
The Little Dridder That Could

The Child Alone

The small dridder huddled in the back of her makeshift den whimpering softly.  She was feverish with hunger, feeling the all too familiar gnawing sensation inside her stomach.  It felt like her muscles were both burning and stretching at the same time.  She hated the awful feeling, yet had experienced it all too often over the past few days.

Serimela was still only a child, just over half-grown at fourteen inches in height, and she was very much alone in the world.  The delicate, girlish features of her upper human-half blended fluidly into her larger slender spider-half.  Her scrunched, freckled face and red eyes, topped with a mane of long black hair, was contrasted nicely by her sleek black and red-striped spider abdomen.  Each of her eight sturdy arachnid legs was black with red joints.

Peeking down she looked at the small, cocooned form of a tomthumb lying still at her feet.  The little packet was no more than three inches long.  It was also her last bit of food.  She only had three to begin with, left by her parents before they abandoned her.  Now she had one.  Nine dreadful, mind-numbing days had passed since then and she had barely moved an inch.  She was terrified to go outside but she knew she would soon have no choice.  It was either that or she would starve to death.


Trembling, she reached down and picked up the tomthumb.  She knew she should wait, but the hunger was too much to bear.  Slowly she opened her mouth and fed the webbed form in bit by bit.  It was not easy.  She was still too small to be eating such large prey whole, but she had been unable to create enough of the venom she needed to liquefy it.

Struggling to swallow, she squeezed hard and shut her eyes.  The lump finally went down to settle into her stomach.  She did not feel immediately better, but at least the gnawing of her stomach was lessening.  Her legs still felt tight and cramped from having been still so long.  She glanced down at the empty dirt floor and realized her food had run out at last.

It took every bit of her will to force her legs to stand.  She did not want to do this but there was no alternative now.  She had been waiting in the faint hope that her parents were playing some cruel trick on her and would return.  It was now painfully clear; they were not coming back.


She scurried slowly forward from the back of the den.  It had been made by her parents as a just another stopping point on their long journey.  They had carefully chosen the rock and cleared the hole, while Serimela had waited outside in the wide-open space.
The Childhood Memories

She remembered with a dull ache the day her parents had told her she was going on a journey with them.  She had cried and begged her mother to stay in the comfort of her old home.  She could not understand at the time why her parents had wanted to leave.


She had been the last of her mother’s brood remaining in the birthing den.  All her brothers and sisters, one by one, had left the confines of the lair to make it on their own.  It was their way.  However, little Serimela, smallest of the bunch, could not detach herself from her mother so easily.


She knew she was different.  Her siblings would often scuffle and fight with her and she would never retaliate, she could not understand why they wanted to hurt each other or her.  They beat her sometimes and her mother would occasionally intervene.  Her father ignored her completely.  And whereas her siblings had no trouble at all leaving the burrow, Serimela became intensely terrified whenever they left to go outside.


As a special torment, sometimes her brothers would drag her kicking and screaming out into the light and she would stand there petrified, staring across the vast open space.  As soon as they let her go, she would scurry back into the hole to cry her eyes out.  Her father saw this happen on more than one occasion and just shook his head in disgust.

Once, her eldest brother had told her she was not fit to live, but her mother had been nearby and beat him terribly for saying it.  Serimela did not feel any satisfaction at her brother’s punishment because she knew deep inside he had meant exactly what he said.  She sometimes felt the same.

Her mother was the only person to bring her food from outside, and her father complained of this, saying lack of food would force her to leave the lair.  Nevertheless, every evening her mother would come in with a tiny, cocooned meal, and give it to Serimela.  It was barely enough food for one day, yet it was the highlight of her otherwise miserable existence.


Her mother tried to speak soothingly to her to convince her she must conquer her fear of leaving the den, but it did no good.  Oh, Serimela tried; she would steel herself for minutes and then slowly creep up to the outer opening.  She even managed to force herself to stand in the mouth of the small hole and stare out at the land beyond.  Her family lived at the edge of a great forest and she recalled standing there, her legs shaking, as she watched the sky and the trees and the grass.  It was all too much to take in, and she quickly disappeared back into the burrow to reassure herself in the tight, enclosed space.

After the last of her siblings left, her father became more and more irritable.  He no longer ignored her but actively chided her for being such a coward and weakling.  He could not understand how one of his own children could act as she did.  Her mother still brought her food, but the nights when she was able to spend clinging to her mother’s larger body became more and more infrequent.  Her mother even began pushing her away and telling her to keep to herself.


And then came the day her father spoke those dreadful words.  They were moving to a new den, and Serimela could either come with them or stay, it mattered not to him.  She had begged and pleaded with her mother that night to stay, but the next morning both her parents departed.


As utterly terrified as she was about going outside, being alone was even worse.  Finding reserves of will she did not know she had, she was able to force herself up and, timidly at first, took her first true steps out into the larger world.  Everything outside was new and vast and she was afraid of it all.

They had travelled out in the open for days and days; to Serimela it was the worst form of torture imaginable.  Each evening her parents would locate a suitable den and dig in.  Serimela looked forward to those nights, where she could fit her body tightly up against her parents and pretend in her mind they still cared for her.  She did not know where they were going, and her parents refused to say anything when she asked.


One night she awoke to hear her parents quietly talking.  They were outside the rock cover she was using and she could not hear them well, but what she heard chilled her.  Her father had given her mother an ultimatum.  Either Serimela would leave, or he would.  He even said something about Serimela not deserving to live, but her mother hushed him.  Serimela pretended to sleep when they came back to the nest.  Her dreams were not pleasant that night.


The next day everything went as normal, and that evening they located a den that needed very little preparation.  After digging out a nesting chamber, her mother and father both left to hunt, as was usual, while Serimela huddled in the den to wait for their return.  Their hunt took longer than it had on previous nights but eventually they crawled back in to join her.  Serimela’s mother had brought in four small, cocooned meals for her daughter.


Serimela was so happy she almost cried and she hugged her mother with joy.  Only later did she remember her mother’s stiffness during the hug.  She ate one of her meals next to her parents in uncomfortable silence; they would not let her cuddle with them.  That night she went to sleep was the last time she ever saw her mother and father.  She never saw her mother’s silent tears as she and her mate slipped off into the night, leaving behind her sleeping daughter to fend for herself.

When Serimela awoke the next morning, her parents were gone.  The three remaining cocooned meals were on the ground at her feet and that was all.  She had cried out several times and even managed to crawl outside briefly to look, but her parents were nowhere to be seen.

That had been nine days ago.

The Food Speaks

Her eyes wide with fear, she slowly pushed her body out of the den and into the vast openness.  It was light outside and somewhat cold.  Her father had mentioned a few days prior about something terrible called snow, which might fall upon them.  Serimela did not want to see any of the snow.  If her father did not like it, she was almost certain to like it even less.


She tried to calm her nerves and she continued to stand at the opening of the den.  The ominous grey sky seemed to go on forever.  Everywhere she looked she saw something in the distance, a cloud here, trees there, rocks, grass, dirt.  The sights and sounds outside were almost too much to take in, but she had to try.  She attempted to focus on the ground beneath her legs, close and reassuring.  Peering around carefully she needed to decide which way she should travel.


She knew the direction she had come from, but she was not sure which way her parents had gone.  Did it even matter now?  They had been gone nine days, which meant there was almost no chance she could find them.  They had abandoned her on purpose.  Even if by some miracle she was able to find them, she did not think she would be welcomed back.


Stopping herself from crying was difficult, but she had to stop feeling such useless self-pity.  She was on her own now and there was nothing to do but push forward.  With determination, she began climbing the rock that had covered her recent den.  Step by step she inched her way up; the climb itself was not difficult, but the urge to run back and hide in her burrow was almost overwhelming and she had to fight it with every step she took.

Standing atop the four-foot outcropping was even worse than being on the ground.  She could see more of everything around her.  To the north, she saw a dark forest that brought back memories of her childhood home.  Her birthing den had been in such a place.  In other directions she could see only more grassland broken by small trees and scattered rocky outcroppings.

Because the forest was a more familiar setting, she decided she would head that direction.  It looked to be a long ways off.  Girding herself, she crept forward.  Slowly at first, then gaining speed as her meager confidence grew.  She weaved a careful path from bush to rock, to tree, always seeking cover and comfort from the open sky above.


Her previous days spent outside traveling with her parents had prepared her somewhat for her new trip.  This time it was different, she was no longer following, but moving out on her own.  Her destination was her choice.  It was both frightening and liberating.

As the day wore on the temperature steadily dropped and Serimela began to worry.  She had been through the cold before, but never exposed like this.  Back then, her parents and siblings had dug deep into the ground and huddled with one another for comfort and heat.


Resignedly she pushed onward; she had to keep going.  The sun was low in the sky before she found a suitable place to make her den.  The crack between rocks was not ideal, but it did give her a tight fitting space to squeeze into.  Settling in she curled her legs in close and closed her eyes.


The next day began much the same as the previous one.  The temperature was more forgiving this day and she even discovered that if she sat in a certain way upon the large flat rocks in the sunlight, her body would warm up.  It actually felt somewhat pleasant, despite the fact that she was exposed out in the open.


With some small sense of satisfaction, she realized that by tomorrow she would reach the forest’s edge.  It scared her a bit, because beyond the goal of reaching the forest, she did not know what she would do or where she would go.

Once again, evening came and she began looking for a place to spend the night.  She found a nice hole that almost looked freshly dug and carefully moved inside.

As she crawled down into the tunnel, she saw a strange and mouth-watering sight.  A tomthumb had been laid out on the dirt floor!  He was small, even for a tomthumb, at barely two inches in height.  He was also not cocooned, but she had seen such before.  On some rare occasions, her mother had brought back raw meals and given them to her.  She preferred the taste of the webs, but her mother explained it was not always possible to eat that way.


She walked up to the tomthumb and grabbed him.  Then all hell broke loose.


She was absolutely not prepared for him to begin squirming and screaming.  In those first few seconds, she was as frightened as he obviously was, and she almost dropped him.  Luckily, she maintained her grip.


“No!  Please, don’t eat me!”  The little tomthumb spoke!


“What?  You talk!  You can’t talk!”  Serimela was stunned.


The tomthumb kept squirming and kicking.  “Let me go you monster!”


Serimela did not know what to do.  She had never even considered that her food could talk.  Her mother always brought them in for her to eat and they had never moved or spoken before.  Her siblings never mentioned it, but then they never brought any food home.  Serimela was not prepared for this.  She started to put the tomthumb down, but then she thought of her hunger.

She had not eaten in two days and she had no idea what she was going to find in the forest.  The constant ache of hunger put her on edge and made her afraid.

“Please, just put me down!  I don’t want to die!”  The tomthumb was crying and this in turn upset Serimela.  She felt sorry for him.  She wanted to let him go as he was asking her to do, but she was already feeling hunger pains.  She thought of all the other tomthumbs she had eaten in silence.  They had not upset her one bit.  Perhaps she could spare a tiny amount venom to put him to sleep, she did not have much but she could do that for him.  That thought made her feel much better.  He would not have to suffer and she could ease her hunger in peace and quiet.

She slowly reached forward to bite him when his little fist connected solidly with her mouth.  It hurt, a lot, and brought back memories of her bigger siblings knocking her around.  Back then she was the runt, the victim, never fighting back, always being pushed around.  She never wanted to hurt anyone, and that is all her siblings had ever seemed to want to do.  Now she was in a position of power and the tomthumb, much to his misfortune, had achieved what her brothers and sisters had been unable to do – he had made her angry.


She looked at his tiny body, squirming and kicking, and in one swift, angry motion suddenly opened her mouth and stuffed his head and upper torso inside.  She could hear his muffled squeals inside her mouth and felt him twisting and fighting her.  She sucked with her mouth and pushed with both hands.  This was completely unlike anything she had ever experienced.  He was wiggling inside her mouth, grabbing, and kicking and making a stifled wailing sound.  She almost gagged and had to keep her hands firmly on his legs to keep from retching him back up.

It took several agonizing seconds but she finally had him almost totally inside her throat with just his feet kicking ineffectually outside her mouth.  The pitiful sounds he was making inside had grown more and more muted, but his squirming was even more frantic.


Finally, she took a massive swallow and forced him completely into her gullet.  Two gulps later and he slid down into her stomach.  Then the horrifying reality of him kicking and squirming in her belly began.  Her short burst of anger faded, leaving an ill feeling of utter dismay.  She could feel him inside her, his movements growing weaker and weaker.  She began to cry in frustration, unable to comprehend what she had just done.  Food was not supposed to talk!  Why had he talked to her?  Why had she eaten him?

She did not know what to do.  She felt full and sick at the same time.  She was no longer hungry but she also felt empty inside.   Slowly she pulled herself down into the very bottom of the small lair and curled up, shivering in fear and self-loathing.  She could still feel his movements inside her stomach for some time.  As she felt the movements subside, she had to choke back a sob.  She tried to sleep but she kept hearing his pleading voice begging her not to eat him.  Why could she not have just let him go?  She had never felt anger like that before, not even when her siblings beat her.  Why was this time any different?


 Like so many nights before she began whimpering softly, trying not to cry.  In the distance, she heard a mournful howling that did nothing to reassure her.  Maybe her father was right.  Maybe she did not deserve to live.  She could never seem to do anything right.  Such were her thoughts when sleep finally came.
The Howling Forest

Serimela woke from her slumber without feeling rested.  She was no longer hungry.  Physically she felt quite good, in fact.  Her mind, however, was in turmoil.  She did not like what she had done last night.  She felt miserable at what the poor tomthumb had gone through, being eaten alive.  She might have to eat, but she vowed she would never go through that again.  If it came to that, she would use her venom and then wait for the little to go to sleep.  She was not even sure she could do that, but she knew hunger could drive her to do things she otherwise would not do.

Picking herself up, she crawled into the morning light once more.  The edge of the forest was now in plain view and she thought she should be able to reach it within a couple hours.  Looking back down into the tunnel briefly, wishing she had never seen it, she turned and then headed off at a determined pace.


A little more than two hours later, she judged she had entered the forest proper.  The undergrowth became thicker and she found she had to contort her body to move through some of the denser sections.  Still, she was making good progress although she had no idea where she was headed.


The forest canopy looked most appealing to her as it blotted out the dreadful openness of the sky, so she decided she would head deeper into the forest.


As the day progressed, she occasionally heard howls off in the distance.  They never came close and she wondered what could possibly make such a sorrowful sound.


Night came swiftly to the woods and Serimela found herself in a quandary.  She had not located a single decent place to burrow in for the night.  A few downed logs were discarded when she saw how frail they looked.  The few rocks she had found were not big enough, and the only other thing she had seen was the sometimes ridiculously dense underbrush.  She had just about given up hope when she saw a promising hole; unfortunately, it was up in a tree, very far up in a tree.


She moved to the base of the tree and looked up.  It was easily twenty times her height to the lip of the gnarled opening.  Hesitating for a moment in indecision, she realized she did not have much to lose, so she backed up slightly and arched her slender abdomen.  Instinctively clenching her abdominal muscles, her specialized spinnerets fired a single small strand of silk high into the air.  It came to rest softly against the tree and stuck, but it was not high enough to reach the hole.  Sighing, she tried again with more force, and again her web strand fell just short.  The next time she put forth all her strength and watched with joy as the silky strand shot up into the opening to stick on the inside.

Smiling with self-satisfaction, she began the arduous task of climbing up to the hole.  Surprisingly it was much easier than it looked from the ground and she soon found herself in a rather comfortable looking den.  It was not as deep as she had hoped but considering the distance from the ground, she did not think she would have to worry about any forest predators up here.  To be on the safe side she spun a concealment web over the hole from the inside to give her more cover.


Once finished she twirled around to find a comfortable spot and then sank down onto her abdomen, allowing her legs to curl up next to her body for warmth.  Within a few minutes, she was asleep.


The next morning she found herself looking down to the forest floor, reluctant to drop down.  She felt safe up in the tree and did not want to leave the comfort of her newfound den.  She heard the howls again in the distance and though she looked hard, she could see nothing.  Whatever made the noise was still too far away to see.


Climbing down she noticed the temperature had dropped considerably since the previous day.  Standing briefly at the base of the tree her teeth began to chatter in reaction to the cold.  Shaking herself off, she turned and began moving again, deeper into the forest.

It was hard to tell the passage of time once she reached the old-growth area.  The tree canopy was almost completely unbroken with only the occasional shaft of light piercing through to reach the forest floor.  She found herself maneuvering toward the patches of light to try to catch a bit of warmth.


She was standing in one such sunbeam, resting comfortably when she heard the howls start up again, only this time they were much closer.  Startled, she looked in their direction but all she could see was the trunks of huge trees and in between, vibrant green plant life struggling for the little sunlight that made it to the ground.

Skittering along quickly to try to put some distance between her and the noise, she scrambled into a small open area.  She had just begun to move across the clearing when suddenly, from behind, she heard the awful howls once more.  They were right behind her.

The Howler Wolves


She turned to look and as she did, the largest creature she had ever seen came out from the undergrowth like something out of her worst nightmares.  She screamed, seeing the size of the beast.  It stood on four legs and was monstrously huge, with grey fur and yellow eyes.  Its open maw housed fangs longer than she was tall.

Worst of all, it was not alone.  Halting its rush forward with amazing quickness, it stopped just in front of Serimela.  Its companions fanned out to surround her in the small clearing.


She looked up into the jaws of death and her mind went blank.  Closing her eyes, she curled into a little ball and wailed, “Please!  Don’t hurt me!”

She felt the hot air from the breath of the monster as it lowered its massive head down to her.  She cringed, expecting to feel the teeth clamping down on her body, crushing her.  She heard a strange huffing sound and opened one eye to see the monster just above her, panting.  Its tongue hung out the side of its mouth.  It was still looking directly at her.


“Please no, I don’t want to die…”  The trembling words that came out were not her own, she realized with terrible irony.  The tomthumb she had eaten yesterday had begged the same of her, and now he was dead, eaten in a fit of anger.

The beast huffed again and bent down its head…

She was going to die.


…and then it sniffed her.  As if that were the signal to continue the hunt, the other beasts moved off with an easy loping gait, leaving her alone with the biggest.  She felt the wind from their great furred bodies as they passed by.

Shivering in fear, she kept her eye open, looking at the monster standing above her.  Its eyes never left her.  Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, it leapt over her prone form and disappeared into the dense underbrush.


She remained curled up for some time, not understanding and not believing she was still alive.  Any one of those monsters could have eaten her in one bite, yet she still lived.  It did not make any sense.


She tried to forget the sound of her voice as she had begged for her life, but she could not.  She instead saw the tomthumb laying in her place on in the clearing, the beasts tearing his small form to pieces despite his cries for mercy.


She felt sick and had to stop herself from vomiting at her thoughts.


She remembered one of her brothers saying long ago that she was not fit to live.  Her father had said the same thing to her mother just before they abandoned her.  Now it seemed not only was she not fit to live, she was also not fit to be eaten.  Maybe those beasts had smelled a sickness on her and left her to rot.


No!  She could not think like that.  That was her father talking, always saying cruel things about her no matter how hard she tried to fit in.  Her father had always hated her, from the first moment she refused to participate in the fights her siblings always instigated.  Standing angrily, trying to get her shaky legs to cooperate, she began moving determinedly forward.  She would not give up now.

She realized that she was heading in the same direction the grey beasts had run.  For a moment, she considered changing direction, but then thought better of it.  If they had not eaten her once, they would probably not bother her again.  She did not think other predators would be welcome around them, which mean she would be safer near them.


She became lost in her feelings as she moved, she kept going over what had happened and tried to make sense of it.  She was not even aware of the nightfall, so engrossed in her steady pace and troubled thoughts.  When she finally recognized how dark and cold it had become, she panicked.  With shivering legs, she searched frantically for some place to sleep.


The only thing she could find was the half-open bowl of some enormous fungus.  Not having much choice, she slowly crawled inside and curled up, shivering silently to maintain warmth despite the bitter cold.  It was becoming much too cold for her and she worried what would happen if the temperature dropped much further.  She would have to find a deep burrow.  The problem was she had no food.  That meant she would still have to hunt, even out in the freezing cold.  It was an unpleasant dilemma.
The Paradise Within


Serimela woke fitfully.  She was stiff and chilled to the core.  Her joints protested their movement, and she had to stiffen and relax each leg carefully.  It was definitely too cold for her now, yet she had no choice but to move on.  She had to find better shelter and soon.

Moving in short bursts, she tried to keep her eyes open for any possible den she could use.  Experimentally she had tried to dig in one of the softer sections of the ground, but found she could not dig down very far before it became too difficult.  She would have to find a natural tunnel instead.


As she continued to cover ground, she became aware of an odd smell in the air.  It was not a scent she had encountered before.  It was quite pleasant and fragrant.  In the back of her mind, she wondered if it was perhaps the cold was finally beginning to affect her senses.  Her extremities were already going numb and she knew she did not have more than a day or two before she would be in serious trouble.

Emerging from the underbrush, she sound found herself on a faded path.  The leaves were flattened and plants were mostly cleared from it.  Risking that this might be some dangerous animal’s trail, she began to follow it.  The fragrant scent grew stronger.


She walked up to what appeared to be an arch made from two giant trees that had curved towards one another and then grown together.  The path led under them, so she followed it.  On the other side, the ground fell away at a shallow angle and her eyes widened in astonishment.

If her parents had told her such a thing were possible, she would not have believed them.  In the clearing ahead, splashes of color filled her vision.  She had never seen flowers like this, nor so many in one place.  Everywhere her eyes landed there were new shapes, sizes, and colors of them.  It was breathtakingly beautiful.  With wonder, realized she felt no fear of its vast size and openness. 

Soon after she saw the flowers, she also became conscious of the pleasantly warm air – she was no longer freezing!  She looked back through the arched trees and wondered what kind of magic this place held.


Moving cautiously forward she kept herself as hidden as possible.  She knew whatever this place was, someone or something had to live here.  She found a small group of flowers that she could comfortably hide in with only her head exposed, and she took time to observe the place.


At first, all she could see were the thousands upon thousands of flowers and their wonderful blend of colors.  Then she noticed the paths, the many small gardens, the house, the orchard, the open fields and more.  Farther back, she saw a set of twin ponds, one higher, and one lower, with a small waterfall and a creek leading away into the forest.  Everything looked as if it had been meticulously placed just where it was supposed to be.  In her most vivid dreams, she did not think she could have ever envisioned such magical beauty as the scene before her.

Then she spied one of the denizens of the place and her heart froze.  It was a slug-girl.  She was big, not as big as her parents had described, but big enough to eat Serimela easily.  The slug-girl was moving with a very odd, humping motion towards one of the large patches of plants in the distance.  Her coloration was amazing, and to Serimela’s astonishment, she saw that it shifted and changed as the slug-girl moved.

The slug-girl had her hand out and though she could not be sure, it looked like she was carrying several tomthumbs.  They looked a bit larger than normal, but the distance could be playing tricks on her eyes.  At first, Serimela thought the slug-girl was taking them to be eaten.  But she was holding them out on her open hand; she was not restraining them at all.  Serimela shook her head in bewilderment.

She did not want to stay here with the slug-girl around.  Her mother had warned her that slug-girls have an incredible sense of smell.  She considered leaving, but it was so cold outside and so warm in here.

Looking around for a good hiding place that was nowhere near the slug-girl, she spotted the telltale signs of a very small cave on the small hill that overlooked the twin ponds.  It was mostly covered by a dense green vine filled with tiny blue flowers.  It might not be a deep burrow, but it was far away from where the slug-girl was heading and that was good enough for Serimela.


Picking her way through numerous flowers, plants, vines, and tiny shrubs, she began to meander her way over to the hill.  She paused constantly to listen and look around, staying low, and keeping to the outskirts of the forest clearing.


She noted several more tomthumbs here and there and she was deathly afraid they were going to spot her at any moment.  It looked like there might be an entire community of them.  If she could just avoid the slug-girl, at least she would not starve here.  That thought brought up some unpleasant emotions.


Reaching her destination, she was relieved to see that it was indeed a small rock cave.  Looking around fearfully she was thankful she had not been noticed.  Her skills at stealth, though severely underdeveloped, came almost naturally due to her small size and dridder heritage.  She carefully pushed the vines aside as the made her way through the mouth.  She made very sure the cave was empty as she crawled inside.  She did not want to encounter another sleeping tomthumb.  Her eyes adjusted instantly to the difference in light and she made her way to the back of her new lair.


It was actually a nicely formed natural cave, with a lower entrance and higher back end to keep rainwater out.  The floor was carpeted with a soft blue moss that she was at first hesitant to step on.  The spongy feel of it was very different from the hard soil and rock she had grown accustomed to in her travels.  At the deepest end, she found a large chamber she could sleep in.


Judging from the size of the cave, she would be able to fit in here even after she reached her adult size.  That startled her.  Since when had she ever thought so far ahead?  Did she really want to stay here with the threat of slug-girl death hanging over her?

She could think about this tomorrow, right now she was tired and cold and wanted nothing more than to sleep a bit.  Her legs hurt, especially the tips, and her hands and face felt as if they were burning.  Twirling in place, she dropped onto the moss and curled her legs up.  She spent some time massaging her legs quietly, thinking about all she had seen and done since her journey began.

Making a small ball of herself in one corner of the chamber, she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.
The Neko Girl

Serimela awoke to the sounds of many tomthumbs chattering nearby.  Her head shot up and her legs scrambled for a moment as she came out of her nightmare.  The nightmare had been of her running and running to escape the relentless slug-girl, but no matter how fast she ran or how far she went, the slug-girl was always right behind her, just about to pounce.

She tried to calm herself and listened carefully to the sounds that were coming from outside her lair.  She could hear many tiny voices but they sounded muted, not just from distance, but it was if they were trying to speak softly.


Moving slowly and silently, she crept up to the mouth of her cave and carefully peered out.  It was dark outside, but with her keen night vision, she could see down onto the two ponds, and at the lower pond on a large flat rock, there was a large cluster of at least twenty tomthumbs.  Most were sitting and chatting quietly, some were standing, and a couple was kissing each other lustfully.

Serimela then saw a large black form move swiftly up to the flat rock where the tomthumbs were gathered.  She shrank back into the cave as she saw the neko girl crouch down towards the tomthumbs.  Closing her eyes and moving back, she expected to hear the screams of terror begin, but instead the quiet chatter went on unchanged.


The neko spoke softly, “Alright, batch number two, out you go.”


One of the female tomthumbs laughed lightly, “Satasha, you know Quincy is going to demand you wear that silly bell of his now.  This is embarrassing.”


Another tomthumb spoke up, “I think we need to change to double-elimination, like David suggested.  You should have to catch us twice.”


The neko girl almost purred with her response, “That sounds good to me, it just means I get to lick you twice as much, especially you, Frisca.”


The female tomthumb moaned dramatically, “I long for your tongue, oh Goddess of the Hunt.”


Serimela opened her eyes and moved up so she could see the strange spectacle.


The neko girl reached down the quickly rub the female tomthumb’s head.  “Wait right here and hold that thought, I’ll be back in a moment.”  With that, the neko girl darted off with incredible swiftness towards the house.


Serimela was baffled at this exchange.  She had never seen a neko before, of course, but she knew this was one from her parents’ description.  She also knew that they were another deadly predator to be avoided.  They were supposed to eat tomthumbs, but this one did not seem like she was going to do that.  Maybe she did not eat miniature dridders either.

She waited for a while, unmoving, and soon enough the neko girl came back to crouch again at the group of tomthumbs.  Serimela watched her carefully open a pouch on her stomach and twenty or more tomthumbs scrambled out to join the others.   Serimela scratched her head in puzzlement.

The neko girl spoke to the throng, “And now I shall retrieve your great general.”


Some of the tomthumbs cheered her.


One of the male tomthumbs spoke up, “Hey Satasha, when you catch him can you kinda put him all the way in your mouth?”


A female tomthumb next to him punched him in the shoulder.  “Ronaldo!  Watch your mouth.”


“I’d rather watch hers with him in it… ow!”


The neko just laughed softly and was off yet again.


Serimela did not know exactly what was going on, but it appeared to be some sort of game.  Her brothers and sisters used to play games as well, though they were nothing like this.  Sighing, she crept back into her sleeping chamber.  If the neko girl was friends with the tomthumbs, that would cause serious problems.  The slug-girl might cause problems too, since Serimela had seen her carrying the little ones as well – she had stumbled upon a very strange place indeed.  Maybe the magic that held the winter cold at bay also affected the creatures inside.
The Hunger Grows


Serimela spent the rest of the day in her cave and kept to herself.  She was used to spending whole days motionless, trying to conserve energy.  She really did not know what she was going to do.  She would need to eat soon, but she did not know if she could go through with it.  So she put it off, the same as she always did.  She sat and did nothing and worried herself.  But try as she might, she could not worry her way out of this predicament.

Later that night, Serimela worked on a delicate silk tripwire to set near the entrance of her new home, just above the dip at the mouth.  She had seen her mother do the same thing sometimes during their journey.   It would be out of view from passersby but would give her some token measure of warning should one of the tomthumbs inadvertently wander inside.


Afterwards she sat and moped, thinking about what she might do.  She really did not want to eat the tomthumbs, but she realized she did not have much choice.  She could already feel the first twinge of hunger pains.  Trying to put off the inevitable, she went back to her sleeping chamber and waited.

Hours passed and she continued to sit motionless.  Her legs and hands were hurting more now than they had before and she noticed they appeared swollen.  Rubbing her legs only made them feel worse, so she stopped.

Her mind kept going over the screaming tomthumb she had eaten, only this time the tomthumb was rescued by a neko girl who promptly tore into Serimela.  She fell asleep with a nightmare of having her legs being picked off her body one by one.

Later that night she was startled awake by a vibration.  The silk strand she had laid down earlier wiggled slightly.  She became instantly alert.  Someone was entering her lair.  Crouching as far back into the chamber as she could, she waited.  She heard the voices of two tomthumbs now, a male and a female.


The male spoke with a soft voice, “It’s too bad Felecia is so adamant about that moonshine David can make.”

The female giggled back, “No wonder she doesn’t like it, she gets a whiff of it and gets drunk.  I think she’s cute when she’s drunk.”


“Ha!  Remember when she started licking Quincy and wouldn’t stop!  That was hilarious.  I thought for a while she was going to suck him down.”


“Ronaldo, you really need to bury the hatchet with Quincy.  Felecia doesn’t like it when you two fight and neither do I.”

“Maybe I will, later.  I kinda like popping his ego from time to time.  But right now I just want to be alone with the love of my life.”


“Ronaldo, I know the book that comes from.  You can do a lot better.”


Sighing, the male tomthumb chuckled, “It’s hard when you’ve read the same books I have.”


“Come on, let’s get started, we have all night!”


Serimela was startled to feel the vibrations of the two tomthumbs rapidly approach.  They were moving towards her position.  Her first panicked thought was she was going to be caught.

As the two tomthumbs rounded the corner to enter the chamber, Serimela instinctively pounced.  She grabbed the girl and covered the tomthumb’s mouth with her larger hand.  In her panic, she completely overlooked the fact that there were two tomthumbs, not just one.  The male jumped back with uncanny reflexes, and without pausing, took off running.


Frantically, Serimela spun and fired her silk at him but it struck the side of the tunnel instead, and he darted out of sight around the corner of the cave.  Scuttling quickly forward she tried to catch him.  By the time she reached the mouth of the cave he was already outside and making a beeline to the house, yelling his little head off.


Without thinking clearly, she scampered back into her lair.  Out in the open, even in the forest, those tomthumbs and the neko girl would catch her easily.  In here at least she could face them own her own terms.  She looked down at the terrified tomthumb girl in her hands.
Ronaldo The Hero


Ronaldo was in a complete state of panic.  A spider-girl had just grabbed Anara right as they were about to begin their lovemaking.  As soon as he saw the dridder, he had jumped back.  Paying more attention to Ronaldo than to her surroundings, Anara was grabbed before she could react.

His first instinct was to immediately attack the monster, but Quincy had drilled into them that they should first warn the community of any danger.  That was the key.  If he tried to take on the dridder by himself and lost, both he and Anara would die and no one would be the wiser.


And so he ran, screaming his lungs out, back to the house.  Several tomthumbs saw him running and began asking what was wrong.


“A dridder caught Anara up by the trysting cave!  Wake everyone! Get Felecia out here!  And get your weapons now, hurry!”  Ronaldo knew that Satasha was out on her hunt and David was spending the night with Stephandra for some weird ritual she wanted to perform.  Felecia was here, but her speed meant she would be the last to arrive.


Satisfied that he had raised the alarm, he grabbed up a javelin, dipped it in the poison dispenser, and began running back to the cave to save his lover.  No dridder was going to eat Anara!

Back at the cave, Serimela was still looking down at the female tomthumb.  She thought it might be a good idea to subdue this one with her venom, and then she could deal with the others.  She opened her mouth to bite but as she removed her hand from the tomthumb’s face, she heard the most pitiful, heart-wrenching sob, “Please don’t hurt me!”

Her insides clenched when she heard the girl’s voice.  Serimela could not do this again.  She was hungry and afraid for her life, but simply she could not do it.  She kept seeing herself in place of the tomthumb.  How might she react?  The tomthumb was crying but no longer struggling in her grip.  She looked down at the tiny tear-stained eyes.

The great grey beasts in the forest had spared her and never explained why.   The words came out of Serimela’s mouth before she could stop them.  “I’m not going to hurt you.”


The tomthumb sniffled and nodded, but still seemed terrified.  Hesitating slightly, Serimela lowered her to the ground and released her.  The tomthumb seemed surprised and stepped back from her.  Visibly calming herself finally, she spoke, “Who are you?”


Almost reluctantly, she whispered, “I’m Serimela.”


The tomthumb seemed to think for a moment, “How did you get in here?”


“I came in from the forest.  I didn’t have anywhere else to go, it’s too cold outside.”


“Alright, so why did you grab me?”


Serimela really did not want to answer and she hesitated.  If she told the truth, the other tomthumbs would probably kill her.

The tomthumb sensed something was wrong and spoke before Serimela could reply, “You were going to eat me, weren’t you?”


Serimela felt tears in her eyes.  She had not spoken a word and the tomthumb already knew the truth.  She nodded sadly.  “Yes, but I didn’t want to.  You’re not supposed to talk.”

The admission did not seem to bother the tomthumb nearly as much as Serimela expected.  “What does that mean?”


“I’m starving.  I tried to wait as long as I could but you came in here and I couldn’t help it.”  She slumped to the moss as her legs gave out and tried to wipe the tears from her eyes.


“You don’t look so good.”  The tomthumb looked genuinely concerned.


“I feel sick.”  And she did.  Serimela felt sick in both her body and mind.  Her legs hurt, as did her hands, and her face was burning terribly.  She was starving but could not eat.  This whole messed up situation was too much for her.  She hated her parents, hated her whole family, hated herself… hated everything.  All she had ever tried to do, she failed at miserably.

“My name is Anara, by the way.”  The tomthumb spoke up.  Serimela had not even thought about asking, and that made her feel even more ashamed.  She began to cry, not bothering to cover her emotions from the tomthumb.

She was shocked to feel Anara’s hand touch her.  She looked down and saw the little tomthumb had walked directly in front of her, between her splayed legs and had her hand out, just touching Serimela’s hip lightly.

She heard a commotion at the entrance of her cave and knew the other tomthumbs had arrived.  She did not have the strength or the will to stand and fight.


Anara yelled to the others, “Wait a minute guys, I’m alright!  She’s harmless!”


Ronaldo, leading the charge, came around the corner and saw the weeping dridder lying miserably on the floor with Anara standing right beside, touching her.  “What happened?”  A dozen tomthumbs skidded to a halt just behind him, unsure of the situation.

“Just two girls talking.  She’s sick Ronaldo, I think it’s partly from starvation and partly from the cold weather.  She looks emaciated, though I have to admit I don’t really know what a normal spider-girl looks like.”


Ronaldo looked on in disbelief, here he had been running to save his love and she already appeared to have the situation well in hand.  “She’s a dridder, Anara.”


Anara looked directly at him but spoke to all those present.  “Her name is Serimela.”
The Queen Speaks

In a daze, Serimela found herself surrounded by tomthumbs.  They brought out some type of ointment and proceeded to rub it all over.  It made her feel warm and tingly but she honestly had no idea what it was for.  It did stop the burning, but it also made her head felt light, as if it were floating detached just above her body.


Anara had stayed beside her the entire time, reassuring her that everything would be fine.  She wanted to believe the tomthumb, but she was still unsure of their intentions towards her.  Soon, the tomthumbs brought her some plants and Anara insisted she eat them.


Serimela tried to explain that she did not eat plants but Anara would have none of it and finally, in desperation, Serimela grabbed up one of the “fruits” as they called them and stuffed it into her mouth whole.  She wanted to show Anara that it was not edible when she bit down … the explosion of flavor in her mouth almost knocked her back.


Anara laughed at the expression on Serimela’s face.  She chewed slowly, trying to decide what to do next.  The flavor continued to blossom and she had to admit, it was delicious.  She would never have considered eating a plant before.  Swallowing carefully, and expecting the new food to come back up any second, she felt it settle into her stomach.  She picked up another fruit, and ate it as well.  She started to go for a third when Anara held her hand out.


“Now wait a bit, dear.  Don’t stuff yourself this first time or you really will be sick.  Felecia said you have to be careful since you’ve been without much food for so long.”


Serimela nodded and looked down with what could only be described as awe at the remaining fruits.  “Alright, but those are really good.  I’ve never had anything like them before.  I didn’t know you could eat plants.”

Anara was not about to ask what she used to eat, she had a good idea from the way Serimela looked at her when they first “met” an hour ago.


Frisca, who had been standing watching the dridder in fascination, finally piped up, “Serimela, when you feel better, can you come outside?  There are some people who want to meet you and make sure you’re alright.”


Serimela was not entirely sure why she listened to the tomthumbs.  She did not trust them, exactly, but they seemed friendly enough.  Her mind was fuzzy and she had trouble focusing, but her hunger was gone and that alone was worth all she had been through.  “I think I can move now, but my head feels strange.”


Quincy was busy herding the nosey tomthumbs back outside so Serimela could walk through the tunnel unhindered.  As he came back near her, he spoke, “That’s from the ointment we rubbed on you earlier.  You had some damage from the cold on your legs, hands, and face.  It’ll heal you up but you may feel a little woozy for a day or two since we had to use so much.  Normally we only use a small amount.”


Serimela stood, as best as she was able, on her wobbly legs and slowly made her way through the tunnel.  Frisca, Anara, and Quincy were walking just ahead of her.  If she had been in a proper state of mind, she would probably have bolted as soon as she saw the slug-girl sitting at the entrance, but as it was her reactions were dulled and she did not even realize she had been picked up until she was in the air facing her doom.


Felecia saw the little dridder and squealed in delight.  Before anyone could stop her, she reached down and gently picked Serimela up for a closer look.  She gave Serimela a warm smile and cooed at her, “You are so cute!  Isn’t she adorable?”

Serimela saw the expression and the genuine smile and rather than scream she actually smiled back.  “Your colors are so pretty…”  She was staring dreamily at the ever-changing colors Felecia was displaying.


“Why thank you!  Your colors are very pretty too.  My name is Felecia, by the way.  I think we should take you over to the house.  You look so thin and frail, but don’t worry, we’ll have you fattened up in no time.  I have just the place for you.  Quincy already told me you like the cave, so we can let you use that box David has.  If you want to later you can stay in the cave but for now I want to keep a close eye on you.”  Felecia was chatting happily away and already moving towards the house.  Serimela closed her eyes and held on tightly in Felecia’s embrace as she listened to the enchanting voice.

Quincy had started to speak, but just shook his head instead in disgust.  “Nevermind.”


Ronaldo patted him on the back and laughed.  “The queen hath spoken!”


Quincy scowled.  “You won’t think it’s funny when that dridder eats you.”

The First Snow

Serimela did not remember those first few days in the homestead.  She was told various stories by the tomthumbs of things she said and did, but all she remembered clearly was Felecia’s colorful rainbow patterns and her soft warmth.  She clung to Felecia as if her life depended upon it.

When the ointment’s effects finally wore off, she had grown so used to being carried by Felecia or riding on her back as she moved about her chores, Serimela discovered she was no longer afraid of the slug-girl.  In fact, she liked being around her.  Felecia made her feel safe and calm, like her mother used to.


She had met, or at least they told her she met, both Satasha, who was the neko girl she had seen earlier, and David, the human husband of Felecia.  She had also met a gaggle of tomthumbs, though she could only put a very few names to faces.  There were so many!

She loved the sound of Felecia’s voice.  She would sit and listen as Felecia spoke about her work, the tomthumbs and their incredibly intricate social lives, the homestead, her husband, the dryad, and more.  Serimela, for her part, kept mostly silent.  She was by nature a quiet and shy individual and Felecia let her be.


From time to time, Felecia would ask leading questions, trying to entice the timid little dridder out of her shell.  It was a slow, gradual process and once the tomthumbs saw what was taking place, they all joined in.  Soon Serimela was being told the most absurd gossip about who was sleeping with whom, what Ronaldo and Quincy were mad at each other about, what Satasha and Frisca really got up to when they went on hunts together, and other such craziness.

She loved hearing the tomthumbs’ stories.  Sometimes she would nervously ask a question, but the tomthumbs always seemed willing to answer, no matter how silly her queries were.  Even Quincy seemed to like her after she impulsively hugged him one day.  He seemed to take great pride that she had hugged him before Ronaldo.

Nobody ever asked her about her past and Serimela never volunteered that information.


She ate a steady diet of the wonderful fruits and vegetables that came from the gardens she had seen when she first laid eyes on the homestead.  Every one of them was a new experience for her and she relished them all.  Since then she had not felt hungry once.  That old familiar ache was gone and Serimela hoped never to have that feeling again.  When she realized she no longer had to think of the littles as her food, it was as if the weight of the world had been lifted from her heart.  She loved sitting, watching them play and listening to them talk.  And after all, food was not supposed to talk.

She often thought back to the terrible night she had eaten that tomthumb alive and wondered what tales he might have told, who his friends were, what his hopes and dreams had been.  One day those feelings hit her so hard she broke down in tears in front of Felecia and begged her for forgiveness.  She was so distraught with feelings of guilt and remorse, it took a long time for Felecia to coax the story of what had happened.  Serimela told the tale haltingly but completely, from the time her parents had informed her they were leaving her birthing den, until the day she found her way into the homestead.


When she was done, she felt drained yet content.  She was fully expecting to be shunned or even thrown out of the homestead.  Instead, the outpouring of caring and sympathy nearly overwhelmed her.  She protested feebly, claiming she did not deserve it, but her friends refused to hear.  They treated her with such kindness; bit by tiny bit the girl within slowly came out of the shell she had made around herself.

One day, as the sun started its descent towards the horizon and evening began, Serimela looked up into the sky without fear.  She now enjoyed watching the clouds play with one another so far above, and found it hard to believe how frightened she had once been of such a beautiful view.  To her astonishment, she saw countless tiny flecks of white powder drifting down from the heavens.  The specks fluttered down and slowly veered away from the homestead when they grew near, as if some great but invisible dome were keeping them at bay.

Satasha had been holding her at the time when she noticed the rapt expression on the little dridder’s face while she stared upward.  Without asking, she carried Serimela over to one of the paths that led out from the homestead into the forest.


When she crossed the threshold, Serimela felt the cold, still air of winter on her skin.  Satasha held her close to her body for warmth as Serimela looked with awe upon the silent white blanket covering the forest all around.  The fat, white flakes were falling heavily and Satasha was using her head to shield the little dridder from them.


Leaning out a bit from Satasha’s body, Serimela reached with a tentative hand see if she could touch one of the tiny motes.  As it landed on her palm, she felt the cold softness and gasped.  She pulled her hand back up to her mouth, wondering what the taste would be.  As she felt the white flake melt in her mouth, she squealed with glee.


“Satahsa, what is this?”  She was almost breathless with excitement.


Satasha smiled back.  “It’s snow!”


Almost with reverence Serimela repeated, “Snow.” 


Serimela remembered her father’s dire warning about the terrible thing called snow.  She remembered how she was so sure she would hate it without ever having seen it.  Yet here she was, being held warmly by her friend Satasha, while snow fell around them in quiet glory, covering the ground completely like some great white mantle.  Smiling with childlike innocence, her heart full of wonder and joy, she knew she had never been happier in all her life.

