

Jericho must have noticed, because he slipped his fingertips under Avelyn’s hair and pressed them into the ache. He was wonderfully cold. Against the shadow shape of him, there were glimmers, constellations of salt light: there must have been beads in his hair, or something worked into his clothes. “There’s so much snow. It’s beautiful. The road just looks like a white ribbon. The horses are playing in it. It looks how it did when I first came here.”

It was good to know the horses were all right. “When was that?”

“A long time ago. When there were mammoths. This was all ice then. There was a great glacier that reached almost to here, all the way from the north. The people here followed the herds. They didn’t hunt them, they just knew that mammoths were good at finding pastureland.” Avelyn could hear that he was smiling. “After a while, if the mammoths saw wolves, one of them would come back here to fetch the hunters. Everyone got a wolfskin blanket, and the mammoths were happy.”

Avelyn smiled too. He liked the idea of an official diplomatic alliance with some mammoths. “I saw mammoths before. Inside the castle, when . . . there was a part that went outside. You have a whole world in there.”

Jericho laughed a little bit. It sounded like a choir laughing. “Not me. There are other witches than human ones, and other things to make their worlds from the light. The matriarchs of the herds knew of me long before the hunter clans.”

Now, there was magic. Avelyn let his head rest forward against Jericho’s chest, daydreaming of mammoths and their witches. Jericho made the quietest surprised sound.

“Can you see Hreodwater from here?” Avelyn asked.

Jericho turned his shoulders to look, or at least, the shadow-figure of him moved, and a ripple of something that might have been silver-black cloth coiling in the wind. “Yes. And there are lights.”

“Really?” Avelyn said, because even though he was concentrating his whole soul on believing what Jericho was telling him now, there was no escaping the oh-look-convenient-stairs snowball fight. What was truly happening in Hreodwater? Was it just a ruin of salt? The angels were raging. Was Jericho looking at tumbled salt blocks that nobody would even recognise as buildings as the fenland wind tore the grains apart, and dissolved them into the Flood?

“Really,” Jericho said. His voice came softer and lower. “And the sun is rising. The Flood is all purple and gold.” He laughed a little bit. “There’s an eel owl on the ferry jetty.”

“And there’s just us here,” Avelyn said again, thinking of how the fen looked when it was empty in the winter—vast, eerie, unbroken, except for the pennants of Caer Halen snapping in the mist that never quite faded. It hadn’t changed since Saint Hildegard had come here. “And—perhaps some mammoths.”

Jericho was holding him by his ribs under the heavy cloak now. “It’s just us,” he promised. He kissed the top of Avelyn’s head, and Avelyn had never felt so safe. “And perhaps some mammoths.”
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Outside Hreodwater, England

Three months later

London had been sticky with heat. Flies had swarmed over the forest of salt pillars in Trafalgar Square. Tallis knew that they were nearing Hreodwater when she started to feel a coolness in the air, even through her suit. They were walking along what had once been a road but was now an empty strip of concrete with moss and weeds encroaching from the verges. A herd of little deer with odd noses had clustered in the central division and watched them come, not worried. One hopped onto the bonnet of an abandoned car, which clanged up and down the silent road. Through the car, something that might have been part tree, and part something more like antlers, grew. It would be something to do with the beliefs of deer.

They looked all right, she thought, the deer; the salt light hadn’t wiped them out, at least. That wasn’t the case in London. They had found salt foxes, salt cats, salt pigeons.

She itched to take her helmet off. The glass visor was silvered, just like the suits—just like almost everything they carried now. She called them suits, but they were nothing like the old radiation suits. Old: God, she already saw the world of three months ago in the same way she saw the nineteenth century. Irretrievably gone. Even though she could remember all the stepping stones that had led them here, it felt distant. Time had crushed in on itself. A day now seemed to have as much in it as a year back then.

The first thing they had done when they left the desert was break into a museum. They’d stolen Roman armour replicas from the exhibits, because they laced on and they were easy to resize: though it was Sally who needed the resizing, because Romans had been short. Greaves, gauntlets, anything they could find, they had taken it all to an abandoned photography store and, in the absence of anything better, Sally had used silver nitrate to get a good layer of silver onto it all.

That was early on, before everyone else had realized that silver nitrate was now worth more than diamonds. Pharmacies and hospitals stocked it too, because it was an antiseptic, but within a couple of days, there was nothing left, and more and more often, you saw people who had brushed it straight onto their skin. Sally had reduced the liquid silver nitrate to pure silver with ammonia and sugar—he said it was how they’d made daguerrotypes in the old days—and so the finish was mirrory, but if you left it on skin, it went black. She still wasn’t used to seeing blacked-out faces. For all she knew exactly why people were doing it, it always gave her a knee-jerk jolt of unease.

Sometimes there were people like them, people who were well equipped, but shockingly few. Because how did you find out how to silver a glass visor when there was no internet left, no working electronics, and going to a library meant going outside, into the salt light?

She used to have lunchtime conversations at the agency about what would happen if people today had to function solely with what they knew, not what they knew how to find out. Everyone had been smug. They knew atomic physics.

Fuck-all good that was. Now the world was in the hands of silversmiths, mirror makers, and people like Sally, who just happened to be interested in the history of photography.

After a lot of experimentation, Sally had even found a way to silver phone screens. That sounded wonderful until you realized that charging a phone was a gauntlet nobody wanted to run more than once a month.

That was why they had stopped for so long in London. You could still get electricity there, in the Underground. A lot of people had survived down there—or a lot in comparison to other places, and surviving was a generous term.

There had been a lot of bartering, and a lot of running away. There always seemed to be that now. She had grumbled so much about “late-stage capitalism” before, hilariously blind to the astonishing, peacekeeping brilliance that was an economy.

Sally held up his shielded phone and nudged her.

A spectacular aurora of salt light danced up ahead.

“Do you think it’s true?” Tallis said, low, because there was an overpowering instinct not to speak loudly in the stretching quiet of the road. “There’s a friendly one there?”

Sally shook his head a little. “Well—whatever’s there, we haven’t seen any angels for two days. Oh, feel that. Oh, that’s good.” He lifted his head and smiled into the cold wind, which was cutting through the silver-woven shirts they were wearing under the suits. “I hope everyone’s right, I hope it is always winter there. I want some snow.”

For all it was only March, the heat had been miserable in London, weighed down as they were with silver protective gear. You couldn’t get anywhere close to the big cities without it now; turn a corner in Istanbul, in Milan, in Paris, and there would be angels haunting the spires and minarets. Although Sally was right and there had been none in the last couple of days, salt light still hung in the air like vaporised benzene.

“Tallis,” Sally said. He pointed at the road.

In huge letters, in chalk, someone had written:


TO HREODWATER. THE SILVER PATH IS SAFE.



Tallis could already see the mist coiling up ahead. It was good to know others had come this way too.

“Safe, how can it be safe?” she said.

“Let’s see,” said Sally.

The way into the mist and the cold led into a thicket of trees. The trees were bone-coloured. Different substances seemed to turn into different kinds of halite, and living wood was disconcerting. Dead wood would turn to dust, but a living tree became something that looked like pearl. Little spectra swam in the surface. She didn’t think it was reflecting sunlight. Strewn across the ground were white leaves and white acorns. Sally picked one up.

“They’re alive,” he said, gazing up into the snow that was flecking their visors now. The cold was sharpening. “Do you think . . . it’s something to do with what trees believe?”

“Maybe,” Tallis said. Three months ago, she would have laughed at him for talking about trees going around believing things, but she had seen too many eerie miracles now not to wonder. “Things are certainly adapting here.” She watched a squirrel with violet eyes skitter along a branch. “Do you think it works on people too?”

“Well, historically it must have,” Sally said. “That’s what the Hreoda are, right? Maybe they know.” Then, “Can you hear something?”

She could, in the place in her mind that hallucinated. It was somewhere between singing and chirping. They both looked around, trying to trace it, but as with all not-quite-sounds, you couldn’t hunt it out very well. There was something angry about the noise, though. It put her in mind of quarrelling swallows. Thinking of birds made her look up.

“Oh, fuck,” she said, and jolted backwards, thudding into Sally.

“What, what . . .” He followed her eyes upward.

There were angels in the trees, and she could see them.

They were points of light high in the branches, luminous through the mist. Hundreds and hundreds of hundreds, only . . .

Only, they were tiny. They were still angels, they were still the shapes she had seen on hundreds of silver-clad pictures now, but the ordinary ones were three times the size of a human. These . . . their miniature spinning parts could have been the very finest clockwork. That twittering was their song. A flock of them spiralled down to look at Tallis and Sally, but they stopped shy of the road, clustering right at the edge, cheeping, sometimes beating little wings, or lashing tiny lion tails, wheels and eyes and wheels and eyes. Tallis couldn’t tell if they didn’t dare to come closer, or if they couldn’t.

The path was inlaid with silver. It made a glorious, snaking mosaic through the forest. Something to do with the silver?

“Someone made them small,” Sally said. The lights danced and fought in his eyes.

“And visible,” Tallis said, half enchanted and half confused.

“How?” He was looking at her as if she ought to know.

“I have . . . no idea.” She stared at them. They were no bigger that hummingbirds, and she wanted to go to the edge of the road and see if she could pick one up, because it would be fascinating to see how one actually worked, not to mention invaluable—

“Damn. Tallis! Tallis.”

She snapped back to herself and realized Sally was gripping her arm, stopping her going any closer.

“Little bastards,” she grumbled. She glared at the angels. “You aren’t real.”

A swathe of them vanished, and the rest took flight into the trees, shivering and squeaking.

Sally showed her his phone. Through the screen, the silver road was repelling salt light: all through the woods, it was brilliant, but in a narrow corridor, it avoided the road. Safe, just like the sign had said. She was about to ask Sally how the hell that had been done when she realized he was staring at something beyond her shoulder.

“Oh, my God. Look. It’s true.” There was pure joy in his voice.

Above them, a raven took off and soared away into the mist. Tallis frowned, because it wasn’t a real raven; it had that memory quality to it that everything conjured by salt light did, but who was just—imagining ravens?

She forgot about it, because Sally was grinning, his sea-glass eyes all alight. “They’re just over there.”

And they were. Giants, pacing through the mist, impossible ghosts of what had been lost ten thousand years ago. Tallis’s instinct was that they weren’t real, and in the salt light, that should have been enough to crumble them to nothing, but . . . someone pushed back. She felt it. It was a little shove of belief against her disbelief, the most extraordinary feeling for all it was small. Whoever was doing it, they could believe harder than she disbelieved.

Up ahead of them through the snow, leading the way to Caer Halen, the mammoths walked on.
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Caer Halen

There was a man at the castle gate. He was dressed in heavy tailoring that winked gem colours in the light of the torches, and the last of the sunset. The wind pulled at the hem of his cloak, whose silver lining rippled. To either side of him, the fen was gold and lilac. He might have been something from a dream.

Although the way he was dressed made him seem tall, he wasn’t. He was sharp and delicate, and certainly Hreod, with the long swan neck and violet eyes, but he was paler than anyone she had seen here years ago. Here: no. She had never been here. There had been no dream citadel on the fen when she was a child, only the mist and the reed beds.

“Hello,” the man said. Balanced on his hand as if it were telling him things was a raven; the raven from before. There were lights in its eyes that were not reflections. “Are you Doctors Osho and Akhbar?”

She didn’t recognise him until she heard his voice. “Yes. You’re—Avelyn Brocken.”

“I am. We’ve been hearing about you for weeks. Welcome to Hreodwater.”

“How did you know we were coming just now?” Sally said.

Avelyn lifted his hand slightly, showing them the raven. He did it with something like apology, and Tallis was disproportionately grateful. He knew it was strange; he was trying to be careful with them.

The raven tipped its head, nudging his knuckles. He stroked its chest. He was holding it more gently than Tallis had ever seen an adult man do anything.

“This . . . isn’t real,” she said. “None of it is. Even that bird.”

“Things can be true without being real,” he said in his ancient-sounding accent, and she could feel then that it was him. He was pushing back. She wouldn’t have been able to crumble even the edge of a single battlement if she’d tried her hardest. Right across Europe, she hadn’t thumped up against belief like this before. It was stone-solid.

“What . . . are you—I mean, what are you doing?” Tallis said, on the edge of scared now, because if she couldn’t do it here, if it didn’t work . . . “How are you doing that? The mammoths, the . . .”

“Believing,” he said. “But we call it witchcraft here. Speaking of which—you don’t need to wear silver. It’s safe.”

“How? There’s salt light everywhere, it would be lethal in hours,” Sally said. He was looking through the camera, and frowning. Behind Avelyn, the castle was just the castle. There was salt light in wisps in the air, but it was above person height, and never close to the walls or the floor or the roofs.

“Dreams repel salt light,” he said, then shook his head slightly. “I mean things that have been created with salt light, push it away. Like antimagnetism. On an animal, there’s a kind of dark halo.” He touched the raven’s chest again. “In a building, though . . . the void is proportionate to surface area. Make a big enough structure, you can push it ten feet off the ground. As long as you’re inside the fortress, you’re safe.”

She stared up at the gargantuan architecture. “You built—all this? The paths here, the castle, the . . . all those angels in the trees?”

“Only some of it. There’s about forty of us now. But no one like you,” he said. “No one who can look at something right in front of them and destroy it.”

“I could never do this,” she said to the great citadel and its towers.

“You can, you just need someone else to trick you,” he said lightly. “I was hoping . . . you might consider staying. What you could do with all the salt light here—you’d be rocket-powered. You cleared Islington of angels in an hour, I heard. From here, you could clear whole cities. Between all of us, eventually, we might even be able to put the world almost back together.”

She looked at Sally, who smiled.

Tallis’s mind churned with the chemical possibilities around what the salt light did here, but as Avelyn led them into the castle, it was impossible to think of anything but the immensity of the structures. On either side of them, even the statues guarding the gate were titans. The towers vanished away into the fog. As they passed beneath the arch, and the first courtyard came slowly into view, so did high, high statues of figures who might have been gods, or saints, or cautionary tales. A woman turning into a swan. A man trapped partly inside an oak tree. And everywhere, just on the edges of hearing as always, that singing. Not like the little angels in the trees. This was the voice she had heard all the way from Jordan.

Then, up a set of steps and into a great hall, there were people. Hearths flickered bright every twenty feet, and suddenly the way was busy—children in lessons, smiths working at anvils, weavers at looms, everyone talking, trading. Way up in the rafters, black owls with violet eyes gazed down, and sometimes swooped to steal a piece of fish from a fire, or to charm it from someone’s hand.

She swore she saw an octopus making off with a silver camera.

“This place . . . what’s generating all the salt light?” Sally asked. He was looking at it through his phone, and the effect was bizarre. The walls, floor, and ceiling each repelled the salt light to a distance of about ten feet, leaving an almost perfect square block of it hanging in the middle space, safely away from everyone. There was so much of it there, though, that it stormed and churned, beautiful in the way only lethal things could be. “The quantity you must need to keep a structure like this stable—I mean, it’s more than we’ve ever seen.”

“People are saying you—well, that you have an angel here,” Tallis put in, and heard how idiotic it sounded.

“We do,” Avelyn said. He held his hand to the side, and the raven launched into the air, but instead of flying . . . the shape of it became confused and smoky, and then instead of a raven, there was a man. For whole seconds, he had black wings.

He was tall and slim, dressed in black, with black hair down to his waist in wild curls, black eyes burning with lights that were not in the hall. The hem of his cloak brushed the flagstones. Just above his temple, there was a white bolt in his hair, and sewn into the beautiful robes down his left side were tiny, glowing stars, as if he had trapped angels inside beads.

Tallis almost fell over backwards. She had seen uncanny things, things born of madness between here and the desert, monsters, miracles, the beliefs of humans and of whales, of crows, even of bees, but she had never seen control like this. She couldn’t tell if it was Avelyn who had believed the change of shape so exquisitely, or the man, or if they did it together, but it was bulletproof. Even though her whole mind was howling that it couldn’t be real, he was real. She could see the individual strands of white in his hair.

“Dr Osho,” Avelyn said, smiling again. There was a new warmth in his voice. “This is the angel of Hreodwater, and the architect of this castle; the Salt King.”

Tallis waited to feel her bones crumbling, but nothing happened. The King wasn’t what the others were. There was no bizarre flickering of undecided shapes, no spinning, no sudden snap of wings and tails and impossible teeth, no blast of eviscerating joy and salt light. He was a person. If she were to put her hand out, she would be able to find a pulse in his wrist, and listen to his heart, and if he were hurt, he would bleed.

A person, but not human. He was . . . more. Later, she spent a long time trying to articulate the way he seemed, and failed. It was Sally who said: Imagine if you could perceive only a one-dimensional universe, and you had to represent a whale face on. It would be a single short line. That was right. Beyond the restricted dimensions of the man, there was a leviathan.

The King smiled. When he spoke, those choirs she had been hearing since the desert were in his voice. “Or just Jericho.”
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One year since the waking of the Salt King

The celebration was explosive. When the news reached them that London was safe, Caer Halen filled with a zinging potential energy as everyone started baking, and the musicians and the bards rehearsed, and the bonfire pyres went up in the courtyards. Then, after three days, all the relief and happiness burst their banks, and it became a carnival. People gave flower crowns to the witches, Hreoda and Outsider the same. On the steps of the castle the King knighted them, and announced the reformation of an ancient clan whose name they had all earned twelvefold. They would all be Clan Brocken from now on, and whether they decided to leave or stay, the Brocken manor would always be there to welcome them. There was a roar of approval that turned to awe when the castle doors opened inward, showing them the hall, and the feast waiting inside.

Fizzy with embarrassment and joy and the sort of belonging she’d never thought she would know, Tallis stared upward to take it all in. There were dream acrobats spinning through silver hoops and around silver ribbons—they weren’t real, she could feel it even from the ground—and beautiful clan banners hanging from the rafters. Holly and ivy climbed the pillars, little lights dancing among the leaves, because of course it was Christmas once again, and the hearths crackled over cedarwood logs whose perfume smoked all through the air. Salt oaks stood above the tables, branches full of lamps and little stained salt windows that caught the light and shone coloured shadows onto the benches. The trees were real: she couldn’t see how Avelyn and the King had persuaded them that being inside the hall was a good idea.

“All right, how did you do that?” she said to him, because he was glowing with that impish glee he always had when he knew he had done something powerfully annoying.

“Do you want a clue?”

“Go on.”

“Find north.”

“You know nobody can really do that,” she muttered. “You just know the area well, and you know where the landmarks are.”

“Eh-er. Incorrect,” Avelyn said. She had thought they would fight like wolves, a Catholic and a weapons-grade atheist. It was true that Avelyn would eviscerate people he didn’t like with terrifying efficiency, but those people never came from any one religious or irreligious group. They were the sort of people who said I love that for you! and The Holy Spirit told me to buy a first-class ticket. That was to say, exactly the same people who made Tallis want to bring back gladiatorial games. He could seem serious and even intimidating—until he jumped at you from a cupboard because Nobody Expects the Spanish Inquisition, playful as a puppy and motivated mainly by hot chocolate.

“You are very frustrating.”

Sally, the traitor, was turning his head slowly. “Wait,” he said. “North is . . . over there. That’s wrong. Oh, for God’s sake,” he said, laughing suddenly. He smacked Avelyn’s arm. “You moved the castle.”

“Ugh, you know all my tricks,” Avelyn said, disgusted.

“You are unoriginal and dull,” Sally agreed.

Two puppies. Somehow she had ended up with two enraging puppies. They had taken to each other instantly. Sally had been practising going up the stairs of the Brocken manor in perfect silence, better to surprise Avelyn and carry him bodily down to dinner. Avelyn had become amazingly accurate in his ability to conjure a snowstorm that happened only over Sally, and followed him around. And if you asked them what they were training the foxes to steal, you got two identically innocent gazes that promised nothing nefarious was happening, they were blameless, and was it time for more hot chocolate yet?

She had never been happier.

_____________

Avelyn drifted away to leave Sally and Tallis alone for a little while; if he stayed, he and Sally would turn into fourteen-year-old boys, and nobody wanted to sit with those at dinner. Off somewhere to his left, he could feel the Yule-morning happiness that was Jericho. He didn’t go that way. Kings needed time to do things beyond talking to witches.

Ras stopped him to remind him to go to the Witan in the evening, and while he was sitting at the Hringen table, Avelyn’s new steward—or rather, his grandmother’s old steward23—ran through the discussion points, and other people came to tell him about unfairnesses to raise, regardless of which clan they belonged to, because perhaps it was a problem for the Witan or perhaps the King, and without ever being given a job description, Avelyn had become the herald between the two.

Somebody patted him on the shoulder, and somebody else said oink, so he assumed Redspear was passing by.

All of it should have made him feel like he belonged, but instead all he could feel was separate. He hadn’t felt so alone among so many people since seminary. In the way it did only when he was already restless or unhappy, it was bothering him more and more that he was surrounded by people doing things he couldn’t—pouring their own wine, dancing, winning things at the coconut shy.

“And . . . someone is here to see you, lord,” the steward rounded off. There was an odd note in her voice. Whoever it was, she didn’t think they ought to be admitted for an audience. She was a snob, though. He had it from reliable sources that she wrinkled her nose at the mention of the Hringen, because they had used to be—ugh—silversmiths. If she had her way, Lady Hringen would be made to use the back door.

Avelyn nodded and thanked her, half expecting someone from one of the worst-hit places, maybe Bradford or Birmingham, where the annihilation was almost total; now that London was clear, there would be petitioners from smaller cities. He saw the steward’s blurry silhouette motion to someone to come over, then slip away.

“Oh, my boy,” Father Li said, and hugged him.

“Father!” It came out high, because he couldn’t believe it, and then he had a bolt of raw fear, because what if he disbelieved Father Li to nothing? Tallis had done it by accident to an unsuspecting octopus trying to steal cutlery, and she had been devastated, and she hadn’t even known the octopus personally. “Oh, my God! How did—what happened, I thought Rome was completely—”

“Oh, I told you I’d come and fetch you,” Father Li said, and kissed his forehead. He laughed. “Bloody hell, don’t you look different! Is it the salt light, would it tarnish your clericals?”

“Not if I had them made from cloth from here,” Avelyn said, with glass in his throat and wishing this could have waited until later. There was so much else he wanted to talk about first: Li’s journey, Rome, all the changed world, but he wouldn’t be able to turn the subject now. Should he lie? He could just say—no. Li would understand. He would. Li had always understood when Avelyn chafed against the Magisterium, and that was what he had let go of. Not God. “I’m . . . I gave it up, Father.”

There was silence. Avelyn had never more wished that he could see. Then, “Why?”

“It was the only honest thing left. Trying to cleave to Church dogma—all I had from it was desolation, and all I’ve had from the King is consolation. You were right. There was an angel here, and—”

“No. No, Avelyn, angels are what’s out there now, what’s in the mine here is not . . . Angels are holy things, they show what’s truly in people’s hearts, the only way to survive is to believe in God, not in a thing from a cave in England.” He said it gently, but his voice was shaking. “They’re killing what’s in the mines. That can only be one thing.”

“I do believe in God. I do! But we are here because the King saved us. He’s saved so many people—Father, he’s good—”

“Nothing is good,” Li said quietly, “that turns you from God—”

“The Church! The Church. Not God.”

“The Church and God are the same. You can’t get to God without the Church. How could you think that? After all the years—oh, Avelyn. You’ve been seduced. This is wrong.”

Avelyn hadn’t seen his own reflection for a year, but he knew he was losing any colour he might have held on to. “He saved us,” he said again. “He makes this light, it’s how the witches are clearing cities of . . .”

Li took his hand. His own felt frail now. God knew what he had waded through, to get out of Rome. “Listen to yourself. Clearing cities of angels. Which are righteous things.”

“Righteous! They murder—”

“Then we are the new Sodom and Gomorrah, and it was time for us to be murdered,” Li said over him. A sigh. “In a choice between dying and renouncing God . . . it’s so much better to die.”

“Just talk to him. You’ll see,” Avelyn said softly. “Please, Father. His name is Jericho because he was the angel of Jericho, once. He isn’t what you think.”

Li laughed a little bit. “Of course he is. I know you think what you’re feeling is consolation, but—if those stories I’ve been hearing about the Devil and his favourite witch have anything to them, which, knowing you and how your head turns every ten minutes, they do—it’s not consolation. It’s lust.”

Avelyn couldn’t say anything. Anger and dismay and shame kicked him in the chest and stole his voice.

He flickered when someone behind him put one hand on his shoulder. For a leaping instant he hoped it was Jericho, but Jericho was still speaking to some children who wanted to be witches. It was Tallis.

“So here’s my thought, about lust as a sin,” she said. She was always precise—she was the kind of person who said about two hundred and seventeen—but sometimes she could put a weight behind it, until it wasn’t the precision of a microscope but of a tank’s gun tower ticking through degrees. “Blokey, isn’t it? You perceive lust as dangerous for other people because it is—coming from men. It’s dangerous for women, dangerous for other men too, in prison showers and . . . vestries.”

Father Li half laughed. “I don’t think you need to—”

“And as humans do,” she said over him, “when we get together in a group composed only of people exactly like ourselves, you assume that everyone experiences it in the same way: you assume that desire is always a downward punch. But that is a very specific kind of desire, and I’d suggest that the people grabbing waitresses and altar boys are a very specific sort of man. Lust, the sin, is about power: it’s about treating people as objects whose destruction doesn’t matter. It isn’t the same as desire. Any woman can tell you that.”

“Yes, we agree,” Father Li said impatiently. “I do know the definition of the mortal sins.”

“I’m glad. Meanwhile you say that your god is love, but it’s astonishing how disgusted you are by love in the real world. Almost as though you resent it; almost as though, not being allowed much of it, you see it as a privilege to be awarded to the chosen, cooperative few, and not a basic fact of humanity, and almost as though your imagination is so starved by your tortuous doctrine, you cannot see any kind of love that isn’t just lust in the end. Which I imagine is enormously reassuring for you, because it allows you to imagine you aren’t amputating the best and most human part of yourself and calling it virtue. You are, however, wrong, and what you just said is obscene.”

Nobody ever said the rules were nice or fair, Rome Avelyn murmured from where he still sat propped by a dusty altar and one candle. But they are the rules.

“I didn’t make divine law,” Li said to her, quite gently now, the way he always spoke to people who had just fundamentally misunderstood. “They’re God’s laws.”

“And it’s God’s law that says millions of people should die.”

“I’m afraid so.”

There was no good person left at Sodom and Gomorrah, remember.

“Then your god is a genocidal maniac, and I’m going to ask you to take him with you as you leave.”

“Father,” Avelyn said. It was the first time he’d managed to pull together some real words instead of just a tumult of smoke and sorrow. “All the reports from Italy—they say Rome is terrible, and people are starving, and . . . and going mad, and dying. Everyone who makes it to the Wall is . . .”

“It’s only unbelievers, leaving for the Wall,” Li said, and Avelyn felt the air move as he waved his hand. “It’s very different if you have faith. It’s beautiful, Avelyn. Sapphire towers. Domes of . . . clear gold. It sounds impossible until you see it.”

“But the angels,” he tried.

“They sing to us, and we sing back,” Li said. There was love in his voice. “We can see them now. They’re beautiful. The song, Avelyn . . . it’s eternal adoration. Just like it was written. God is there.”

See? Rome Avelyn said without rancour. I told you there were no angels in Hreodwater.

“You touched one, didn’t you,” Tallis said abruptly. Her fingertips dug into Avelyn’s shoulder. She wanted him to listen. “That’s how you lost your arm. Your faith was enough for it not to just atomise you, but . . . nothing could stop your arm halifying.”

Avelyn’s head snapped up, even though he had no hope of seeing anything like that.

“His arm is missing to the elbow,” Tallis explained quietly. “The last inch or so is black halite.”

“What was it like?” he whispered.

In the background, he heard someone else come across, tall but quiet: that would be Sally, making sure that Tallis was all right.

“It was the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” Li said, and Avelyn felt like he’d punched him in the chest. “I was wrong, wasn’t I? It wasn’t God who told me to save you. It was the Devil.”

“Okay, time to go,” Sally said, grim. He sounded like he wanted to hit someone. Time for the emergency cigarettes, Avelyn thought distantly.

“I’ll pray for you, lovely boy,” Li called back.

“Please do shut up,” Sally growled.

Avelyn sat exactly still, feeling the tears burn in his eyelashes and then go cool once they fell.

Tallis knelt down next to him. One of her knees always cracked when she did that, just like his. “I don’t know who that was, but he wasn’t well, Avelyn. The doctors are calling it ‘exaltation overdose’; have you heard that? He’s been too close to angels for too long, it’s like a heroin addiction. Whoever he was to you before—that wasn’t him, just now. He’s sick. Very sick. If you could have seen him—he looked like a chemotherapy patient.”

He nodded slightly, but he couldn’t tell if she was just saying that to make him believe her. Tallis was a bulletproof atheist. The more of them he met, the more he noticed how, just like the faithful, they didn’t let the truth get in the way of a good story. It took just as much ferocious creativity not to believe as it did to believe.

He heard the rush and crackle as fire raced up his sleeve.

“Avelyn! Stop that right fucking now, don’t be ridiculous!” Tallis yelped. “It isn’t true, none of it is true, there is no Hell, for God’s sake!”

Of course there is. You chose wrong. Clack-clack, went the rosary in the candlelight.

He could feel her trying to disbelieve the fire away, but he was too strong now, after almost a year of maintaining Caer Halen despite her.

Someone clamped both arms around him, and then they weren’t in the hall anymore.

The snow was thick from the blizzard, and he fell into it backwards. He heard the hiss, and the fire extinguished, and then almost instantly, he was freezing. He let his head bump back. Ice formed in the roots of his hair. He heard it clicking. They were up on the balcony of the north tower. Far below, the wind whistled, and the mammoths sang to each other.

“Are you all right?” Jericho asked quietly, easing back. He had been holding Avelyn’s shoulders down with his whole weight.

“Yes. Thank you. I’m sorry.” He sat up and pushed his fingertips under his eyes, because the tear-tracks had frozen too, and it felt extraordinarily strange. “God, that was stupid. I’m sorry,” he said again, shocked at himself now. He had let that happen in a room full of people. Tallis could have been hurt. He could have set the whole hall on fire.

A heavy cloak dropped around his shoulders, and Jericho held his knees with both hands. “Avelyn. That wasn’t your fault.”

“Yes, it was. My whole function here is to control what I believe,” Avelyn said.

“What did he say to you?”

“He said Rome was Heaven on earth. I know it isn’t, I know . . .”

“Well, it is for those who believe that’s what Heaven is,” Jericho said. “I’m sure it is, to him.”

“Tallis said something about . . . exaltation overdose. People get . . . addicted to . . .?”

“It’s exactly what happens here. Witches become addicted to the ras and never come out from the deep.”

Avelyn nodded slightly. “Is that happening to me?”

“No,” Jericho said. He took Avelyn’s hands this time. “Because I generate no salt light while I’m like this, unless you let me. I’m not just in the shape of a person, it isn’t a mask, I am a person.” He touched their heads together. “Things can be two things.”

“I don’t think I know what’s real or not,” Avelyn said, very quiet, because it sounded so—so not how he meant it. It sounded crazy.

Jericho made a quiet sound that was full of sympathy pain, and put both hands around Avelyn’s throat. They were warm. “What’s real,” he whispered, “is that genocide is wrong even when angels are in the siege towers.”

Avelyn hugged him. Jericho had wings today for the ceremony, and when he put his hands under them, Jericho closed them tight over his knuckles, so that he was warmer straightaway.

“Shall we go down to the Lodge?” Jericho asked. “I’m cold.”

Not, It’s cold, or You must be cold. I’m cold. Avelyn loved him for that.

He let the warmth of the feeling and the black feathers fill him with thoughts of the Lodge, and its fire, and blankets, the heat of the salt light. Only on the edge of his hearing at first, the fire crackled; but then it was there, and real, and they weren’t on the cold balcony high in the clouds, but on the hearthrug by the open stove. He could just make out the light in the heart of the fire.

He could almost see Jericho, too—a tall shadow beside him, watching him, points of starlight showing in his eyes. Not enough to see his face, though, only his posture. He held himself differently now. The more people arrived at Hreodwater, desperate for the safety of Caer Halen and the protection of its legendary king, the more Jericho had to become the King, to make them feel safe. The easily startled side of him was hidden away almost always. He was still himself—the snail was still in its aquarium on the desk and winning all their arguments—but now he was himself under the appalling weight of the salt crown.

Sometimes, if they were alone, fragility showed through the weave of that regal stillness.

“Hot wine,” Jericho decided.

Avelyn tucked his head. “Oh, yes please.” He let the cloak slide off his shoulders and draped it over the back of one of the armchairs. He stayed close to it, so he had a reference point for the rest of the room. “Now that London is safe . . . what happens?”

“Well, I think the witches will have to keep on making it safe for a long time,” Jericho said from by the stove. He was cutting up an orange; Avelyn could catch the scent of it, bright and happy. Everyone said the oranges from the greenhouses were like huge pearls now, because they were growing more by salt light than sunlight. “People are going to see things that make them lapse and doubt and all the rest. Scientists especially. If someone gets hold of—I don’t know, black halite, and finds something impossible about it, and they start to think that it wasn’t all so illusory as they thought . . .”

“No, that will sort itself out,” Avelyn said, with confidence that, for once, he genuinely felt. “The silver we believe into being still tarnishes in oxygen—I’m not going around making that happen, are you? The chemistry just works. If they have something under a microscope, and they think it’s just salt, it will be. There’s probably a fancy quantum entanglement way Tallis would say that, but I do think I’m right. We can ask her,” he added, because Tallis was superb at explaining things to people who didn’t understand much science. He liked that she had been a musician first. She was bilingual.

“Maybe that only works because you think it does,” Jericho remarked, pouring wine from the pan into two glasses. There was cinnamon there somewhere too, and cloves.

Avelyn liked this game, although he had strictly, strictly banned it amongst the children. “Maybe none of us are real, maybe we’re all your dreams. Or maybe we’re all dreaming each other, and it’s like standing between two mirrors.”

“Ah,” Jericho said, sounding alarmed, “please don’t—think about that too hard, witches have wondered that from time to time and they have a way of vanishing—”

Avelyn snorted. “You haven’t got the imagination to come up with me.”

Jericho laughed an incredulous laugh. “Have I not?”

“Of course you haven’t. I love you, I think you’re the most fascinating thing I’ve ever come across, and if I have a hundred years to talk to you, it will not be enough. You’re much too self-effacing to imagine anyone like that.”

Jericho came to sit on the arm of the chair. As he moved, Avelyn caught the barest shimmer of salt light from the slim crown sealed through his hair. He wished he could see him. Halls fell quiet now when other people saw him; long gone was the purposefully unnoticeable figure in the purple jumper. If Avelyn happened to brush his sleeve, he felt brocade in oak and ivy patterns, and if they sat side by side, he could hear the whisper of silver-woven fabric, but that was all he knew. Slowly, so that Avelyn could see it was going to happen, Jericho gave him his wine, then touched their glasses together.

“Well. To the lies of witches, and those with the wisdom to believe them. May we all be worth our salt.”

Avelyn had to pretend his glass was fascinating again, and hope that the firelight was too dim for Jericho to see it shining too much in his eyes. It was such a danger of blindness: if you weren’t careful, you started to behave as though other people couldn’t see you.

“The worst of it is over, though,” Jericho said quietly. “I can go back down to the deep soon, and we can fix your sight. There’s no need for me to be here like this anymore. I could be a dream again.”

Avelyn had been waiting for months for this to surface, although he had hoped it wouldn’t. He had gone over what he wanted to say dozens of times, but now that it was here, it seemed so ridiculous to say that to this man who had been here since the glaciers, for whom he must have been hardly more noticeable than a passing firefly. “I don’t—think I could make you real again, like that,” Avelyn said. It came out unevenly, despite how often he’d gone over it in his head. “I’d know it was a dream. I’d know you were down there by yourself. It wouldn’t work.”

“Avelyn, you just believed us from Caer Halen to . . .”

“No, it’s different. It’s different. It’s like elastic. There is a stretch to what I can believe. It can stretch a lot. I know a lot is possible. But not . . . I can’t stretch it that far. I can’t know you’re alone on that altar in the dark, and also make you real up above, I can’t. I’m not that good a witch. If you go back down there, I’ll never see you again.”

Jericho took a breath and held it before he used it. “Yes, but—would it matter? You’d have your sight back.” Then, as if he were walking on new ice, “You could go after Father Li, if you—”

“I want you much more than I want the Church or my fucking eyes!”

Silence.

Avelyn swallowed, excruciatingly conscious that that might have been the most stifling, needy thing he had ever said, and God, but he was exhausted of needing things, from Jericho and his unending patience most of all. “I—no. If you’re tired of all this, if it’s too much—no, I know it’s too much—I mean, if you want to go, then of course you should go.”

Jericho took the glass from him and set it aside, then put one hand to his chest to push him—not hard—against the wall. For what felt like an confused eternity, Avelyn couldn’t tell what was happening, and all he could think was that it was a relief to have the wall against his back, because he was coming to hate standing in the middle of a room, not knowing what was behind him or if he would fall if he moved, and a relief for Jericho to be exactly in front of him so close. If he were to open his hands, Jericho’s hips would fit into his palms, but he didn’t, because maybe this meant Stay here and don’t talk to me anymore.

Jericho kissed him. Avelyn froze, not trusting it enough for an entire second, because for all they had eaten together and laughed and Jericho had read the rest of The Exorcist to him and books and books, more every night, they had never once talked about this, never mentioned what had happened on that day at the altar.

There were two reasons why that would be: one, it would have to come from him, because he was the one who had cried over a hand on his knee, so he was the one who would have to say yes—only, he had never known how to say that, because the second reason was that Jericho didn’t want it.

Very slowly, he closed his hand over Jericho’s where it rested against his neck, and a new kind of belief he’d never had before welled up through the ground.

“I don’t,” Jericho said. He rested their foreheads together. “I don’t.”



23 When it had become clear that Avelyn was staying in Hreodwater and that he meant to keep on at An El, ten or twelve of the Brocken clan retainers appeared and explained to him in no uncertain terms that Lord Brocken was not going to do that. Now the Brocken manor was open, Avelyn and forty witches lived there, along with a full staff, eight foxes, and a baby mammoth who had worked out that if you were cute and fluffy enough, you could hog the best place by the kitchen fire and steal all the pistachios without facing any consequences. Every waking minute was spent talking to someone about finances, or being handed someone’s baby, or finding someone else’s trunk rifling his pockets on the daily pistachio hunt, and although he was grateful, he was also beginning to see why you might sometimes want to spend a thousand years chained to an altar a mile underground.
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