To Eat a Fire

	The cold was unbearable. As Yana crested the ridge before her, the wind whipping across its top fell full upon her. It lashed her face with snowflakes like razorblades and cut right through her clothes, sending a fresh wave of shivers across her skin beneath.
It’s like I’m wearing nothing at all, she thought bitterly as she pulled the fur-lined coat more tightly about her and held a thick mitten up in front of her face to protect her eyes. She scanned the valley below, scouring the dense snowdrifts and the heavily laden trees for a sign, any at all, of the path she had been following. It had been all but completely wiped out by the blizzard. With the snowfall becoming more intense by the minute, it was becoming increasingly difficult to tell where she was going.
	For what must have been the hundredth time today, Yana looked back over the tracks she had left on the hillside behind her, watching while the drifting snow made their outlines fuzzy and began to fill them back in. You can still turn back, a voice in her head insisted. It wasn’t true, and she knew it; in these conditions, she’d never make it all the way back, even if she turned around right away. Still, the thought scratched at the inside of her chest, working away at her frayed nerves.
Don’t forget, this isn’t just about you, she reminded herself, adjusting her backpack and thinking of the five precious sacks within, each of them full to bursting with tiny red tablets. If you don’t make it, then neither will any of the people of Aurora Vale, and it will all be your fault for not finishing the job. Besides, the way ahead should only be a few more miles now. Come nightfall, and you’ll be spooning a woodstove in a nice warm cabin and chugging hot chocolate until your stomach burns.
She fished in her pocket for the map, clamping her fist closed on one end and shielding it with her body to keep it from tearing free and vanishing into the storm. She took just a moment more to survey the land stretched before her–a difficult task in such terrible conditions–and then made her choice, heading down what she was pretty sure was the eastern side of the hill and into the valley beneath.
As she trudged onward, Yana tried hard not to think about what would happen to her if she slowed down too much. Even now she could feel herself pushed to her absolute limits, the windchill an ever-present enemy stealing heat from even the smallest of cracks in the thick padding of her cold-weather gear. Come nighttime, things would be exponentially worse. Hunkering down wasn’t an option either; though in the past she had weathered plenty of difficult nights out in the tundra by digging down into the snow to make a temporary shelter to hold onto her heat until morning, it was far too cold for that in a storm like this. She had to make it to civilization tonight, or she’d be lost.
They won’t find you until spring, the voice chided as she resumed her hike. And that’s only if the wolves don’t find you first. The wind howled around her, and as she braced herself against a shower of drifting snow, Yana considered the wolves. They were common in these lands, as were the stories about their misdeeds. She’d heard plenty of hair-raising tales of vicious packs of them tailing travelers and sneaking into their camps at night to pick people off one at a time. They were the danger of the far north literalized, a merciless threat bound to devour the careless or simply the unlucky, and leaving nothing behind but campfire stories for those who survived. Most of these stories were exaggerations or outliers, but that didn’t mean there was no danger at all. In her own travels she had seen plenty of wolves–even had a close run-in or two. They always made her nervous, especially when she traveled alone. But today she hadn’t seen any wolves, or any creatures at all since the blizzard had started, and that made her even more so.
As the miles wore on, the fury of the blizzard only increased. Curtains of snow dropped down from the swollen gray sky above, and the driving wind blew it about every which way in swirling clouds that made it difficult to see anything more than a few paces away. At times, the gusts were so great that they battered Yana about or even knocked her over. One particularly nasty blow sent her tumbling down a stretch of hill she had just climbed, depositing her two feet deep in a snowbank at its bottom. As she caught her breath and struggled to rise, a terrible groaning filled the air, replaced a moment later with a crack like a peal of thunder and a tremendous crash that shook the earth beneath her. Though she could only make out the faintest image in the storm, she didn’t need to see the full extent of the destruction to know that a tree had just been uprooted and thrown down the hill from its exposed top.
Noted, she thought nervously. I’ll go around then.
Soon the storm became bad enough that it was impossible to tell how much time had passed, or how much ground had been covered beyond the roughest of estimates. All Yana could do was keep putting one foot in front of the other in approximately the right direction and hope that her trek was almost done. The cold sank deeper into her as she walked, and she distracted herself from it by concentrating on the land beneath her feet, visualizing her route on the map and feeling it out as best she could. But when the light began to disappear around her, it was hard to ignore her mounting anxiety. If she was right about how long she had been traveling, she should have crossed the frozen ribbon of Sleeping Brook by now, but as best she could tell she had been walking on solid ground for a long time with no sign of ice.
A bubble of fear was swelling inside her chest and threatening to burst when at last she felt the crunch of ice beneath her, a rippling surface so glass-smooth that it would have surely taken her feet out from under her if she hadn’t been wearing crampons. Filled with hope at last, she made a 90-degree turn, moving uphill as fast as she could manage along the icy roadway that marked the home stretch toward Aurora Vale.
It’s about time! Should be just a mile or so from here, and then you can rest. They’re going to welcome you like a hero–give you whatever you like. The warmest, snuggliest bed they have, with a roaring fire and plenty of nice, hot food. It’s all just around the corner. Just one last push. Ready? Here we go!
Her optimism did not last long. She had only been traveling along the new path for a few minutes when the texture of the ice changed beneath her, all at once becoming inexplicably level. Confused, Yana thought hard about what this could mean, the battering winds slowing the cogs of her mind and making it rather hard to consider it all the way through. Then realization dawned on her. She stopped in her tracks, frozen on the spot for over a minute as the bubble returned to her chest with a vengeance. At last she started to walk in a wide circle, desperate to find a break in the flat plane that stretched away in all directions.
Oh dear gods no, she thought. This can’t be. Please.
As though to mock her, the winds died down for just a moment, letting her see the terrain a quarter mile in all directions. Just as quick, the storm picked back up and took the view away, but one glance had been enough to confirm her worst fears: it hadn’t been Sleeping Brook she had followed. She didn’t know the name of the stream she had stumbled on, but she knew where it had led her. She had ended up at World’s End Lake, many, many miles north of Aurora Vale. Somehow in this blizzard she had hiked right past her destination and far beyond.
There was no time to waste. The light was fading fast, and with the arrival of night things would get much colder. Yana didn’t have long. Moving quickly to the bank of the lake, she whipped out her map, bringing it close to her face to search for the fastest route back south. But after hours of exposure in these heat-hungry winds, her body had become stiff and her fingers numb. When the next gust came, the map slipped from her hands. She clawed at it weakly, but a moment later it was gone, carried away in a rattling ball that tumbled across the snowdrifts.
No! A pang of desperation shot through her. Too slow, she moved to run after it. She made it just two steps, and then the wind switched direction, bowling her over sideways and knocking her face first into the snow. The world seemed to sway crazily at the impact. When she rose, her head swam. She looked left and right, but no sign of the map. Worse, she didn’t even know which way the lake was. In her fall, she had been turned around just enough as to completely lose all sense of direction.
The bubble inside Yana burst. She let out a wail of wild-eyed panic, then tore off across the snow, running blind into the blizzard. Already the whiteout had made it nigh impossible to tell how long or how far she traveled, but as primal fear exploded in her mind, she lost the last sense of time and distance. All she knew was the final necessity of flight, and the sheer impossibility of its success.
Yana didn’t know how long it had been. But whether it was thirty seconds or thirty minutes, her panicked flight came to a sudden stop as she crashed into a soft, yielding surface before her, the impact sending her once more to the ground. This time, she almost didn’t get up. She simply lay in the snow for several minutes, softly weeping tears that froze to her cheeks as fast as they came out. But at last she did stumble up, her frozen feet barely supporting her.
The sight that lay before her halted her tears on the spot, her despair momentarily eclipsed by the awe of realization as her exhausted mind finally grasped what she was looking at. Rising out of the snow in front of her seemed at first to be a great, lumpy wall of wind-smoothed stone that provided just enough of a wind-break that she was able to get a good look at it without the snow interfering. But what appeared like a natural formation of the landscape quickly resolved itself into a face–a human face, though one of truly immense proportions. Yana had run directly into its cheek, and as she backed away from a pair of lips as long as she was tall, the rest of the creature came into view, its body–bare-skinned and fully exposed to the cold–stretching away into the whiteout to her right.
A giantess! her startled brain gathered, taking in the creature’s enormity. This was a monster far more dangerous than any wolf, and one about which the stories were most certainly not exaggerated. In all the vast reaches of the world, giantesses were the uncontested apex predator, their insatiable appetites responsible for ending the travels of many an errant wanderer. Yana had never seen one before. She hadn’t even known they could survive this far north, a major reason why human settlements such as Aurora Vale were established in this inhospitable climate in the first place. But though she had never laid eyes on one before, Yana knew to be afraid. By all accounts, not only did giantesses not mind eating humans, but they seemed to prefer them over any other kind of prey.
Yana retreated cautiously, her eyes fixed on the massive predator laying in the snow before her. She prepared to bolt, looking for any sign of movement that would indicate it knew she was there and might give chase. But the monster did not appear to respond to her presence in any way. She took in the great, unmoving chest; the stiff braid frozen in place where it hung over its throat; the skin beneath nearly as pale as the snow around it; the lips, blue as ice and undisturbed by the flow of breath. Oh, she thought. The idea of the creature’s death was at once incomprehensible and strangely sad.
Then the giantess opened its eyes.
Immediately, Yana spun on her heels and made to run, but as she turned to face the churning winds of the whiteout she hoped would conceal her, she found herself pausing, her feet all at once not terribly enthusiastic about trying to escape. She considered this for a moment. Then, more calmly than she would have expected, she turned back around and met the giantess’s eyes.
The sharp blue of its irises seemed unfocused somehow, as though they were having trouble picking out her comparatively tiny body in the raging storm. They were clearly watching her, but as Yana looked back, she could see that the giantess’s eyes seemed to be the only part of its body that moved, but for the faintest sign of breath, the tortoise-slow rise and fall of its enormous hillside of a chest. Had it only just started breathing? Or had she simply not noticed before?
As the blizzard lulled momentarily in the fast-fading light, more of the creature came into view, the great, graceful curves of its body stretching far away, in length like a full-grown conifer laid on its side. Yana stared. Though she knew this was a creature that, in good health, would have no qualms about making her into a one-bite meal, she could not help but admire its body, the grand scale of it accentuating the otherwise ordinary form of Yana’s own kind. It was everything she was made of, but in a very literal sense more, a magnification of the familiar to the point of making it extraordinary. Though it might just be a big person, the giantess, she realized, was beautiful.
In spite of her fear, she took a step closer. Then another. And another, the giantess’s eyes following her as she approached. Soon she was standing within a couple yards of the creature’s face, and found herself resisting a sudden temptation to step forward and touch the tip of its nose in spite of her own quivering trepidation. The great being’s chest slowly rose, and then just as slowly fell, a slight warmth radiating into the air as it exhaled. Yana closed her eyes at the intoxicating sensation of heat on her cold-numbed skin, relaxing at the unexpected pleasure. A moment later the breath subsided and the cold moved hungrily in, and she found herself moving forward to be closer to the source of that wonderful warmth. It made her nervous, being this close to the giantess. But the more she studied it, the more clear it was that the creature was in no state to hurt her, even if it wanted to. She was safe.
As she stood still and relished the warm comfort of the giantess’s breath, Yana became slowly aware of a change within her own mind. It was small at first, just the slightest difference in the pattern of her thoughts. But as she considered this change and searched her thoughts for its source, she was surprised to find a presence inside her head–something distinctly not her own. She looked up in amazement, meeting the enormous eyes that were still watching her.
Is this… you?
Though its expression was stiff and unmoving in the endless winds, Yana began to think that she could read the emotion in the monolithic face before her. The giantess, the source of this presence in her head, was afraid. The feeling was dulled by the power of the cold and what must have been many hours or even days of exposure that slowed this great creature down to the edge of stopping completely, but it was potent all the same. The giantess was afraid because it was fading, and pretty soon it would be gone. Death was approaching, and the giantess knew. It knew, and it was powerless to stop it.
As the giantess’s thoughts and knowledge mingled with her own, Yana found the sadness slipping into her own feelings, and as she looked on at the still body before her–its embattled skin weathering the assault of the frigid winds on all sides and brought to the edge of oblivion by the unbeatable elements–she was overwhelmed by the sheer tragedy she had stumbled upon. On any other day, in any other place, their meeting would have been a straightforward game of predator and prey. But though she had been afraid of the giantess at first, now all she felt for it was kinship. They were the same, in a way. And they would meet the same end.
That’s right, Yana thought. I am going to die here, too. If a creature as great and powerful as this can’t stand up to the storm, what hope do I have? She felt the sadness within her grow until it almost overpowered her, and she felt like sitting down in the snow and crying. But beside this feeling, the sense of sameness grew as well. She gave the giantess a weak smile. At least we aren’t alone, she thought, and the thought brought her comfort.
Yana found she was closer to the giantess than she had remembered, but the proximity didn’t frighten her. In fact, it made her happy to be this close, and she wanted to get closer. She stepped forward until she was within reach. Then she fumbled with one of her mittens, pulling it free and letting it fall. A moment later she was resting her hand on the giantess’s cheek, feeling the softness of the creature’s skin on her own.
For the first time, the giantess began to shift. Before her, Yana watched, entranced, as the enormous lips slowly parted, the enormity of the creature’s jaw pushing the snow around it into a great mound against its throat as it opened wide. Beyond the great “O” of the stretching lips, Yana had a breathtaking view of the inside of the creature’s mouth. She had somehow expected it to be as pale as the creature’s outside, but hidden behind the weather-beaten exterior of the giantess’s face was a landscape of slippery pink flesh, another world entirely from the ubiquitous white and gray of the world outside. As she looked on, Yana seemed to feel her senses drifting forward, as though her awareness were moving into the magnificent cavern opened before her. She could feel herself drawn in, her world narrowing from the tundra outside to the confines of the giantess’s mouth, over the hard, gleaming facets of its teeth, across the pillowy softness of its tongue, and back even further. She felt her vision narrow until all that was left was the space behind the great pink droplet of the uvula, the soft pocket where her body, her entire being, would fit perfectly. And once she was there…
Yana’s outstretched hand stopped against something soft and warm, its yielding surface oddly textured and covered in a thick layer of viscous fluid. She looked down at her hand in confusion, then up into the enormous maw she had begun to lean inside. The passage ahead was waiting patiently for her, and she had already begun to oblige. That was, until the feeling of saliva on her bare skin snapped her to her senses. She hasn’t remembered moving. But her hand was stretched out before her, and it was sitting on the tip of the giantess’s tongue.
In a rush of sober terror, Yana stumbled backward, letting out a panicked squeak as she almost fell over backwards into the snow. Run! her mind screamed. It’s all a trick! A moment more, and she would have eaten you!
Once more she began to take off into the blizzard, but this time as she began to turn, her eyes fell on those of the giantess. They were more focused than they had been, their blue strangely more intense. The presence within her expanded suddenly, a wave of desperation flooding into her from without. Her running feet stopped in their tracks.
What is this feeling? she thought in awe as it moved through her whole body, shuddering through her in fitful tremors of emotion. Almost without thinking about it, she reached out with her own senses, trying to take in and understand the other presence. The connection strengthened, and all at once the fear the giantess was sharing with her became more distinct. There was the fear of the cold of course, but that wasn’t all there was to it. Wrapped up within, entangled with that fear, was another, just as strong, just as primal. It was the fear of starvation.
Yana’s gaze drifted down the slim curve of the giantess’s stomach, then back up to her face. Her eyes were pleading now, and the full picture became clear. It wasn’t the cold that was killing her; cold alone was no problem at all for a creature as powerful as this. Rather, lack of food had weakened her, exhausted the energy she needed to maintain her body temperature in these harsh conditions. It had been days since her last meal, and she was in dire need of food to give her the strength she needed to fight back. Even now, the battle was not yet over. But in order to win, she needed food, and she needed it now. She could not wait any longer.
The presence sharpened, spreading through Yana. She could sense the giantess’s intentions, feel her thoughts. She wanted to eat her. She needed to. But she didn’t have the strength left to do it on her own.
She wants you to feed yourself to her.
Yana recoiled, an instinctive horror asserting itself at the thought of willingly climbing into a predator’s mouth, of giving up her continued existence as an independent entity and becoming food. Beside the horror was revulsion at the image of her body being squeezed through the slimy passages of another creature’s insides, the sheer indignity of being engulfed whole and then digested, the useful bits absorbed and metabolized while the rest of her would simply be passed along and excreted, no different than the remains of any of her own meals and given just as little thought or respect. It simply wasn’t something that was supposed to happen to people, or at least something that they tried to avoid at all costs. But as these accustomed feelings tried to take over her thoughts, she found them strangely distant. She could sense them, yes, but it was like they were far away, witnessed and understood, but inaccessible, as though locked inside a cage, high on a shelf and out of reach.
The fear that should have been there was fading fast. After all, what good would running away do? The thought of being eaten wasn’t pleasant, but neither was the fate that she knew awaited her if she ran back into the storm. She was just hours, perhaps even minutes away from freezing. Her own end was a foregone conclusion. But that wasn’t the case for the giantess. If she could do this one thing, if she could summon up a little courage in these last moments, then she just might be able to give this beautiful creature a fighting chance. And besides, doesn’t the inside of her mouth look so incredibly inviting? It will be warm and soft in there. A much better place to be than where you are now.
It wasn’t until after she had already detached her crampons and dropped her backpack in the snow that Yana realized she was about to climb inside. She looked up at the giantess’s face, feeling the blossoming relief and eager excitement contained within. She sighed, then stepped forward and ducked down just a bit to get inside the giantess’s mouth.
She placed her boot on the firm foothold on one of the teeth below, then another as she pressed forward, one side of her sliding across the great wall of the tongue to her right. Yana could feel the thick saliva saturating her clothes and reaching her skin. She felt a corner of her brain warning her that getting wet was very dangerous in weather this cold, but these faraway thoughts melted away as the giantess’s breath flowed full across her body, enveloping her entire being. She closed her eyes and breathed in a lungful of the hot and humid air, the sensation soaking into her cold-numbed body. And with every breath the giantess took, Yana could feel her connection to it building, its thoughts and feelings stirring through her own and overtaking them. Part of her was still afraid, but why listen to that tiny voice when a much larger part of her was not just unconcerned, but even enjoying everything she was doing?
Yana took another step forward, this time onto the smooth inside of the giantess’s cheek rather than a tooth, since the latter were covered by the wider portion of the back of the tongue. She pushed herself deeper in, now sandwiched between the tongue on one side and the firm ridges of the palette on the other. Saliva dripped down onto her from above, tickling the back of her neck and running under her collar and along the middle of her back underneath.
Around her, Yana could feel the giantess shifting the parts of her mouth around in an attempt at the motions of eating. The tongue flexed and tried to curl, attempting to push the little human closer toward the pink eagerness of the throat muscles close beyond, but after so long without food, even this simple motion was difficult. A flush of what could only be described as embarrassment ran through the giantess and into Yana, but she only found herself smiling. “It’s fine,” she said aloud, knowing she didn’t need to talk very loudly for the creature all around her to hear. “I’ll take care of it. You just sit still for a moment.”
Ahead, the throat was closer than ever before, and Yana could feel a mounting anticipation within her as she watched it pulse, the flexing muscles hungry for her body. She sensed how badly they wanted her, a mixture of pleasure and flattery swirling through her own feelings and back into the giantess. In spite of her position, she felt excitement building rapidly, and she wanted nothing more than to dive straight into that waiting passage, to let this wonderful creature tip her over the edge and take her completely. But in her current position, the giantess’s tongue was sticking out at the back, and the way between there and the back of the palette was quite narrow.
	Before she knew what she was doing, Yana had backed up a little toward the front of the mouth, then began slipping off the thick layers of her cold-weather clothing, tossing them one by one out of the portal of the open lips behind her and into a dripping pile on the snow beyond. Her second mitten, boots, parka, and then her snow pants went, layer after layer stripped off and discarded into a harsh world she was leaving behind for good. It was amazing to her how easily she had arrived on the idea to disrobe, and with how little embarrassment she did it. With every article of clothing she abandoned, she could feel herself growing closer to the giantess, their bond strengthening with each layer she removed. She even laughed to herself, a low, warm laugh of delight, as she watched her gear piling up outside, the saliva that coated each layer flash-freezing to the last until there seemed to be just a lumpy mound of ice out there. It sure is cold out there, she thought, amused at what was no longer a source of misery and danger, but a trial she had been liberated from and would never have to face again. Good thing it’s plenty warm where I’m going.
	It took just a couple of minutes for Yana to strip all the way down to her underwear. After discarding so many layers of thick cloth, she was now plenty slim enough to squeeze through the gap before her, but without hesitation she slipped off the last of her clothes and tossed them away as well. Even her hair tie was removed and slingshotted out into the tundra, leaving her completely naked, not a thing to separate her natural body from contact with the giantess who would consume it. This is what you’re like all the time, right? She broadcast the idea to the creature around her through its presence within her, the thought acknowledged right away by an approving motion of the giantess’s tongue rubbing slowly against her. She giggled, pleased at the certainty that she tasted good.
	Though part of her wanted to stay up here and have more fun, she knew she had a task before her. As she thought of it, the powerful excitement she had felt before built up once more. You’re about to be part of her. The idea wasn’t scary anymore. Instead, it filled her with a sense of belonging she had never known. Eager to arrive at its source, she pressed on.
	As Yana slipped back over the giantess’s tongue, she cast one last look backwards, watching as the enormous hinge of the jaw closed behind her, the last fading light disappearing from view as the lips sealed back up. Somewhere far away, a part of her tried to cry out in terror, but she could hardly hear its voice, and didn’t fully understand the message. A moment later, she was tucking herself into the space just behind the creature’s tongue. She filled this little room nicely, her body in contact with tongue, palette, and the top of the throat all at once as she made herself into a little ball. The perfect size for swallowing, she thought proudly.
The giantess’s breath flowed more strongly than ever over her, rushing up from below and past her, disappearing up into the opening toward the nasal passages, then coming back down with a bit of the bitter cold of the outside. Yana shivered at its touch, looking down with dizzying excitement at the opening into the throat ahead of her. She could see the twin passages down below, one leading into the lungs, and the other the route she was about to take. The presence inside her blossomed at the thought.
	“Ok,” she called, her voice quivering. “I’m ready. Go ahead!”
	Behind her, the great muscle of the tongue moved weakly. The opening before her flexed, tugging gently at her feet. But it wasn’t enough to move her along. The giantess didn’t have the strength left to swallow her properly.
	A pang of fear reached her from outside, but Yana shook her head firmly. Don’t worry, she thought fiercely. Just relax. I’ll do the rest.
	As the muscles around her loosened their grip, a new feeling emerged within Yana. It wasn’t her own, nor did it belong to the giantess. As she turned it over in her heart, she could tell that it was not from either of them, but created between, a product of the intermingling of their thoughts and feelings, impossible for just one of them alone. Yana had felt something like this before. But of all the times she had experienced love, this was the strongest.
	Emboldened by the feeling, Yana rolled onto her side, then uncurled her body, pushing her arms forward into the opening of the throat ahead as her legs pushed off of the palette behind her. There was a moment of resistance as the giantess’s body reflexively tried to expel her, taken off guard by the unique sensation of something trying to get in rather than out. But Yana pushed through it, kicking as hard as she could with a last burst of strength from her legs and rocketing herself forward. Her saliva-slickened body slid forward like a torpedo, folding the springy flap of the giantess’s epiglottis closed over her airway as she pushed past it and landed firmly in the top of the esophagus. At last, the muscles of the giantess’s throat took hold of her. They flexed, gathering up the food that had entered into their domain and, with a decisive pulse of pressure, passed it along until the gentle, involuntary flow of peristalsis took over.
	As the giantess’s muscles squeezed all around her and slowly propelled her into the depths of its body, the love within her grew, flooding through her and overwhelming every inch of her being. It eclipsed everything inside her. All fear, all thought, all memory, gone. All that remained was an all-consuming bliss. She sighed happily, and then knew no more.

- - -

Hello?
	The voice came to her as though from a pleasant dream. She smiled, then turned over and curled back up to continue her rest.
	Hello? Are you still there?
	This time it was more distinct, the presence in Yana’s mind expanding until it could produce not just feelings, but full sentences. It moved through her, stirring her senses to life. She opened her eyes.
	The light was dim, but she could still make out the space around her, its squishy pink confines rolling and pulsing. Fluid dripped from the walls and began to pool around her inert body, the liquid sloshing this way and that as the walls rolled like waves on the open ocean. There was a tight ring of wrinkly muscle to each side of her, and all at once she knew where she was. She was inside the giantess’s stomach, and she was being digested. She had come in through the first of the rings, and, before long, what remained of her would be squeezed through the other and into tighter passages beyond to be absorbed. The thought should have been terrifying, she knew, but there was no trace of the feelings that should have been there. This was the end, but all she felt was a relaxed sense of comfort.
	Can you hear me? the voice in her head said, clear as if she had heard the words aloud. I’m not too late, am I?
	“Hello,” Yana said warmly. “I can hear you.” She didn’t need to ask who was speaking.
	Oh, thank goodness. I was afraid you were gone. A wave of relief came with the words.
	“No, I’m still here. For now.”
	Well I’m glad I didn’t miss you then. I wanted to get a chance to talk while we still have time.
	Yana giggled. “I’ve never known anyone to talk with their food. But sure. What do you want to talk about?”
	She could feel the giantess blush. I’m a little different than most people. Most of my kind, even. Actually, I probably owe you an explanation about that. I’m a psychic, you see.
	“A psychic? Like, you can read the future and talk to ghosts?”
	No, not like that at all. But I can connect with people. I can hear their thoughts, see their feelings. And if they’re smaller than me, I can even… influence them.
The day’s events replayed in Yana’s mind. She thought of her own behavior, so uncharacteristic for someone in her position. “Did you influence me?”
I did, yes. When I connected with you, I overwrote some of your feelings. I had to, or you wouldn’t have let me do this.
Yana could tell that she should be upset, that she should be angry at having her feelings changed and frightened at the power that had done it to her. But as hard as she searched inside herself, she couldn’t sense those feelings anywhere.
I’m sorry. That’s my doing.
“You know what I’m thinking?”
I do. The connection is much stronger now that you’re inside me.
“Oh.”
I understand this is a lot. I know I’m taking everything from you, and giving nothing in return. But I want you to know that I am very thankful. Because of you, I can survive this storm and go on living. I can’t thank you enough, and I promise that I will do everything I can to make this as pleasant an experience as possible. It’s the least I can do for someone who gave their own life so I could have mine, even if you didn’t do it willingly.
The pool of fluids gathering around her became deeper, and Yana felt the rhythmic motion of the giantess’s stomach lulling her back into a pleasant sleep. She closed her eyes and listened to the soft gurgling noises around her, the steady thump of the creature’s heart in the distance. It was all so very nice.
Something tugged on her mind, and she felt herself brought back. Can you hold on for a little longer? I know, perhaps it’s selfish of me not to just let you go to sleep now, but I really am so very thankful and I don’t want to treat you like just another meal. If it’s alright with you, I’d like to get to know you a little. I want to honor your memory, once you’re gone. Can you tell me a bit about yourself?
Yana stretched and yawned, shaking off the lethargy. “Yes, I can do that, if it would make you happy. My name is Yana. And yours?”
Echo. A pleasure to meet you, Yana.
“No, no, the pleasure’s all mine,” she said humorously. “What would you like to know?”
Whatever you want to talk about.
As the motions of digestion continued around her, Yana thought back over her life. She had arrived at the end of it now, but something about that was pleasant, as though she could look back over the whole thing at once and understand it as a single thing already decided, a book she had finished reading rather than one she was struggling every day to write. A wistful feeling came over her, and she began to recount whatever came to mind. She told Echo of her life in the south, the early years she spent in a cozy island seaport down where the sun always shone and the waters were always warm. She talked of days at the beach, or gathering fruit in the forest to share with all the people she knew. She recalled her early childish aspirations to be a pirate, and then a daring explorer venturing to places unknown and finding wonders beyond anything anyone had ever known.
As she got to her early adulthood, she told Echo of the anxieties that began to sweep through her home, the talk of predators moving into the area and making it unsafe for travel. She told of the people going missing, the fear known only to cornered prey that was spreading through everyone she knew. For a long while she had planned on staying at home and ignoring the danger. She had thought she could just carry on as she always had, and everything would always be the same. The giantesses and their kin would just be the stuff of rumors, and it wouldn’t ever affect her, excepting the occasional loose acquaintance going missing.
And then word came that her closest friend, a girl named Rhea, was gone. She had been eaten by a giantess while on a hunting expedition not far from home. Witnesses had said the monster appeared without warning and scooped Rhea up, popped her in its mouth, and swallowed her down in the blink of an eye. Then it kept walking, absentmindedly humming a tune to itself as it went about its business, hardly paying any mind at all to the person it had just eaten.
Rhea’s death hit Yana hard. She couldn’t bear to stay around anymore, and within a couple weeks she had cut all ties with her home and headed north as far as the first available ship would take her, then hiked the rest of the way. It was a difficult adjustment moving this far north, but in the cold she felt reborn, a new Yana with a new life. She learned the ways of the outdoors, making a living as a guide and courier transporting people and goods across the tundra. The work was hard, and a mistake could quickly spell doom this far from civilization, but it was work that mattered. And this far north, she would never have to fear losing her friends inside someone’s belly.
It was ironic, she knew, that she had come all this way only to meet the same end as Rhea had. But perhaps there was something poetic in that after all. Echo was here with her, at the end. And Rhea had gone ahead to whatever came next before her, and by the same path. Besides, she had done the best she could along the way. There was nothing for her to regret. Nothing at all…
Yana sat bolt upright, panic racing through her like cold water. Her eyes rolled around the fleshy prison, her own stomach lurching horribly. She tried to rise, but the smooth surface beneath her was more slippery than she expected, and her feet slid out from under her, sending her careening sideways as she cried out in alarm.
Yana? What’s wrong? Echo’s voice came to her in concern. Oh dear, I must have been getting careless with my focus. Give me just a moment, and I’ll make you comfortable again. I’ll stop bothering you and let you sleep.
She could feel a wall of calm emotions asserting itself within her, but she pushed back against it, refusing to let it take hold. “No!” she screamed, clambering back to her feet. “I can’t forget again! It’s too important!”
There was a pause as Echo sifted through her feelings. Yana knew what she would find: that the fear of being digested was gone, but something far greater demanded that she stay lucid. Tell me more, Echo said at last. I’ll help however I can.
Yana thought of Aurora Vale. Perhaps her trek there had always been doomed, but she had to finish her mission. “There’s a town,” she said, “not far from here. The people there are in danger. They’re sick, and they need medicine. They’ll die without it. I was bringing it to them when I was caught in the storm. I was lost, and then…”
And then she had found Echo and had fed herself to her. She remembered climbing inside the giantess’s mouth, recalled the pile of her things she had left outside before she had pushed her way inside. How easily she had tossed aside something so important! How long had she been in here? How far had Echo traveled by now? It could be hours away, buried in snow and lost forever while the people of Aurora Vale died one by one without its aid. “Please,” she begged. “My backpack! Do you have it? You have to go back! You have to find it!”
Echo’s answer came right away, a wave of reassurance flooding through around it. Don’t worry, Yana. I haven’t moved since you found me. Your backpack is right here. It’s safe.
The relief was so great it made Yana’s head spin. She sat back down, the fluids gathering in Echo’s stomach hot on her bare skin. The stomach pressed closer around her, and the weight of the presence in her mind along with it. She could feel herself slipping, the sensation of purest comfort waiting to swallow her completely as the process of digestion picked up its pace. “You’ll get it to them, won’t you?” she asked quietly, holding on to herself a moment longer. “As soon as you can move, you’ll finish the journey for me?”
Yes, Yana. I promise.
Echo’s presence was all around her, the giantess’s thoughts and feelings flowing through her as the connection became Yana’s world. She knew many things: the warmth of life spreading through the enormous body once more; the pleasant feeling the presence of food was making inside its core; the profound gratitude the great predator felt towards its prey. She knew all this, but above all else, she knew with complete certainty that Echo was telling the truth.
She opened her mouth to say “thank you,” but the words were no longer necessary. Echo already knew. Yana smiled. Then she sank into the growing feeling of bliss that rose up to meet her.
Sleep now, Yana, Echo’s voice came. I’ll take it from here.

- - -

	The light of day filtered down through the swollen gray clouds and illuminated the world of fresh-fallen snow in a pale glow. It wasn’t bright enough to make the surface sparkle the way she really liked, but Echo still took in the windblown patterns of the landscape with a sense of awe. The storm had been terrible, but now that it was gone the world was once more a place of beauty and wonder.
	A wet gurgle escaped her insides, and Echo smiled down at the slight bump of her belly, giving it an affectionate pat. It had been a long time since she had felt Yana’s presence in her mind, and she knew that what was left of the little human was busy being squeezed along through the winding passages of her intestines. But though the girl was long gone by now, Echo still held tightly to the memory of their connection, of being joined completely to the essence of another person. Echo had known all of the human’s thoughts and emotions, and though it was sad to think that she was gone now, the giantess knew that Yana’s end had been the means by which she had rallied enough strength to weather the storm and make it to morning. All that was left to her now was a pang of love and the energy she needed to move on.
	As she walked, Echo thought of her own home, far away to the south. Yana’s tale of growing up by the sea had made her ache to be back where she had come from, so similar to what Yana had described. It would take her many days to get there, and she was eager to get back to the comfort of more familiar territory after her adventure in this land of ice and snow. Still, she had one last thing she had to do before she could move on. She looked down at the little backpack enclosed in the palm of her hand, remembering the ferocity with which Yana had insisted on its importance and the panic she had felt at the thought that it might not reach its destination. The thing was so small as to be completely forgettable to someone her size, but she knew it was important all the same. Besides, it had been Yana’s last wish, and Echo was intent on honoring it.
	It wasn’t long before the human settlement came into view. Aurora Vale was a cluster of houses a couple dozen in number sprinkled on the side of a hill near the twisting ribbon of a frozen stream. The buildings came no higher than Echo’s hip, and she smiled at their quaint structures all covered in snow that had nearly buried the little toy houses completely.
	As she approached, Echo could see a few people moving slowly outside. They were gathered in small groups, each working together to dig paths through the snow that connected the fronts of each building through a series of narrow trenches. At that scale, she imagined, the work would take ages, and the humans seemed to be moving awfully sluggishly. Some of them were barely moving at all. Her mouth started to water at the sight of what was clearly easy prey. Even without tapping into her psychic power, it would be trivial to fill her belly all the way up before she headed out on the rest of her trail. But though her stomach still ached with hunger, she thought once more of the vehemence with which Yana had insisted on getting here to help these people. It pained her to ignore such a perfect opportunity, but she knew she would feel terrible eating any of these humans, a side effect of connecting so closely with a human who cared about them. Besides, she owed Yana at least this much.
Cries of surprise and fear had gone up from the people gathered in Aurora Vale as they saw the approaching giantess. They began to scatter, dropping their tools and scurrying back through their trenches to get to the relative safety of the buildings. Still, some of them moved more slowly than the others, and still more were frozen to the spot, the stark terror of seeing a giantess preventing them from doing a thing in their defense.
Echo came to a halt just a couple paces from a few of the terrified humans and resisted the urge to lick her lips. Instead, she cleared her throat. “Hello,” she said awkwardly, giving a little wave. When no one returned it, she continued, raising her voice until she thought the humans in the buildings could probably hear her. “I have something to give you. I heard that you were sick. I have something that should help.”
She crouched down, extending her arm as non-threateningly as she could manage and placing the backpack on top of the snow. The humans stood in frightened silence for a moment, but when she motioned towards the backpack, one of them slowly waded through the snow to retrieve it. He kept his eyes on the giantess all the while–a precaution Echo found silly, since he was definitely in snatching range if she had intended on eating him–then backed away quickly as soon as he had picked it up. A moment later, the human was crying out in surprise, holding up a small sack he had taken from the backpack and showing it to the other humans in amazement. “Th-thank you!” he cried in a mixture of confusion and relief. “You’ve saved us!”
Echo smiled back, a slight twinge of sadness pulling at her lips. “Don’t worry about it. Besides, it’s Yana you should thank. She fought like hell to get here. I only covered the last leg of her journey as a favor for her.”
The humans had begun to gather around, and one of them was moving through the crowd passing out something very small from the inside of the bag. “Yana?” one of them asked without recognition.
Echo only nodded. “Yes, Yana.” She straightened up, then breathed a deep sigh. “We all have her to thank.”
As she turned to go, Echo paused for just a moment, then turned back and considered the small town arrayed before her. “Can you all step inside a moment?”
Even without connecting to their feelings, Echo could sense their confusion. But the humans weren’t about to question a creature of her size. Wordlessly, they shut themselves back in their houses as fast as their tiny legs could carry them.
When the humans were all out of sight, Echo approached the first of the buildings, planting a foot in the snow by the door and stamping it flat. Then she dragged her foot along, leaving a wide path through the snow behind it. She carved the path toward the front of the next building, then the next and the next until just a few minutes later the network of paths connected each and every building in Aurora Vale.
When the work was done, she stepped back, examining her handiwork. “I think that will do,” she said to herself. Then she turned around, and started heading back south, giving her stomach a last grateful pat. “I think we’re square.”

End.
