STORY 33 – part 2


Previously


“This place…” Vuni hesitated. She was almost afraid to ask. But if she was ever to get home, she needed to know. She looked into Bajen’s brown eyes, anxious. “Where am I?”

“This?” He swept his arm round, and she nodded. “Oh, this is Okhlee. It’s quite a small village, but–”

“No, I mean… I mean, more generally,” she pressed. “What… Well, what world is this?”

He gazed at her, astonished and fascinated all at once. She could almost see the thoughts turning in his mind, behind those smart, warm eyes. She comes from another world, he was thinking. But while her presence might be a source of excitement to him, she felt only a deep, gnawing anxiety, and waited breathless for his next words.

“Well, this is Feloya,” he said.


And she stared at him, dumbfounded


And now


Vuni followed the young human for lack of any better idea, as he led her out of the woods, into the cultivated fields on its edge. Tall, greenish yellow crops rose almost to her shoulders, swaying gently in a warm breeze. They were neatly set out in rows, with a straight path cutting through, and her natural curiosity was strong enough to wonder about them, despite her fear, uncertainty and grief. Bajen kept his pace slow, matching hers.


“Where are you from, Miss Vuni?” he asked, his own curiosity undimmed by adverse circumstances.


“Oh, I’m… from Felarya,” she said, after a moment’s hesitation. She looked at him, and saw a flicker of puzzlement on his face.


“Fe-larya?”


“Yes.” She was too tired and dazed still for a long conversation.


“Where’s that?”


“In relation to here? I’ve no idea.”


“But why…” He stopped, and frowned, puzzled, thinking. After a brief while, he gave her an apologetic look. “I’m sorry. You don’t look well. Forgive my curiosity. We’ll get you indoors, and you can rest and be comfortable. I’ll keep my questions for later.”


She gave him a faint but grateful smile. Before either of them could say any more, there was a rustling sound, growing louder. She turned, and saw an older human, a man, approaching through the field. His hair was darker than Bajen’s, fairly long for a male’s, but he was clean-shaven. His clothes had, no doubt, seen better times; dirtied with earth, they were patched up in several places. He carried some sort of pole with a simple metal instrument on its end. His eyebrows rose as he caught sight of her, but he did not appear hostile.


“Good morning, miss,” he greeted her politely. She noticed his eyes glance quickly, instinctively over her bare body, before focusing on her face once more, and then turning to Bajen. “I send you out for roots, and you bring a young lady home. A young lady who’s not… human?”


“She’s a slug girl, Dad.” Bajen smiled as his father emerged out onto the narrow path between the crops. “Miss Vuni, this is my father.”


“Pleased to meet you, miss, I’m sure. A bit surprised, maybe,” –he glanced at his son– “but you’re very welcome to our home.” He held out a rough, dirt-stained hand. Remembering Bajen’s earlier greeting, Vuni held out her own. She tensed, just a little, when the man gripped hers, and shook it. She did not think to shake in return, and he released it soon enough. “I’ve never seen any of your kind. You must have an interesting story to tell.”


“I’m…” She managed a weak smile. The man looked… different, somehow, to ordinary adult males – different to male nekos, for example. Almost… worn, somehow. There were slight wrinkles on his face, creases round his pale brown eyes, and hints of grey in his dark hair. Having no knowledge of ageing, Vuni had no means to understand it. “I’m a bit lost,” she admitted.


“Can’t say that surprises me. Well, come on, then. We may not have much to offer, we’re not city folk, but you’ll have a bed and a meal as long as you need them.” He paused. “If you can get into a bed?” he added as an afterthought.


“I, uh… I don’t know what that is,” Vuni said, timidly. Her eyes turned to Bajen for help. Everything here was already so strange. She most definitely was out of place. Yet again, her thoughts turned to her little burrow, the snug place she called home, holding her children, cuddling up to Tiasha… Her eyes moistened, and she blinked to fight back the onset of tears.


She would be strong. These strangers were kind, but it was never safe to show weakness in a strange situation.


“Don’t worry about that,” the teenager told her, warmly. “Just come with us.”

* * *


Beyond the fields, they led her to a structure made of stone, hewn into blocks and assembled through some unfathomable process. Another novelty. She looked at it, instinctively wary in the face of the unknown, something she could not understand. The men approached a slab of smooth wood fixed into the stone. Bajen gave her a reassuring smile, while his father pushed it open. Unfamiliar smells drifted out from within, including the scent of another human. Her first glimpse of the structure’s interior showed her internal walls, partitions between sections. She hesitated.


“Come inside, miss,” Bajen’s father said, politely. And, misunderstanding her hesitation: “Don’t worry about the slime. We’ve got none of those fancy carpets.”


“Roju?” A woman’s voice, from inside. “Is that you?”


“Bajen’s brought us a guest, love. Just a mo’.” He took off his stained jacket, and handed it to Vuni. “Best put that on, miss. We don’t tend to go naked around here.”


Vuni nodded, too dazed to try and understand, and put on the human’s garment. It smelt of earth, and plants, of human, quite strongly, and held other, unrecognisible scents. Bajen buttoned it up for her, covering her breasts, while she stayed passive. He had barely finished when a women walked into view, from an adjoining room. Her eyes widened as she beheld the slug girl, and struggled not to take an involuntary step back. The nervous, confused expression on Vuni’s face must have told her that her strange visitor was quite safe, however, and she stepped forward instead, putting on a warm but questioning smile.


Like her husband, she had early wrinkles, and slightly greying hair; her hair was long and curly, a light brown like Bajen’s. She was neither stout nor thin, but healthy, and her eyes were a warm shade of green.


“Good morning to you, then. I’m Shareen. What’s your name, dearie?”


“I’m Vuni,” the slug girl said, in a small voice. Although she was not certain why, she felt uncomfortable indoors. This was an even more alien setting than the strange woods, or the tidy, artificial field. She was in a world beyond her comprehension, and, as most people would in such cases, she found it impossible to relax. The humans’ friendliness helped only to a limited extent.


“I found her in the woods,” Bajen explained. “She’s lost, Mum. She doesn’t know where she is, and she doesn’t even know how she got here. I…” He paused. “I said we’d put a roof over her head, until things got sorted out.”


“Of course,” Shareen said, seemingly with no hesitation, before pausing in turn. “It may be rude of me to ask, but… Where do you come from, Vuni?” What are you? her eyes queried, an unspoken question.


“I’m from Felarya.” Simple questions she could answer, even if the answer was incomprehensible to the humans.


“Feloya?” Shareen asked, correcting what sounded like a mispronunciation. “Where in Feloya, dear?”


“No, Felarya,” Bajen said. “I don’t know what it is either, but…” He trailed off.


“Of course. Never mind.” His mother shook her head, and put on her kindest smile. “Come in, Vuni, do. Make yourself at home. Sit… down? Uh… Are you thirsty? Hungry?” She glanced down at the slug girl’s still bulging tummy, which from time to time sounded a faint gurgle, continuing to digest the unfortunate slimoid.


“I’m all right,” Vuni said in a small voice. “I just…” She stopped. “I’d just like to go home,” she whispered, grief creeping into her voice. “But I don’t know how. I’m sorry to trouble you. I…” She stopped again, at an utter loss for words. This was too much to take in, too much to cope with. She was used to danger, avoiding predators, knowing that any day might be her last, but this… This was different, and she had no way of dealing with the novelty, not so soon after such a jarring shock. None of it felt real, and yet she knew, with terrible certainty, that it was. She was so far from her family, she had not the faintest idea how to set out and find them. She could think of nothing to do but cry, and that would not help her in the slightest. She gulped, wiped at her eyes, and stayed still, quiet.


“You poor dear,” Shareen said, with what sounded like genuine sympathy. “Don’t you worry. We’ll talk about it all later. I’ll go and make up Nalea’s old bed for you, and you can rest, if you want. You look exhausted; I’m not surprised. Now just don’t worry. Come with me.” She smiled, an almost motherly smile. Vuni nodded, sick and dizzy all of a sudden, her mind latching on to the human’s outstretched hand – a lifeline. She slithered further into the so very strange house, following wherever the woman might lead.

* * *


When she woke up, Vuni did not remember having fallen asleep. Nor did she remember getting into bed, yet here she was lying on the strange, fairly soft slab, in a small, enclosed stone space, with a window looking out over fields. She pushed herself up, and off the bed, fighting a wave of dizziness and leaving a sticky sheen of slime behind. She was alone. She could smell the humans, somewhere nearby, but one of those movable pieces of wood seperated her from the rest of the house.


Regaining her bearings, she looked around. There was little to see. A small, round, flat wooden implement was propped up on three legs, beside the second bed. On it were objects whose purpose she could not even guess at. Male clothes hung on the wall. Outside, the sunlight came from a different angle; it was at least mid-afternoon. She had slept part-way through the day. The tiredness brought about by initial shock had partly worn off, but she remained tense, and waking up in these strange surroundings heralded a fresh wave of grief.


By now, Tiasha would know something had gone horribly wrong. She would be hoping, desperately, that Vuni was going to come home. Her heart would cling to that hope, no doubt, but she would know Vuni was probably dead. The little slug girl slumped, overwhelmed with sorrow, and guilt that was not of her making. She could not comfort Tiasha, from here. As the next few hours wore on, her girlfriend would accept the inevitable – and find herself alone, with their nine babies to care for, and only the emptiness of grief in place of her beloved.


Vuni slithered over to the window, and gazed out, at nothing in particular, for several minutes. Her eyes stung, but she was too numb to cry. She felt empty, drained, emotions weighing upon her, crushing all thought.


After a long while, she took off the human jacket she was wearing, and placed it on the second bed. She pulled the covers off her own bed, placed them on the stone floor, and lay down upon them. She soon found she was curling up on herself, as she had done when she was little. But she had no sisters to snuggle against now, and Tiasha was not there to take her in her arms. She closed her eyes, clenching them tight. Tired still, she drifted back into sleep.

* * *


A knock on the door woke her. Like almost all Felaryans, she was a light sleeper, used to emerging into a state of alertness at the barest hint of danger. The unfamiliar sound reached her unconscious mind as a potential threat, and she snapped back into the waking world, straightening up quickly. It was getting dark – the multicoloured glow of the fading sun suffused the sky, while the shadows of the walls had lengthened. Her stalks twitched, feeling the air, and she sniffed, catching Bajen’s scent just outside the room.


“Miss Vuni? May I come in?”


She hesitated only a moment. “Yes.”


The door swung open with a slight creak, and the young human stepped in. He noticed that she was naked once more, and blushed a little.


“Ah, we… We were wondering if you’d like some dinner.”


Vuni considered that. “I really should be trying to get home.” Even as she spoke the words, she realised how futile they might be.


“How?” Bajen asked, gently. “I mean, I could take you back into the woods, but…”


Vuni’s stalks drooped. “No. No, you’re right. I don’t… I wouldn’t know where to start.” She slithered off the now very sticky, slime-encrusted blanket.


“We can talk about it over dinner,” Bajen suggested. “And, uh… I’ll get you one of my shirts to wear. It would be best if, um… if you wore it around the house.”


Vuni nodded. She knew that humans, like many nekos, covered their bodies in clothes, though she had never understood why. “I’d…” She paused. “I’d like to help. Make myself useful. I mean, I don’t intend to stay long, but… What can I do?”


Bajen smiled. “I’m sure Mum and Dad can find you plenty of work to make yourself useful. Tomorrow. Don’t worry. For now, just hang on while I get you a shirt, then you can come and have dinner.”

* * *


Now that she was in less of a daze, Vuni was able to pay attention to the details of her mysterious surroundings, following Bajen from the bedroom to the dining room. It was only a few slithers, down a stone corridor, but along the way she saw an empty container of some sort, hanging from the wall, woven from strands of yellow plant matter. Opposite it, a flat surface bore an image of a landscape, a valley with a gushing stream. She slowed and stared at it, fascinated. She had never conceived of anything like it. A representation of a place, somehow rendered and frozen here, on the wall. She lifted her hand to it, and felt the surface of dry paint. She could see the brushstrokes, and wondered what they were. It felt strange to the touch. But what a marvellous idea!


“What is this?” she asked, unable to tear her gaze away. The strokes, the juxtaposition of colours, the fine shading mimicking the shadows, the bright white and yellow of the sun… They did not, perhaps, make it look real, but the representation was unmistakably evocative.


“It’s a valley not very far from here.” He stopped, as he realised the meaning of her question. “Oh… It’s a painting,” he said, with a smile. “A present, from a friend of my mum’s.”


Vuni nodded, slowly, still fascinated, and turned at last to face him. “You, and your parents, you live in this…” She waved her arm about, lacking a word to describe where they were.


“House,” Bajen supplied. “Yes. The village helped my great-grandparents build it.”


Vuni looked round once more, suitably impressed. “Isn’t it dangerous, though?”


“Dangerous?” The human looked confused. “No, it’s quite safe. It’s not going to collapse, if that’s what you’re worried about.” A pause. “You haven’t got a house?”


She shook her head. “We have a burrow,” she said proudly.


“You mean, you live in a hole in the ground?” Bajen’s eyebrows rose. He seemed rather sorry for her. “Who’s ‘we’, if… if you don’t mind my asking.”


“‘We’ is my mate and our children.” Vuni lowered her gaze, gripped in a feeling of helplessness once more, then quickly glared up at him. “And it’s not a ‘hole in the ground’! It’s a very comfortable, snug little burrow. It keeps us… well, safer than we’d be out in the open. Or in a place like this. A… ‘house’.” She tasted the unfamiliar word curiously. “Doesn’t it attract predators?”


Bajen frowned, puzzled. “What kind of predators?”


“Um… Well, dridders, for example?”


The human gave her a confused but very interested look. “What are dridders?”


“Giant people with eight legs? They eat humans. No? Um, harpies?” Bajen shook his head, and Vuni gave him a look that was not devoid of envy. “You have no predators here? Nothing that eats humans? What about nagas?”


Bajen gave an uncertain laughs. “No. Why would nagas want to eat us? I mean, I suppose they could, if they wanted to… Stories say some used to, a very long time ago. But today? No, of course not.” He paused, as the slug girl’s strange words sank in. “You mean, you’re in danger of being eaten if you go home? That’s horrible!”


“It’s the way things are.” Vuni shrugged. “And it’s home. It’s where my family are. The people I love.”


Bajen nodded, slowly. “I s’pose I can understand that.”


She followed him into the dining room, which was somewhat larger than the bedroom, and decorated with further woven implements, as well as patterned plant tapestries on the stone walls. Bajen’s parents were seated on wooden three-legged structures close to a much larger one, upon which rested several containers. The pleasant scent of food permeated the air, and her stomach –now empty– growled a little. Bajen smiled, and led her up to the table. She slithered to one of the chairs at her slow pace –leaving a trail of slime across the stone floor–, and looked at it. Turning to the humans, she saw how they had seated themselves, folding those strange legs of theirs. She bit her lip. “Um…”


Shareen quickly stood, walked over and pulled the slug girl’s chair aside. “I’m sorry; what were we thinking? Are you ok staying upright?”


“I’m… fine,” Vuni assured her, somewhat at a loss, and looked at the containers set at her place on the table. Sensing her confusion, Bajen leaned over, and pointed at each implement in turn. “That’s a bowl. We’ll put your food in there. You cut it and eat it with your knife and scoopjab.” He held them up to show her. “And this is a cup, to drink from.”


“All right…” Vuni said slowly, absorbing that. She tried not to blush. These humans had such a complex environment, elaborate habits and rituels. Were all humans like this? She had barely ever spoken to those who visited Felarya.


“I hope you’ll like the stew,” Shareen said, kindly. “It’s meat and vegetables.”


Vuni merely nodded, willing to accept whatever they wanted to offer. Food was food, and it certainly smelt good. Despite the grief and anxiety knotting her stomach, she was a little hungry. Shareen smiled again, picked up her bowl again, and began to fill it up from the larger container.


“So you don’t know how you got here, miss?” Roju asked.


The slug girl shook her head, putting on as brave a face as she could. “One moment I was in the forest, back home. And then I was here. I know it happens, sometimes…”


Bajen looked at her with unconcealed curiosity. “Does it?”


“I’d heard that people disappear, yes. Just like that. And of course, people appear in Felarya, out of other places. But it’s… Nobody knows… Nobody knows where people go, when they vanish. It’s just… They’re gone.”


“Well, you’re the first stranger, the first person who’s not human, to appear like this in Okhlee,” Roku told her.


“What’s it like, there, where you come from?” Shareen asked kindly, as she set her bowl down in front of her. It was filled with chunks of… various somethings, sunk in clear liquid. Judging by the smell, there were chunks of flesh, and of vegetables, but something strange had been done to them. They smelt odd. Odd, yet strangely appetising. Her mouth watered a little, and she swallowed her saliva. “Maybe, if you describe it to us, we’ll have heard of it.”


“Well… The trees are at lot bigger. I mean, there are some the same size as here, but a lot are huge. It’s quite moist, a lot damper than here. There are a lot of slug girls, like me. I don’t think any humans live in my part of the forest, but there are a few neko tribes.” She looked at the three humans, hopefully, then sighed as she was met with blank, apologetic gazes. “Never mind.” She picked up her scoopjab, and fidgeted with it awkwardly.


“I’ll ask other people in the village,”  Shareen promised. “They may have heard of it.”


“Thank you,” Vuni said, with heartfelt gratitude. It was a slim hope, but it was hope nonetheless.


“There are predators where she lives,” Bajen chimed in, apparently quite fascinated by that part of the tale. “Giant people that eat humans, and slug girls. Including nagas.” He stirred his stew.


Roju looked up at that, sharply. “Nagas that eat humans?” He sounded troubled at the thought, and distinctly surprised.


“Yes.” Vuni met his gaze. “You have nagas here?”


“Yes, of course. But they don’t…” He paused. “Never mind.”


“What’s on the other side of the wood?” she asked. “Is it possible that it’s the edge of my own forest?”


Roju shook his head. “No, sorry. It’s not a very big wood. On the other side, there are more villages, more fields. And then hills, and more villages… And then you’re going towards the sea. Your home isn’t that way.”


“Eat your dinner, dear, before it gets cold,” Shareen advised her, in an almost motherly tone.


You mean it’s hot? Gingerly, Vuni stabbed at a chunk of vegetable, and lifted it to her mouth. She flinched, as it touched her lips, causing an unpleasant burning sensation, and she almost dropped it. Yet the humans seemed to be eating it without problem.


“Try blowing on it, to cool it down,” Bajen suggested.


Vuni nodded, accepting that advice like everything else he had said. Tentatively, she blew on the food, before putting it cautiously in her mouth. It was still hot on her tongue, but not unbearably so, and the taste was different to anything she had ever eaten. She hesitated, then, since it was not live food, decided to chew. The flavour erupted onto her tastebuds, startling but pleasant, and she finally swallowed. She found Bajen and his mother looking at her expectantly.


“Good?” Shareen asked. Vuni managed a smile.


“It’s nice, yes. Thank you.” How had they made it hot? Was it the heat that gave it this taste, or would these vegetables taste the same raw? She brushed the question aside, for now, and stabbed at a piece of animal flesh, with somewhat more hesitation. Its smell revealed what it was, but she was not used to eating meat in disembodied chunks. “I’ve been meaning to ask…” She paused. “If I can’t leave tomorrow, if there’s… nowhere for me to go, for now…” She spoke the words with a heavy heart. “I’d like to do something to be useful.” She looked at the two older humans. Roju smiled, pleased.


“Well, thank you for offering. Yes, we’d be happy to have an extra pair of hands round the house. For however long you may be staying.” He paused, thinking about it. “Are you any good at agriculture?” Vuni blinked. From the look she gave him, it was obvious she had no idea what he was talking about. “Do you grow food, at home?” he asked. “Plant food?”


“No, I… We pick our food. From the ground, from bushes, trees… And we hunt.”


“You’re a hunter-gatherer,” Bajen breathed. “Wow. Like our ancestors used to be.”


“Bajen, don’t be rude,” his father chided. “Well, miss, if you’re a quick study, I’m sure you can help out in the fields. We’ll get you started tomorrow.”


Vuni smiled faintly, relieved that she was not going to be a burden. “All right.”


“And after dinner, you can help Bajen wash up,” Shareen added gently.


“All right… What’s ‘wash up’?” Vuni asked. The human woman merely smiled.

* * *


Although the food was tasty, Vuni had eaten fairly little. She was too tense to maintain a real appetite. After washing up –an interesting experience, which kept her mind off her own plight for a few minutes at least–, she milled about aimlessly for a short while, then asked whether she could go outside. Roju warned her that she would be woken up early for work the next day, but told her that she could, of course, come and go as she pleased. She slithered outdoors, and immediately took a deep breath, inhaling the cool, fresh evening air. The open space of the fields, stretching out towards the dark woods, was comforting somehow. It felt far more natural than the confines of the stone house.


She slithered forward into the field of crops, trailing her hand against the strange plants. It would not do to stay awake too long. Every waking moment, she felt the ache of separation from those she loved; sleep was a refuge. Her sleep was mercifully peaceful, devoid of dreams. She would head back indoors soon.


She heard the faint creak of the door behind her, and turned to see Bajen approach. She wondered, briefly, how old he was. In his late teens, no doubt. A young man, on the cusp of adulthood. From what he had said, it seemed he was growing up safe here. At his age, she had learnt the many perils of the forest, and how to overcome her own fear when out looking for food. By the time she was fully grown, she had lost two of her six sisters from her siblinghood batch, along with four of her ten older sisters, from her parents’ first brood. Other families had fared far worse, but every loss was devastating. To live outside that cycle of fear and death… To bring up her children without the constant threat of predators… It was barely imaginable.


“Are you ok?” Bajen asked. She nodded, quietly. A silent lie. He walked up to her, on those strange, swift legs, like two strong, oddly shaped arms below the waist. “Would it be indiscrete to ask what you’re thinking?”


“I’m thinking of my little ones,” she said, softly, without looking at him. She gazed out towards the trees.


“How old are they?”


“Only a few moon cycles. They’re babies, still.”


“You mean they’re twins?” He stood beside her, pretending to peer into the woods as well. She gave a weak smile.


“Tiasha and I have nine children. We don’t give birth to one child at a time. We have broods.”


“Wow, nine children? They must keep you busy.” He paused. “I’m sorry. Maybe you don’t want to talk–”


“It’s ok.” There was silence, for a while. Then: “How far have you been from home?” she asked him, suddenly.


“There’s a river nearby. I’ve been some way down that. I’ve crossed the wood, a couple of times, with Dad. And of course I’ve been to the city.” He paused. “Not very far, I suppose. Beyond that, I know of certain villages, and then… And then things get a bit weird.” He smiled. “Distant places, we know only through stories.”


“Such as?” There was a hint of hope in her voice.


“They say there are forests, up in the mountains, and that elves live there. They say elves look like humans, but very graceful, and with pointed ears. Their women are said to be very beautiful. Like you,” he added, shyly. “But I’d never heard of slug girls.”


She gave him a faint, gentle smile. “Are there any other strange peoples you’ve heard of?”


The young man nodded. “In the sea. There are people, men and women, who are half fish. Those near the coast are the same size as us. Some of them are friendly, from what I’ve heard, though many of them just avoid humans. There are stories, of course… Stories of much bigger fish people, far away, deep in the ocean, who attack ships and eat people.” He looked at her. “I don’t know whether it’s true. But they’re the only ‘predators’ I’ve heard of.” She nodded, silently, and he asked in turn: “Had you never gone far from, uh, your burrow?”


“I know a patch of the forest. It’s dangerous enough as it is. To go beyond it would be suicide.” She paused, and gave a sad little smile. “I was eaten once.”


Bajen’s eyes seemed almost to brighten. “Wow! Really? What happened?”


“I was caught and eaten by a naga. Quite a young naga. I was trapped in her stomach for a while, and then she… Well, she threw me up. I’m still not sure why…” She trailed off. “I was lucky. Very lucky. I thought I was going to die.” She paused. “That was a while ago. Before I fell in love with Tiasha. Before we settled together and had children.”


“It sounds…” Bajen paused. “I wouldn’t like to live where you live. But you’re safe here, you know.”


Vuni said nothing. She tilted her head back a little, and gazed absently up at the sky. It stretched out far above, covering everything, a dark, star-studded dome, with only the faintest whisps of dark clouds. Even the sky was alien, to some extent. She was not used to seeing it so open, unconcealed by the canopy of the trees. It was vast, hinting at a world stretching out far beyond what she had ever thought of. An immense emptiness, over a strange and busy world.


A sudden thought struck her. She tensed, a little, with a first flutter of hope. Her stalks twitched, and her eyes scanned the unfamiliar sky, searching… “There!” she yelped, suddenly, excitement entering her voice. It had been a stab in the dark, and yet…


“What?” Bajen looked up, expecting to see something out of the ordinary. There was nothing but stars, and clouds. “What is it?”


“The Waterfall!” Vuni babbled, excitedly. “Look, it’s…” With one hand pointing up at the night sky, she gestured, undulating motions in empty air. “Hold on, hold on…” Her eyes searched the darkness. “Yes, look, that’s the Big Tree!” Her face lit up with the first sign of happiness he had seen in her so far. “Bajen, don’t you see?” She turned to him, her own eyes shining now.


“See what?” he asked, laughing a little, pleased to see her happy.


“It’s…” She bit her lip, containing her excitement. “Look at the stars,” she explained. “My mothers taught me about patterns in the stars. We use them to find our way around, but there are stories with them too. Every now and then, the patterns all change, and there are completely different stars–”


“Yes,” Bajen interrupted, nodding. “We have constellations, too. And the sky changes, every few months, or every few years. We get a new sky, with a new sun, a new moon… There were even two moons, once.”


“Exactly!” They both paused, and looked at each other, as the implications of that sank in. “It’s the same where I’m from.”


“So you’re saying…” Bajen began, slowly, thoughtful. Vuni gripped his arm, gently. “Look up. Over there.” He pointed. “Look at those three bright stars, with a fourth, a lot less bright, just below. Like a curve, going downwards. And those other three, to the right of them. And–”


“Yes, I see them.”


“That’s the Waterfall.” She smiled. “The current sky’s been up there for quite a few moon cycles now. Since before my babies were born. Tiasha and I call that pattern the Waterfall. Do you see?”


Bajen smiled, warmly. “We’re on your world. You and I have the same sky.”


“Yes!” she agreed, grinning with uncontained excitement. For the first time, at last, she had some sort of answer – something to cling on to. A starting point, in finding her way home. “And that means that my home is…” She looked around, thought hard, turned, and, finally, pointed. “That way.” She paused. “I think.”


“That way?” Bajen sounded doubtful. “No, it can’t be. Any direction except that way.”


“Why?” Her grin faded, as doubt, unbidden and unwelcome, gnawed at her, threatening her fragile hope.


“That way,” Bajen said, looking into her eyes, “is the ocean. There’s nothing there. Just water. You can’t come from the water.” As she frowned, her excitement rapidly fading, his tone was apologetic. “I’m sorry, Vuni. You must have got it wrong.”

* * *


Night fell. Vuni drifted into sleep, once more, on a blanket on the floor, curled up tight on herself. Across a vast stretch of space, in lands mutually unknown, two little slug girls cried themselves softly to sleep, thinking of each other. In a burrow in Bulvon Wood, Tiasha welcomed the oblivion of sleep, bringing an end to one of the most miserable days of her life. As the light of day faded, she had finally accepted that Vuni would not be coming home. The woman she loved, with all her heart, was undoubtedly dead. As the inevitability of it seemed to crush her heart, she had wept, and only self-preservation had prevented her from screaming out her grief to the world. The babies had cried, too, driven to tears by their mother’s sobs, which they could not understand. She had controlled herself, for their sake, and waited until they were all asleep before she cried again.


She fell asleep, her eyelids closing over reddened, tear-stained eyes. The future stretched out in front of her, for as long as she might survive, with a gaping, aching emptiness.


She slept, at last, twitching and moaning softly in her sleep. The first of many nights without Vuni by her side.


Oblivious, the moon shone its dim glow down into a dark burrow, and through the open window of a stone house, onto two separate slug girls, curled up alone. It rose through the sky, and descended again, chased by the dawn of a new day.

[To be continued…]

