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Dead birds littered the ground, so pitiful and small that it was difficult to credit the devastation they’d caused. The uninjured collected them into sacks. There were always human casualties when the shrikes made it all the way to the village. Two deaths, this time. 

The sorcerer, Evan, surveyed the damage as he picked his way through the cleanup efforts along the west border of Cupt. “I’ve called for more incarnae,” he muttered to himself, “and received them. It only seems to make matters worse.”

Something wearing the body of a human child approached. Barely old enough to walk, with tangled hair and ragged clothing. Typical among the possessed of World Heart. It hurt Evan to look at her. Why must they send the very smallest one? 

“We grieve with you,” the thing said. “Do you want an end to this?”

I will burn their colony to the ground. Evan breathed deep to control his anger, knowing that the death of any number of the possessed would not harm the hive mind that controlled them. “Is World Heart forcing these innocent creatures to throw away their lives to kill us?” 

“It’s not our doing,” the entity told him through that child’s mouth. “We are part of the deep intelligence of the planet, but we are not the whole of it. Your own incarna is our cousin. There are others. One of them feels your village is an offense. You must send an emissary. The direwitch Lienne would do nicely for that purpose.”

“Lienne is not here. Our people have lived in Cupt for generations, in harmony with the land. Why has our existence suddenly become offensive? Can you answer me that, World Heart?”

“We are merely serving as a messenger, as a courtesy to everyone involved. Send for Lienne. Bring her to us and we will guide her. We count her as a friend, although she’s stopped a multitude of our hearts. Don’t mention that friendship to those idiots in Twain. They would surely burn her alive, leaving you without an emissary.”
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I stood at the edge of the terrace, leaning on the railing and looking down into the deep ravine. Near my feet was the cairn of stones the children had built in remembrance of my friend Paddy. The sideways rains had come and gone twice since she died. The flowers that decorated the cairn were replaced regularly, but the ones there now had wilted.

I plucked a blossom from a nearby vine and released it into the ravine. It drifted down, wallowing from side to side, then rose again to hover near my face. With that updraft, it was surprising that there was no foul odor, given the number of corpses down there. Birds picked the bones clean.

A larger, darker shape rose. An open-faced helmet, black in color, dented and discolored with what looked like rust. I reached for it, expecting it to fade away. It was solid in my hands. No breeze lifted this. Made of an alloy that was resistant to oxidation, it was crusted with dried blood, which should have been cleaned away by the weather long since.

Carrying the helmet, I made the short walk to the doors of the Obsidian Cathedral, holding it up to show the guard. “It’s one of yours, isn’t it?”

He tapped the one on his head, identical except for the larger size and better condition. “Where did you find that?”

“It levitated right out of the ravine. I think it was Paddy’s.”

“Can’t rule it out.” He pulled open one of the great, black slabs of stone that served as the Cathedral doors.

Inside, another guard escorted me upstairs, announcing me with a flourish, although I was well known to everyone there. “The direwitch Lienne!”

Bella and Bolt Schraeder were waiting for me. I offered them an exaggerated bow. “Your Majesties.” It was a joke, and it wasn’t. Known briefly as one of Twain’s most powerful couples, a direwitch and a deep sorcerer, they’d recently declared their property to be the Sovereign State of Obsidian after the government of Twain denounced them both as criminals.

With them was the direwitch Jayna, who’d been blinded in a shrike attack. Perhaps the announcement was for her benefit, although her incarna would allow her to see me. She had a cloth tied loosely over her eyes, which were no bigger than peas and not yet of any use to her, resting in a beneficial but unsightly bed of pus. Not hidden from my witch’s sight, alas. 

Bella came forward to take my hand. “Lienne, thank you for getting here so quickly. I know you’d never address either of us that way in public. Our situation is delicate enough as it is.”

People who didn't follow politics tended to believe Obsidian’s secession had been accomplished through sheer chutzpah, taking everyone by surprise. In fact, a lot of careful maneuvering behind the scenes had been involved. Through their allies in the Senate, the Schraeders had proposed that if their independence was not contested, the considerable sum their business paid in taxes would continue in the name of civic aid and assistance.

I handed Bella the helmet. “Drifted right up out of the ravine. I thought at first it was just an illusion.” 

She examined it, then passed it to her husband. “Paddy’s, don’t you think?”

Bolt held it up to the light. “We sent a courier down there to find her remains. It should have been able to spot the black armor. We don’t dispose of our own dead down there. At any rate, Lienne, we’re hoping you can return to Cupt. Evan has asked for your help.”

I took a moment to commune with my incarna, the symbiote that gave me the power to set enemies on fire with a wave of my hand while exercising more control over my daily life than I cared for. It offered no opinion. “I’ll go, but won’t my presence just pour fuel on the flames?”

“It does seem that the more incarna holders we send against this thing, the stronger it becomes,” Jayna said.

Bella added, “Almost as if they were attracting it somehow. We wouldn’t send anyone else, but I trust Evan’s judgment on this. Thank you for answering his call.”

She retrieved Paddy’s helmet from Bolt and returned it to me. “We all mourn her. If there’s an afterlife, I hope she knows it. Why don’t you put this on her cairn? I think the children would like that.”

The helmet felt reluctant to leave my hands. “I’ll hang onto it for now. In fact, I believe Paddy will be coming with me to Cupt, at least in spirit.”
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“I have to go on the road.” The little cottage shared by the two divers, James and Kevin, smelled like ocean blossom. It wasn’t the fault of their housekeeping. The entire shoreline was covered with the noxious water weed. “Can the two of you check up on Moggett from time to time, and get the occasional package ready for my regulars?”

James handed me a cup of spicebark tea. “Where are you headed?”

“Back to Cupt. Things are bad there. Evan thinks I can help.” I sipped the tea. Normally one of my favorites, but I could taste the ocean blossom in the air. It had a pretty name, and was attractive enough to look at. The smell was not pleasant.

Moggett rode on her usual perch atop my head. She chittered at James, her second-favorite human, and reached for him with a chitinous claw. He was taking a long time to answer my question. I need an apprentice. I can’t keep asking James to mind the shop for me.

He glanced at Kevin. “Actually, I think I’ll go along on that trip. Could you keep an eye on things for her, Kev?”

Kevin looked floored. No different than I felt. “If I can get Drew’s permission, sure.” He was older than the average diving apprentice, but subject to the same rules as the rest, many of them barely more than boys.

“I’ll talk to him,” James said. “It shouldn’t be a problem.”

“James, you’re welcome to join me, but I can’t keep up the maintenance on your gills. It will just be the two of us.”

“And me,” Paddy said from the corner. “Thank you for inviting me along, Lienne.”

She hadn’t been there until she spoke. Paddy was hard to look at, pale as the corpse she was. The right side of her face was malformed, with a deep and bloodless wound revealing one cheekbone and a row of teeth. She faced me, eyes staring at some distant point. They were dead eyes. 

Her appearance didn’t come as a complete surprise. It was a risk I’d taken by carrying her helmet away with me. I had it with me, stuffed into my pack, where it took up most of the available room. As little as my incarna wanted to part with it, I had second thoughts about lugging the thing to Cupt.

Ghost, or revenant? My witch’s vision gave me the answer as soon as the question formed in my mind. A revenant, physically present in the world, her cold, dead flesh animated by some unknown force. Not me. Some witches had that power, but it wasn’t an avenue I’d ever pursued.

Paddy still wore the light armor she’d been wearing when she died, plates of black metal protecting vulnerable targets while padded leather allowed free movement at the joints. I handed her the helmet. She twisted off the ornamental crest, a stylized serpent, tossing it to me. 

“Hi, Paddy.” James had seen some shit and wasn’t easily fazed. She gave him a cheerful little wave, put the helmet on her head, and vanished. “I can maintain my own gills, Lienne. I hate to say it, and please don’t repeat this, but Flipper is lazy. Kevin, are you sure you don’t want to join us? I’m sure I can get permission for that, instead, and we can find someone else to watch Lienne’s place.”

I nodded. “One of my neighbors, in a pinch.”

He shook his head vehemently. “I’m not going back up there. Ralph almost died.” Hearing her name, the dog raised her head and thumped her tail a few times.

“You could keep her on the leash.”

Kevin just shook his head again. I looked back and forth between the two of them. James was short and dark, Kevin a head taller and pale, both of them shirtless and showing the lean muscle typical of divers. James had the barrel chest of an amphibious human, his closed gill slits looking like poorly healed cuts.

James was young, barely into his adult years. Kevin had gray in his hair, yet I tended to think of James as the more senior of the pair. Perhaps because Kevin came from another world, Earth itself, and was still adjusting to life on Elysion.

I couldn’t help noticing that they weren't sitting close together, or sharing the warm glances I'd seen between them in the past. Some relationships are made for a lifetime, others just for a season or two.
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“You are only one incarna,” Bolt pointed out as he led the way into the Hall of Objects. Two were needed for far traveling. “I can send you. Watch out for the piano.”

The baby grand, gleaming white and spinning end over end, moved slowly across the huge room less than a meter above the floor. We made our way past it to the clear area in the middle. I batted aside a tall boot with an impossibly long, narrow heel. Footwear was a common theme among the objects.

James had seen it all before, but still gazed around in fascination. “It’s safe for me to be here, I take it?” He had never stood in the center of it all. That was reserved for magic.

“Yes. It’s not an actual vortex. Stand facing me, with your hands raised, not quite touching mine. Perfect.”

“I feel like a sorcerer.” He laughed nervously. Of the four people in the room, he was the only one without an incarna. Bella trailed behind us. A new witch, without formal training, she was still discovering her powers.

“I’m going to aim you toward Evan’s cave. He’s expecting you. Best of luck.” Far traveling was notorious for depositing its passengers in unexpected locations. The matter was urgent enough to risk it.

Lines of force formed without any effort on my part. I had to remind myself I wasn’t driving. Bolt clapped his hands together, part of his private ritual. James and I found ourselves standing on a wide avenue of dirt. I recognized the open pavilions on one side, with a sheer and jagged cliff rising on the other. Close enough.

Directly ahead was the deep basin that separated the village of Cupt from the Fireteeth, source of the deadly shrikes. The distant stone towers looked ghostly behind their curtain of mist. Winged humans circled above us. One came in for a landing, stirring up dust as he settled to the ground. It took me a moment to recognize him. 

“Fortuitous day, Fire!”

He laughed, folding his wings. When did he get so tall? Looking the part of a young man, now.

Fire embraced us each in turn. “Lienne. James. Evan is expecting you. I’ll get him.” He raced off. The other fliers climbed back into the sky.

We went to wait at one of the sheltered tables. Evan joined us there shortly, taking me by the hands. “Thank you for coming to our aid. I’m not sure why our tormentor has specifically requested you. I can’t rule out the possibility that he means you harm.”

“We shall see. You remember James.”

“Of course. Lienne, would it be inhospitable of me to ask you to go today? I’m not sure how long it will be before the next attack. We’re preparing a luncheon to honor your arrival, and it should be ready shortly.”

“I’m eager to be on my way.” My incarna, which had held its peace when the journey was first proposed, insisted that I could fly across the basin. That was where we needed to go. Since I had no wings, the steep sides of the pit would require a more indirect route. “Once we’ve eaten, of course. Although I’m not clear on what we’re meant to do.”

“After the food,” Evan promised.
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“Let me introduce you to your guide.” Evan put his dirty plate in a basin of water. James and I followed his example, shouldering our packs for the journey ahead. “You have to promise you won’t set her on fire. That could ruin everything.” 

“Why does everyone think that of me? Including other incarna holders.” 

“Just promise me. If I think she needs setting on fire, I’ll do it myself. She’s only about yea tall.” He held his hand at waist level.

“As long as she’s not attacking with deadly intent, I do so solemnly swear.” Was I about to meet some small but fearsome local sentient? I pictured teeth and claws, a snarling face.

We followed a steep trail down to a cluster of huts, poorly maintained and looking abandoned. I could sense the people hiding inside. What felt like people in their physical aspect, at any rate.

Out of the nearest ramshackle building came a little girl, scarcely more than a toddler, with absolutely nothing human in her eyes. I didn’t want to burn her. I wanted to save her, although that’s rarely possible with the fully possessed. She was the youngest one I’d ever seen.

“Much of the day is already gone. Let us waste no more time.” The girl’s voice was high and piping, but not childish. She led us down a narrow trail that hugged the face of a cliff and then passed beneath an overhang. Only a curtain of vines separated us from a long fall into the mist.

Coming out under the open sky again, the path continued into a thicket of brush and scrubby trees. A steep hill hid the source of voices coming from above. It sounded like people working in one of Cupt’s fields. I’d helped gather food there, and never had any inkling of this byway. Nor of the huts, which were surely home to more World Heart puppets. They never lived alone. The other colony I visited left them human until puberty, at least.

The possessed girl’s short legs carried her faster than a human child that age, taking two steps for each of mine or James’s. She seemed tireless. When we stopped for a meal break, she ate with good appetite and reasonable manners. Conversation was stilted. What do you say to the agent of an alien intelligence whose goal is to consume the human race?

I don’t think she’s any danger to us. World Heart’s strength was in their numbers. Surrounding their victims, they had the power to cloud the thinking and make things seem reasonable that weren’t. I’d experienced it. So had James. I wasn’t feeling anything like that now.

James spent the break in meditation. Convincing his body that gills were good, gills were not an injury to be healed.

We walked until our world’s star, Pathos, grew low in the sky, then chose a place to spend the night. A high knoll with a view of the basin, allowing us to take in a rather spectacular sunset. Flyers from Cupt swooped and dove.

The storm gathered, as it did every evening, strikes of lightning releasing the song of the Fireteeth. We weren’t directly across from those high spires of stone. That blunted the impact somewhat. It still held us in its thrall.

“I see no sign of shrikes,” James said. He’d read my mind.

“There’s a truce, in good faith, pending your visit to Yog.”

The child piqued my curiosity. Adults of her kind didn’t have that effect on me. “Does the beauty of the sky move you, World Heart? Is there a part of you that wants a body with a set of wings?”

“You can call me Charlotte.”

I’d never heard any of them offer a name. She continued, “I’m among you, for the moment. When in Rome.” It took me a moment to take her meaning. Perhaps it shouldn’t have startled me to hear echoes of old Earth from the lips of World Heart. The entity had roots there, from absorbing the minds of its human components over the course of many generations.

“Tell us more of Yog, Charlotte. How far off does it lie?”

“That’s not for me to say. This body requires sleep.” She curled up right there in the grass without so much as a blanket.

I rolled out my sleep sack. Hardly able to credit the words coming out of my mouth, I told her, “Crawl in with me. It gets cold.”

She complied, looking at me with expressionless blue eyes. Her wavy hair was a nest of tangles. I wanted to work those out, but I had no oil.

“Is there room for me in there?” Paddy stood by the trail, ruddy light illuminating her ghastly visage.

“There’s not. The only reason I can fit the child is that I like some extra space.” I put my hand on her helmet crest, which I wore around my neck on a chain. “You’re dead anyway, so I don’t see how the cold can bother you. No offense.”
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Pathos was high overhead when we came to the end of the forest. Charlotte held out one arm as if announcing a dignitary at a formal event. “The Lake of Fire.”

It was a lake, but I saw nothing fiery about it. Dark in the center, like the pupil of an eye, surrounded by a dramatically striated iris. It looked cold.

We descended a steep hill using a series of switchbacks. Our high vantage point revealed a sweeping expanse with no sign of human habitation. Trees and thick undergrowth hid the basin from view.

At the shoreline, the child made another sweeping gesture, pointing out over the water at a rocky island, formed of stone that was black as the Obsidian Cathedral. “That’s where you need to go next. This is as far as I can accompany you. Have courage, and don’t turn back, or the people of Cupt will pay the price.” 

Looking at that tiny body and her flowing gown, I was glad she wasn’t following us into the water. “Charlotte, when you return, why don’t you spend some time with Evan and his people?” I’d been calling her by name as often as I could without it seeming weird, harboring a secret hope that the seduction of World Heart could run both ways.

“I’m tired of having a name. I miss my family. Everyone is so alone out here!” She turned and ran back toward the woods, scrambling up the incline faster and more nimbly than those chubby little legs should have allowed.

James studied the island with a rather smug expression. I asked him, “How did you know?”

“I didn’t. I’m following an inner voice, the equivalent of your incarna, I suppose.”

There was no equivalent of an incarna. “You know cold water will sap all your body heat through your gills. Best if we both swim on the surface.”

He put one hand in the lake. “Feel this for yourself.”

It had the temperature of a pleasant bath, similar to the shallows of the Unfathomable Sea. James, meanwhile, was taking a sheaf of translucent membranes from his pack. “Dry sacks. Put anything in here that you don’t want waterlogged.”

“You’ve thought of everything.” I took half of them and began unpacking, stuffing my belongings into the sacks.

When I started to strip, James said, “If your clothes won't weigh you down too much, you might want to have the protection against sharp objects.”

“They're light, and water resistant. They should be fine.” I did pack away my comfortable but bulky shoes. James, not surprisingly, wore some that were suitable for swimming.

As we swam out into the water, we got a better look at those lines radiating from the center. From a distance, they’d appeared pale blue. Closer up, they were pure white, some kind of coral formation.

“They’re beautiful, James. Have you ever seen anything like it?”

“Yes. Don’t touch them. They’ll cut you like a knife, and probably poison you to boot.” 

“Then we’re going to have a problem. We’re hemmed in.” Not far below the surface, the branching structures came together like a road map.

He’d already fanned out his gills, making his chest even broader than it was on land. “Let me take a look.” He dove, appearing a short time later on the other side. “There’s big gaps, not far down. Which isn’t a natural way for them to form, but it works in our favor.”

I enjoyed swimming in the reservoir near my shop, and I’d had a few experiences with diving. It would never be my passion. My build was naturally buoyant. I tried anyway, avoiding the coral until I felt more confident. That confidence never materialized.

Sluicing the water from my face, I admitted defeat. “I can’t get low enough. I tend to float.”

“Down here, we all float,” he intoned. One reason James and I got on so well was that we both enjoyed reading the same ancient books. He sank out of sight for a few minutes, kicking hard from the effort of surfacing when he reappeared at my side. “I found this rock, without too many sharp edges. Try carrying that. I’ll take your pack.”

We made the exchange. I rode lower in the water, now. Taking a few deep breaths, I managed to swim below the archway. Admiring the view, I allowed my foot to brush against the coral, leaving a colorful trail of red behind me as I surfaced.

“Better heal that up, Lienne. No telling what it might attract.”

The bleeding was superficial. I’d stopped it before I could catch my breath. “I think I have the hang of this. You’ll make a diver out of me yet.”

There were two more short dives before we reached the island. After completing the last one, I felt the unmistakable pull of a power nexus. I’d never encountered one underwater. “Careful, James. See that whirlpool? It’s more than meets the eye. What Kevin would call a tornado. I’m going to recharge, but stay clear!” The energies were deadly dangerous to anyone but a direwitch or deep sorcerer.

Swimming to its center, I was delighted to find a column of breathable air. I hung there, letting it spin me slowly as my incarna fed, the furious rotation of its edges turned gentle at the eye.

When James passed through my distorted field of vision, he appeared to be doing some kind of frenetic dance. Trying to get my attention? I was full, so I swam toward him. No dance. He was thrashing around in the water as if in the throes of a violent death, eyes bulging and gills spasming wildly, mouth open with a few orphan bubbles of air leaking out.
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The inner circle of Twain’s direwitches met in their formal chamber for the vote. They were hooded, to emphasize the anonymity of the process. All thirteen of them were well known to the others. Seated in a circle around the massive table, each had a box in front of her to shield which of the three names she circled.

Rosa, the current chair, presided. Considered the safe choice, she could count on the votes of those who liked the status quo. Some resisted change in either direction, and were content with her low-key style of leadership.

Two seats to her left was Nouri, the progressive candidate supported by the Schraeders, who had severed their fortunes from the city. Not a point in her favor. Many witches still felt she was the better choice. Witches who felt Twain’s culture had become stagnant over the centuries, that it was time to consider fresh ideas.

Across the table from her was the hardliner, Eilane, flanked by her supporters. She was the ideological heir of Magdala, the former chair, who had died under a cloud of suspicion and civil unrest. Eilane’s supporters were far more outspoken in their loyalty than those who preferred the other candidates.

The ballots were marked with no delay. Each of them had entered the chamber with her decision already made. The slips of paper, thick and heavy with the fiber of plants grown especially for the purpose, were passed to Rosa. She pushed aside her privacy barrier and sorted them into three piles for all to see.

“The tally is tied. Five for Nouri, five for Eilane, three for the incumbent.” She spoke of herself in the third person, as was customary under the circumstances, voice revealing no emotion.

Rosa had come prepared. She had three more sets of ballots. In her last official act as chair, she passed out the ones needed to break the tie. The odd number guaranteed a decisive outcome.

This time, Rosa arrayed the ballots in two fans, so that everyone could see each one. She’d shuffled them beforehand. When there were six on either side of her, she paused, allowing herself a moment of drama before laying down the final card. “It goes to Eilane.”

The victor bowed her head in a proper show of humility. The women on either side of her were less restrained. Breaking decorum, one pumped a fist toward the ceiling and then drummed on the table with her open hands. Others joined her while those displeased with the result sat like statues.
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I grabbed James by the strap of his pack, hauling him up to the surface. It was reflex, training I’d received for water rescue, which had never taken a distressed amphibian into account. A set of rather slimy steps led up to the island. I sat there, holding him half out of the water. He was breathing now. His gills had closed, but poorly, with filaments hanging out between the slit covers.

“Let me put you back in, just up to your neck.” He offered no resistance. I couldn't manipulate his gills with magic. My incarna was far too heavy-handed. I coaxed the pink tissue back inside his body by brushing it lightly with my fingers.

“I’m all right.” James climbed out of the lake and sat on the low stone breakwater that ringed the island. “What was that? Can you check to see if I have epilepsy? I hope it can be fixed.” His eyes were downcast.

My sister witch Agne would have spotted it right away, with her healer’s sensitivity. I ran my fingers over the sandpapery skin of his shaved head, casting my perceptions over the folds and structures inside, feeling out of my element. Something didn’t appreciate my intrusion. My symbiote was not welcome. It sensed another of its own kind, asserting its territorial rights.

“That wasn’t a medical event, James, not precisely. An incarna has entered you.”

“An incarna! Can you get rid of it?”

I struggled to hold back laughter. His distress was real. “Once there’s a joining, it’s for life. That happens sometimes, in the vicinity of deep power.” There were all sorts of screeds offering advice to the hopeful incarna-seeker. They all boiled down to open yourself. It didn’t usually work. James wasn’t the first to obtain one with no effort, or even desire.

“What am I supposed to do now? Will they kick me out of the divers’ guild?”

“I’m not sure they have a precedent. It may depend on how popular you are with your brothers. Normally, I’d say you should go straight to the Sodality of Deep Sorcery for training as a novice. But I think we need to go on, if you feel able.” The fact that he was in his right mind, already able to hold a conversation, told me he would be of the subtle arcana. Which made the situation more manageable. I hope.

“I’m a sorcerer?”

“James.” I snapped my fingers in front of his face. “Take a couple of deep breaths and focus. Yes. That’s how these things work, you know that.”

“When Bella got an incarna, she didn’t report for training. Bolt taught her.”

“And she was charged with a criminal offense for that.”

“I thought it was the tentacles.”

“You’re thinking of her husband. Non-human DNA was Bolt’s crime.” I got up, looking around the island. There wasn’t much to look at. It was small. We need to go on, if you feel able. If we could figure out how.

The only notable feature was a small building with stone walls that matched the barren rock around it. Like the kind of sanitary facility you’d see in a park. An open archway led into the darkness. I went in, with James at my heels, invoking mistfire to take a look around. “Here, see if you can do this.”

He flared glowing, corrosive mist from his hands, looking at them in fascination. “See, you can teach me.”

“I’m of the major arcana. So are Bolt and Bella, for that matter. You need the guidance of a subtle sorcerer. But that will have to wait.” There was a deep pit in the center of the building, taking up most of the room, surrounded by a ring of stones. I leaned closer to get a look inside. A well.

James lay on his stomach, putting his hands in the water, trying for another flare of mistfire. “It doesn’t work underwater.”

“No. Try this.” I manifested spears of light, aiming them at the stone wall. “As a subtle sorcerer, you won't be able to generate enough mistfire to use for your defense. Use these instead. At close range, they can be lethal. Even underwater, but I don't think they'll be much good for illumination. They burn too much energy. Especially from your limited supply.”

He put his hand back in the water and was able to manifest a sharp pulse of destructive light. “You’re right, though, it only lets me see a short distance. I have diving lights in my pack.”

I dug into my waist pouch, pulling out a coin, tossing it in as I’d been taught in these situations. “Make a wish.”

“I wish I was still alive,” Paddy said from behind us, startling me.

“You don’t like the full light of Pathos much, do you?”

“Maybe I’m like a vampire that way. I’m new at this, so I can’t say for sure.”

James pulled a breather from his pack and dipped it into the water. “Plenty of oxygen. I still use this thing for traveling into the depths, where it’s colder, but I won’t need it here. It is handy for taking readings.” Carrying an electric light in one hand, he slid into the well and unfolded his gills. It wasn’t long before he vanished into the darkness.

Paddy asked, “What are you going to do if he never comes out of there?”

“I have no idea.”
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