Story 52


214 years ago


Morning rose, slowly, over the vast plains known as the Mist Ocean. The name was both misleading and strangely accurate. The area was not an ocean, although the air was saturated with damp, which seeped into the ground, and the roar which filled the air evoked the crashing of unseen, nonexistent waves. The ground was solid, for the most part, and fertile, covered in a vast expanse of gigantic grasses, rippling green blades towering over two metres tall. To a human, it would have been impossible to see more than a few steps ahead. Not only did the thick grasses conceal their own, seemingly endless stretch, but they were bathed in a perpetual fog, reducing visibility to a greyish white mist interspersed with hazy green forms. To make matters worse, powerful winds howled between the grasses, bearing the mist in dizzying, deadly swirls, mighty enough to sweep a human off his feet, hurling him deeper into the fog, leaving him battered, breathless and quite utterly lost. In such an environment, it was impossible to find your bearings. At least, if you were too small to see above the grass.


Stretching between the rocky plateaux and fields to the west, dark forests to the east, mountains to the north, and uncharted territory further south, the plains were almost devoid of sentient life, harbouring elementals along with tenacious, lurking predators who had evolved in this harsh, confusing land. Few people ventured in from the outside. Among them, a handful of human adventurers, lured by fantastic rumours of golden cities lost in the mist, of treasures revealed in whispers, of magic and mystery. Almost none emerged alive, swallowed up by the mist… and by the creatures hidden within it.


Ajab had survived here several days already. Unlike humans, however, he was not blinded by the giant grasses. Over twenty-four metres tall, he towered far above them. They merely tickled the underside of his yellowish orange belly scales, as he slithered steadily forth, bending and crushing them, leaving a clear trail behind him. At this moment, he was sleeping, in the shelter of immense, leaning rocks, as the incessant winds howled around him, whistling and wailing like demons of the air. His dark orange tail, marked with patterns of dark forest green, stood out somewhat amidst the monotonous white and green of the plains, as did his pinkish white, sun-tanned skin. The wind whipped his short, black hair, but he slept through it seemingly unperturbed.


Eventually, the morning light, a feeble glow in the fog, reached him, a gradual warmth seeping into his giant body, dispelling some of the damp, clingy coolness of the night. The giant naga stirred, and opened his grey-blue eyes. The hazy sunlight shimmered in the mist, reflecting off the droplets on the grass. He stifled a yawn, stretched, and got up, grimacing as the everlasting winds lashed at his face.


Slithering out from behind the rock, he gazed into the fog. The harsh winds had partly obscured his trail from the previous day, restoring the grass blades he had bent, although he easily spotted those he had broken. Nor did he rely solely on sight. The position of the sun helped his orientation, but he also drew upon the many senses inherent to him as a naga, which he had honed over many decades. This was not his natural environment, but he had adapted quickly.


He slithered round the rocks, to a smaller outcrop shielding a large, shallow pool. He splashed his face in the clear, cool water, then drank, and let his senses guide him to a giant, mussel-like mollusc hiding in a crack between dark rocks. He wrenched it out, then snapped its shell open and sucked up the live, cool flesh, quenching his hunger. Wiping his lips, he listened for a while to the howling wind, senses atune to any other hint of life. There was nothing, other than molluscs, and resilient insects thriving in the harsh yet fertile land.


He glanced at the sun once more, then headed out, almost due south. He could not be far now. If his information was correct, and if he had accurately estimated his bearing and rate of progress, this would hopefully be the final day of his journey.


There was little for him to do other than move forward. The monotonous environment offered few distractions, and he had no-one to talk to. From time to time, he was aware of the presence of creatures in the vicinity, but ignored them insofar as they did not present a threat. Only after several hours, as the sun approached its zenith, and the mist in the air only partially cooled the heat radiated by the blazing star, did he see a being of any significant size.


He sensed it before he saw it, of course, but it posed no danger to him, so he did not seek to avoid it. As it came into view, he paused to observe it, mildly curious. It, too, turned its stalks towards him, assessing him, before slithering on. It was a creature known as a stone snail, perhaps a dozen metres tall, or more. It resembled the large snails he had seen further north, but he knew its shell was much harder, protecting it from the constant wind. He watched it pass by, serene in its slow pace, then he slithered on as well, towards his elusive destination.


There was nothing to eat, but he paused a short while later to suck the moisture still clinging to the grass, keeping himself hydrated. Food was a secondary concern. He would hunt later, if he still had not reached what he was seeking.


He pressed on, narrowing his eyes against the sharp sting of a growing wind. His ears were hurting, both from the ceaseless lash of the wind, and from its near-deafening howl. The ground would heal him, in time, but for a while he knew his hearing would be impaired.

* * *


He found what he was looking for in mid-afternoon. Slowing, he allowed himself the faintest of smiles as it came into view, a hazy outline in the mist soon taking on a more distinct shape. Grey stone, shrouded in a swirl of greyish white fog. He approached, without haste, and observed his find.


Two pillars stood high, perhaps fifty metres tall, thick and solid, engraved with faint symbols which the wet mist had almost entirely erased. They stood amidst rubble, their surroundings concealed by the fog, but he could sense no other remnant of artificial constructs in the vicinity. The pillars remained here, alone, all but forgotten.


He passed his hand smoothly over the damp surface of the pillar least damaged. The top third or so of the other had broken off, its remnants strewn and faded in the giant grass, but the damage had not undone the magic held by the deceptively simple-looking construct. A faint, almost imperceptible shimmer endured between the two pillars, adding to the haze in the blurry air. His senses tingled with the live magic. He gazed at it, his still youthful eyes aglow with a hint of wonder. He had come so far, without hesitation, and only now did the magnitude of his decision truly impress itself upon him. He smiled again, undaunted. He was not going to turn back.


Driven by that unquenchable sense of adventure which had driven him since childhood, he was about to leave Felarya, and travel to an entirely different world.


He moistened his lips, steadying himself, strengthening his resolve.


Then, without further hesitation, he slithered forth between the pillars, into the magical shimmer… and vanished.

* * *


Now


 “Hello, Jissy.”


The voice was calm, elderly but strong, very firm. The voice of a man who knew he was in control, and who was used to being obeyed. Jissy turned her attention to the ageing man who stood facing her without fear, in the vast room loaded with computer terminals and large pieces of equipment. Just a human, small and fragile, but he had had her in his power for almost her entire life.



And now he had her again.


Alez Lahmit. Her owner. The man who had kept her locked up in a single room for years upon dreary years, until Roshan had saved her. His grey hair was turning white, but he stood stiffly, without a walking stick, strong and confident as ever. She looked down at him. Once again, it was she, not he, who was helpless. He smiled, his smile a cold mockery of warmth.


"Welcome home," he said.



The portal which had brought her here closed behind her, locking her out of Felarya. The nightmare had drawn her in, engulfed her. Jissy closed her eyes, and blinked out the first tears of her renewed captivity.



“Oh, don’t snivel,” he told her, dismissively. “You’ve always been a brave girl. You showed courage by coming back here. Sacrificing yourself, for him.” He gestured –with a surprisingly swift arm for an elderly man– towards Roshan, still held captive by two guards. “I must say, I’m impressed. I thought you might, but I wasn’t certain.” He looked up at her, appreciation on his somewhat wrinkled face.


Jissy said nothing. There was nothing she could say that would not give him some perverse sense of satisfaction. He chuckled at her silence.


“Very good, then. You’ve saved him. And I have you back. You’re mine, Jissy. You always have been. I bought you when you were a few days old. I’ve spent more money on you, over the years, than your primitive, ungrateful mind can comprehend.” Unnervingly, he smiled. “It’s good to have you back. I’m going to reacquaint you with what it means to be mine.” A pause. “But first things first. There was one of my men out there with you. I can’t imagine him staying in Felarya, which means he must he here, in your stomach. You only eat who I tell you to eat, Jissy; no one else. Let him out.”


She glared at him. He responded with a thin smile – a small human standing boldly before a giant naga, commanding her to obey.


“I won’t ask you again.”


Jissy hung her head. Sick at heart, she forced herself to retch. She felt her stomach lurch, its contents hurled up her throat, amidst a flow of bile. She felt the lump of the human she had eaten come up, along with the rising, bitter taste of the now partially digested small nagas she had eaten earlier. Wincing, she swallowed back the bile, and spat out the trembling human, who collapsed in a gasping heap on the stone floor – shaken, but alive. Lahmit gave him only a glance.


“Good girl,” he commended her, calmly. “Now, follow my guards. They’ll be taking you for a medical examination.” Again, that thin smile. “You’ve been living out in the wild, and I want to make sure you’re in good health. After that, they’ll take you back to your old room. I’ve left it just the way it was.”


The cold nightmare clenched at her heart. She had spent most of her life locked in that room. Afforded every superficial, pointless luxury; denied her freedom, or even the feel of fresh air. She looked at Roshan. He was stricken, his face filled with guilt. He had drawn her here, despite himself, by being caught. She gave him a faint, sad smile. It was not his fault. She saw just a little of that crushing guilt fade from his face.


“What about Roshan?” she asked, as calmly as she could. Lahmit knew, as well as she did, that his well-being was the only thing preventing her from going on an immediate rampage and killing every other person in the room.


“Guards, take him,” Lahmit said simply, without even looking back at them. “Convey to him my displeasure. But don’t kill him. For now.”


The guards hauled Roshan forward. He staggered, and looked back at Jissy, his eyes betraying anguish, before walking on his own two feet, with as much dignity as he could muster. On the hard ground, the man Jissy had vomited was painfully sitting up. Another guard moved over to help.


“Go, Jissy,” Lahmit ordered. “Get your check-up.” That thin, confident smile seared into her eyes. “We’ll talk later.”

* * *


Four days later


Ajab was anxious. 


He had visited Jissy’s usual resting spot over and over during the past days, hoping to meet up with her, but there had been no sign of her, even at night. Nor could he find her within the vicinity. It was not like her to just vanish for several days without informing him. True, she had always had an independent mind, much like his own. But ever since she had become aware of her pregnancy, less than two weeks ago, the two of them had become closer. They had agreed, almost tacitly, that he would have a crucial role to play in the care and upbringing of their children. He had been attentive towards her, and she had welcomed the attention.


Perhaps, he thought, she just wanted some time by herself. After all, he still knew fairly little about her. And she herself had admitted that she was already getting mood swings. If she wanted her privacy, he would respect it. Privacy was something he understood very well, having sought it for himself during much of his life. Even now, Vivian sometimes asked him why he was such a recluse. Jissy had gone some ways towards drawing him out of his shell, metaphorically speaking. She had given him a sudden sense of responsibility. And then, almost immediately, she had disappeared. Leaving him with questions, and a nagging sense of foreboding.


After much hesitation, he had decided it was now legitimate to feel worried. If he was being excessively concerned, he would apologise to her later. But, whether her disappearance was willing or not, he wanted to know she was well.


He was reflecting on how to find her, leaning back against a large tree close to the tree in which her human, Roshan, usually slept, when he became aware of a neko close by. His mouth watered, instinctively; it was close to lunch time, and he had not yet eaten. But his rational mind repressed his instinct, suggesting some other use he could put this neko to. He sensed the feline creature pause, as it caught his scent, then turned and hurried off. Springing into view, he raced after it, and snatched it up with little effort. Frightened, frantic, it –she– struggled in his grasp. She was a slender thing, her hair and fur orange-brown, the colour of autumn leaves.


“Relax,” he told her, gruffly. “If you calm down and listen to me, I won’t eat you.”


The effect was near-immediate. The small creature stared at him in shock, which morphed into disbelief, then relief, and finally a guarded wariness. She stopped struggling, and ceased her frantic mewling, waiting fearfully to hear what he would say.


“This is what I need you to do,” he told her. “I want you to ask your clan whether anyone knows where Jissy is. You must know Jissy, if you live near here. One of your local predators. A giant naga, with a green tail, ginger hair… Good,” he said, when she gave a quiet nod. “Now, of course, once I let you go, I can’t force you to inquire around. But if anyone can bring me news of her, that person, and you, will be safe from me, forever. I’ll never eat you, or harm you. And you can even call in a favour from me. Once. Each.” He looked at her steadily. “Deal?”


Startled, the catgirl gave another nod, with a little sound rather like a squeak.


“Right.” Carefully, he placed her down on the ground, where it took her a moment to steady herself on shaky legs. “Off you go, then.”


He watched her scamper off, as fast as her legs would carry her, no doubt blessing whatever providence had just saved her life. His own expression, as she vanished between the trees, was grave.

* * *


Alez Lahmit stood in the giant, spotless medical bay he had had built for his pet naga. It had hardly ever been used, but he retained the services of doctors and surgeons who, somehow, had acquired the expertise to tend to her. There were only three people in the vast room at that moment. Behind Lahmit, close to the door, was a young woman, barely out of her teens, waiting obediantly for him to have finished here. She was small of build, tanned, with dark brown hair, almost black. Her distinctly pretty face bore an expression combining a little worry with a greater dose of excitement. She stood quiet, however, and Lahmit ignored her for the time being, his focus on the third person present – a taller, sandy-haired man, with a narrow face and a thin beard, clad in a surgeon’s overall.


“I’m pleased to tell you your naga is in excellent health. In fact, her health is absolutely perfect. After living in the wild, with no access to medical care, that’s quite remarkable.”


Lahmit allowed himself a smile. “I’m pleased to hear it.”


“There are two things of significance. The first is that she’s pregnant.” The doctor paused, as Lahmit betrayed an understandable hint of surprise. He nodded. “She’s carrying two eggs in her womb. She’s clearly in the early stages, but the sexes are already differentiated. A boy and a girl.”


“Pregnant…” Lahmit rubbed his chin. “Now that’s an interesting development. Who’d have thought my pampered little pet would have found herself a mate?” He smiled. “How long will she carry them?”


“At this stage, that’s difficult to assess. I’ll be able to give you an estimate after observing her regularly for a few weeks.”


“Hmm. Eggs, you said?”


“Yes. Your naga is oviparous. Which means she may lay long before the young ones are well developed. She’d then warm her eggs externally until they’re ready to hatch. Of course, some species carry their eggs much longer. Perhaps she has some idea of that herself.”


“Only if somebody’s taught her. Her mate, for instance. You said there was another point?”


“Yes. The scans also revealed the contents of her stomach. It contains two partially digested smaller nagas. We thought about taking them out, but there didn’t seem much point. They were beyond saving. It would have meant cutting her open, just to get at corpses.”


Lahmit nodded. “You did well to leave them. Besides, I don’t need them. I’ll soon have two live nagalings.” He smiled. “The information in itself is interesting. Who’d have thought our Jissy was cannibalistic?”


“I would presume her feeding habits in the wild were guided by instinct. If she felt hungry at the sight of small nagas, she would have lacked the moral restraint to prevent her from eating her own kind.”


“Tssk.” Lahmit smiled again, amused, and looked over at the girl, who seemed as though she was finding the turn of their conversation rather disturbing. “Thank you, doctor. Kitiya…” He motioned at the girl. “Come with me.” His aged, intelligent eyes shone a little, as he gave her a brief smile. “I’m going to introduce you to my naga.”

* * *


Following Jissy’s trail was no easy matter. Feeling slightly foolish –at the thought that his concerns might be unjustified–, Ajab had eventually resolved himself to tracking her down. Or at least trying to. If he was worrying about nothing, he would be glad to hear her say so herself. In his many years of life, he had never considered himself overbearingly protective, but ‘better safe than sorry’ was a simple tenet of wisdom which had impressed itself upon him over the centuries.


Ajab was an accomplished hunter and tracker, but if he took Jissy’s usual sleeping place as a starting point, the number of her trails branching out in all directions was discouraging. Estimating which were the freshest, he set about following them, until inevitably, after hours of dogged and fruitless effort, they looped back to where he had started, leaving him to search out more recent ones. The only positive was that her tracks led him to some of her various friends, enabling him to ask them for information. There was little of use to him. And the neko he had tasked with spreading the word had not reappeared, either.


Having wasted three days going round in very long, sinuous circles, he eventually stretched out to sleep at the foot of Roshan’s tree, getting some rest before another day out on her trail.


He awoke a little after dawn, as he sensed a presence close by. Cautiously, he half-opened one eye, and saw an unexpected sight. A giant neko, about as tall as Jissy, sat near him, her legs stretched out in a casual pose. She had dark brown fur, a shapely build and attractive features. She looked at smelt quite tasty, although her size of course made her inedible. She also had a human seated on her shoulder.


Ajab opened both eyes, and sat up. “Good morning,” he greeted her simply, stretching a little. “You must be Luniela. Jissy’s told me about you.”


The neko smiled. “Hi there. And you must be Ajab. It’s nice to meet you.”


“Likewise.” He brushed loose twigs and broken grass out of his dark hair. “Is there anything I can do for you?”


“Rather the opposite, I hope.” She got to her feet – a smooth, graceful motion, careful not to tip over the human on her shoulder, who was observing him warily. She was definitely attractive, he thought. Confident and feminine. He had never viewed nekos as attractive before. Ordinarily, they were just food. “Word has it you’re looking for Jissy.”


“You know where she is?” He was fully awake now, grasping the first glimmer of hope.


“No, but I know something you may find interesting. I met her here a few days ago, and we talked briefly. She said she needed to find Roshan, her human, and she went off that way.” The giant catgirl pointed. Ajab slithered over, and observed the ground. There was indeed a trail. He examined it, opening his senses to any hint he could glean from it. It was recent. Possibly the most recent. He looked at her.


“Anything else?”


“Well, I thought she was just going to get Roshan, and then come back. When she didn’t, I went after her.” She paused. “Come with me.” Turning, she headed off along the trail. Ajab slithered beside her.


“What did you find?”


“Her trail stops, quite suddenly. Just a short distance away.”


“And there were human footprints there,” the human on her shoulder piped in. Luniela cast him a faintly amused look.


“Which I noticed. Yes, Dany; I was coming to that.”


“Footprints?” Ajab echoed.


“It’s easier if I just show you.”


He nodded, and followed her, anxious, to a small clearing. She remained quiet at first, as he followed the trail by himself, up to where it stopped, abruptly. The neko put her own human down on the forest ground, and he ran up to Ajab, kneeling beside faint imprints in the earth.


“Here,” he said, pointing. “Footprints.”


Ajab nodded again, and leaned down to examine them. Dany moved swiftly out of the way, perhaps uncomfortable at the man-eating naga’s giant face looming above him. There had clearly been several humans here. And their trails stopped at the same place as Jissy’s. As though they had all just vanished into the air.


“There was Roshan’s scent among them,” Luniela supplied, helpful. “It’s probably faded now, but it was there when I looked over the scene.” She moved closer. “What do you think happened?”


“I’m not sure…” He was distinctly worried now.


“Surely she couldn’t have been hurt by just a few humans?”


“Don’t underestimate them. Most of them are harmless, but occasionally you’ll find some that are smart and nasty.” He frowned, peering at the ground where the trails all stopped. “She didn’t turn back from here. The trail suggests she was still slithering forward. But…” He trailed his fingers over the track left by the press of a giant snake-like body. “Something removed her from here.”


“How?” Luniela frowned in turn. “Is it like when we arrived here, from another world?”


Ajab did not immediately reply. He was looking over the scene with great, troubled interest. After a while, he breathed out a little sigh, and half closed his eyes. Opening his senses further, he did something he had not done in quite a while. Drawing on the ambiant magic which infused the air and ground, he allowed it to seep into him, its tingle coursing gently through him, enabling him to become atuned with it. Slowly, he reached out, his hand passing through the empty air where the trail ended. He moved his hand a short while, as though feeling something unseen, then pulled it back, and grimaced.


“Yes,” he said, in belated answer to Luniela’s question. “Sort of.” He turned to face her, his expression grave. “But it wasn’t a natural shift. Some sort of highly focused dimensional portal was set up here. Anything this focused has to be artificial.”


“So you’re saying… Someone took her?” Luniela’s eyes widened in dismay. “Humans took her?”


“It certainly looks like it.” Hard anger entered his voice, though he did his best to keep it in check.


“What are we going to do?”


“I’ll deal with it. You’ve helped me already.” He managed a grateful smile.


The giant neko looked as though she might protest, then thought better of it. “What are you going to do, then?”


“I’m going after her. Wherever she is.”


“Can you reopen the portal?” She sounded both hopeful and intrigued.


“No.” He paused, focusing his thoughts, and looked past her, deeper into the forest. “But I think I may know someone who can.”

* * *


“You’ve been explained your duties?”


Lahmit barely glanced at the short, slender girl with shortish dark brown hair as she followed him down one of the underground corridors of his sprawling fortified complex. Down here, they were safe from the crime lord’s enemies, secure even from the threat of orbital bombardment, which had driven Ordona Prime’s competing criminal leaders underground.


“Yes, sir.” Kitiya allowed herself a slight smile. Tending to Lahmit’s pet naga was a privilege. She had been told it would consolidate her position within the organisation, but in truth, she thought little of her career. She was merely thrilled at the opportunity to look after a quasi-mythical beast, a creature that was part-human in appearance yet fantastically alien. Even the risk involved brought her more excitement than fear.


She would have to earn the naga’s trust. That would be her first task. She would do so by displaying kindness and understanding. Some of her colleagues had told her the snake-woman would respond only to threats, but Kitiya was unconvinced. Surely kindness would produce better results.


“Good. I’ll take you to her in a few minutes. First, I have a personal matter to attend to.”


She nodded, quietly, although he could not see her, walking ahead with never a glance back. He walked with surprising vigour for a man of his age, but she was young and fit, and kept up without effort, brimming with additional energy at the exciting thought of seeing the naga up close.


Lahmit took her down several passageways, past several doors, into a section that seemed quieter, save for the heightened presence of armed guards. He stopped, at last, in front of a thick door marked with golden engravings, and opened it with an occular scan and voiceprint recognition. It swung open slowly into a narrow hallway ornamented with paintings. The hall, as she followed him in, led to a large dining room. Kitiya remained quiet, a little nervous. She was clearly in Lahmit’s private quarters. She had not expected to be brought here, and wondered, somewhat ill-at-ease, what she was doing here.


“Stay,” he told her simply, as she stepped into the dining room. She stopped, obediently. At the same moment, a door leading to a further room opened, and a woman emerged.


She was young, barely out of her twenties, and very beautiful. Had she been from Earth, she might have been characterised as South Asian in appearance. Her brown face was soft and smooth, her features delicate, yet without the faintest hint of weakness. Her hair, beautifully styled, was a deep, glossy brown, framing her perfect face. She was richly dressed, clad in robes which it would have taken Kitiya a lifetime to afford. Her dark eyes were smart and inviting. They acknowledged Kitiya with barely a glance, before settling on Lahmit. Her lips curled into an exquisite smile. She stood in the doorway, holding a perfect pose, allowing him to come to her. Submissive, in appearance, yet controlling.


“My dearest,” Lahmit said, his rich, suave voice losing the edge of its hardness. “Do forgive me for having left you alone here.” He walked up to her, and she inclined her head to receive his kiss on the cheek. She rewarded him with a warm smile, and kissed him in return. Kitiya watched, still silent. There were decades between the two lovers. Lahmit remained handsome, for his age, but it was obvious this woman was not primarily interested in his looks or personality. “I was detained by urgent business.”


“But you’re here now.” Her voice was smooth, rich, almost cooing. Not vulgar, though. Well practiced, Kitiya thought. “Are you staying?” She glanced again, questioningly, at the girl he had brought in.


“Soon.” He smiled. “First, I’d like to make it up to you by showing you something very special.”


“That sounds nice.” She gave a languid smile, and trailed her fingers softly over his cheek. “Are you going to introduce us ladies to each other?” she purred.


“Of course, dearest. This is Kitiya. She’ll be working on that special something I’m going to show you. Kitiya, this is Taneem.”


“Pleased to meet you.” Taneem gave the younger woman a polite smile.


“Likewise, ma’am,” Kitiya said, quietly.


“Come,” Lahmit said, and put his arm through Taneem’s. In a graceful motion, she swept past Kitiya with her powerful lover, and the girl fell into step silently behind them.

* * *


The identity of the ‘something special’ was concealed rather than revealed by the ordinary-sized door which they approached. The guard opened it for them then stepped aside. Taneem wore a pleasantly curious expression, but Kitiya could barely contain her excitement. She knew exactly what they were going to see.


The room they entered was vast almost beyond measure. So much so that Kitiya herself stopped, disoriented, to catch her bearings. So big was it that it contained groves of tall, thick trees, and a stretch of water large enough to be termed a lake. But it was not some artificial indoor environment. These were living quarters, a fact attested by the truly gigantic, luxurious bed over in one corner. The fantastically rich silk drapings on the wall gave some indication as to the importance of the room’s resident… as well as to her size.


Jissy had been returned here, to the enclosed room she had grown up in. She had been groomed and pampered, her frizzy ginger hair tidied quite beautifully, her once naked body covered in huge yet delicate, beautiful clothing, enhanced by rich, gigantic jewelry – which Kitiya could only stare at in envy. Yet her eyes did not linger on the creature’s clothing. She gazed, utterly fascinated, at the naga herself – and closed her mouth, embarrassed, only upon realising that she was gaping.


Jissy’s expression was sullen, defiant, a terrifying sight in itself.


“I take it this is the naga you’ve so often mentioned to me,” Taneem remarked. If she had lost her composure upon entering, she had regained it now. Glancing at her, however, Kitiya saw the awe, and a hint of jealousy, on her lovely face. “The one you so wanted to get back.”


“She is indeed.” A rare note of pride made its way into Lahmit’s voice.


“Then congratulations on recapturing her, my love. I’m very impressed.”


“Jissy, this is Taneem. And this is Kitiya, your new carer. She’ll be seeing to all your needs. Kitiya, step forward, girl. Let Jissy see you.”


Kitiya nodded, and moved closer, looking up at the giant naga with a friendly, reassuring smile. The fierce glare which she got back in return withered her confidence instantly. She faltered, and stood still.


“Roshan was always my carer,” Jissy snapped.


“Roshan is unavailable,” Lahmit replied, his voice calm but cold. “Kitiya is replacing him. Be nice to her.”


“I want to know he’s still alive.”


“He’s still alive.” Her owner gave her a thin, confident smile. “I’ll prove to you, soon enough. You’ll get to see him. If you’re a good girl and you’re patient.”


The giant naga was seething, and Taneem was getting visibly nervous, under the unrestrained man-eating creature’s hostile glare. “Perhaps we should leave,” she suggested, making her voice as calm as she could. “Isn’t she dangerous?”


“Dangerous?” Lahmit echoed, and turned to look at her, seeming rather amused. “Oh, no. Not at all, my dear. Not unless I tell her to be.” He paused. Suddenly, barely perceptible, there was a tension in the air. Kitiya wondered whether she was imagining it, until she saw Taneem’s face betray a gradual wariness, a tension in those lovely dark eyes. “Speaking of which, my darling,” Lahmit went on, his calm voice turning colder, “were you ever planning on telling me that you were here to spy for that old rogue Caral?”


The silence hung between them, heavy. Kitiya stood frozen to the spot, a cold fear clawing at her insides. Nobody was paying her any attention. Yet she felt trapped, between the giant naga, the ruthless, frighteningly calm crime lord, and his cornered lover. Taneem, shocked, opened her gorgeous mouth to protest. Lahmit cut her off, barely raising his voice.


“Please. Don’t make a fool of yourself by denying it.”


Taneem’s demeanour changed. She seemed to straighten further, her fear subsuming into a look of stern, defiant pride. All her submissiveness seemed to fade away; a façade, dropping at last. She, too, spoke calmly now. “You’re going to kill me, aren’t you?”


“Just as Caral would kill you if you did the same to him,” Lahmit said. “You shouldn’t have got yourself involved.” He turned to Jissy, looking up at the gigantic predator. “Consider her an appetiser. Lunch will be brought to you shortly.”


Jissy was still scowling. “I’m not hungry. And I’m not going to just eat the people you don’t like.”


Lahmit smiled. Behind the amusement, however, Kitiya perceived a lethal coldness. A quiet warning for the naga not to challenge him. “You’ll starve,” he observed.


“You’re not going to starve me.”


“No. Because you’re going to be good and eat what you’re told.” His eyes narrowed. “Every time you even hint at disobeying me, I’ll have one of Roshan’s limbs cut off. I hate to sound crude, but you will learn your place. Again.”


There was hot rage in Jissy’s eyes, a burning helplessness, such that Kitiya had to feel sorry for her. Then, defeated, the naga reached down, grabbing Taneem. The woman had not moved, facing her death with remarkable dignity.


“You can take sadistic pleasure in watching me die, Lahmit,” she said, with a calm that Kititya found almost unbelievable. “But one day, someone will stand over your corpse too, and gloat.”


“Perhaps.” He smiled, cruelly. “But you won’t be there to see it.” As Jissy inserted the woman into her mouth, head first, he added: “This breaks off our relationship. But you can keep the clothes.” Taneem’s legs kicked, then Jissy sucked them in, and swallowed a moment later, a lump vanishing down her throat. Lahmit chuckled. “Well, Jissy, I’ll let my dear, foolish lover get acquainted with your digestive system. And I’ll let you get to know Kitiya here. Don’t eat her, or you know what the consequences will be.”


Jissy said nothing, glaring. Lahmit waited, and held her glare, until she nodded, quiet.


 “Good girl.” He smiled. “You’re learning quickly. Just continue to behave, and Roshan will keep his arms and legs.”


“You promise you’re not going to hurt him?” The naga’s voice was surprisingly small, filled with fragile hope.


 “Of course I’m going to hurt him. But I’m not going to kill him. That wouldn’t be very smart of me, would it? He’s my means of control over you, my pet.” He gave her another smile, then turned, and began to walk towards the door. The two armed guards standing there watched the naga, cautious. Their employer stopped, and looked back, as though struck with an afterthought. “Oh, by the way. Congratulations on being pregnant. I’m sure the babies will be lovely.” His slow grin was, Kitiya found, rather chilling. “I thought I’d have one naga; I’m going to end up with three.”


The naga said nothing, although her new carer could see a hint of helpless anguish in her eyes. Lahmit was provoking her, pushing her,… breaking her. It was cruel, and the girl’s heart ached with natural sympathy. Lahmit left, and she stood alone with the giant beast. Alone, save for the guards, and her employer’s erstwhile lover now being digested in the naga’s stomach. She looked at the creature’s belly, nervous. Jissy’s rich, beautiful clothing covered much of her breasts (while revealing ample cleavage), as well as her waist, but her tummy had been left bare, to obvious effect. Somewhere inside there, behind the smooth skin, a human being was trapped, awaiting the inevitable. Kitiya shivered, and tried to think of something pleasant to say to the naga all the same. Her tentative thoughts wilted as Jissy shot her a hostile glare, turned, and slithered over towards a giant jacuzzi.


After a moment’s hesitation, the young woman followed her, uncertain. The giant naga switched on the jacuzzi, and lowered herself into the warm, bubbly water. Kitiya hesitated near the edge.


“Did… you have hot springs in your world?” she asked, in what she hoped was a bright and friendly tone. She could not help but glance again at the naga’s belly. Was there any way she might persuade the naga to spit the poor woman up? Probably not, if Lahmit was threatening the only human Jissy cared about…


Her query was met with silence. The naga did not even look at her.


Kitiya moistened her lips, and tried again. “Is the water warm enough? I’m going to be your carer, so if you need it adjusting…” She trailed off. Jissy pointedly ignored her.


She bit her lip, increasingly nervous. “Is there anything you need?”


The naga sighed, with obvious irritation, and hit the water with her hand, scooping it and splashing a wave right at the little human. Kitiya yelped, coughed as water entered her mouth, let out a little cry as she lost her balance, slipping and crashing onto the tiled floor. The naga smirked, but barely glanced at her. Soaked, and mortified, Kitiya picked herself up, and walked towards the door.


She had some hard work ahead of her.

* * *


There had been no guards in Jissy’s room before. Which was how Roshan had been able to help her escape. That oversight had now been corrected, and the two armour-clad humans by the door, equipped with their night-vision goggles, watched her giant form in the darkness as she lay sleepless in bed.


She knew sleep would come, in time, but it would not come easily. She tossed, and turned, amidst the silky sheets, the wonderfully comfortable bed doing little to ease her distress.


Though she had not shown it, Lahmit’s off-hand remark about her pregnancy, several hours ago now, had cut her far too deep. It pierced her soul still now, and left her heart writhing, a plaything in her owner’s control. She had come here with little hesitation. It had hardly been a choice at all. She could not have abandoned Roshan. But in saving him, she had delivered her own, unborn children to the man who robbed her of much of her own life. He would take her babies, and trap them here, forever.


The thought overwhelmed her, horrifying, numbing her mind with cold, inescapable fact.


Far too slowly, she cried herself to sleep.

* * *


The Chordoni waterfalls. One of Felarya’s most striking landmarks, they lay at a crossroads of sorts, at the interscission between forests presenting very different ecosytems. Lush with life, the environment around the falls was filled with sounds and scents, invariably pleasant. The chirping of birds mingled with the rustle of a subtle breeze, which bore the sweet scents of colourful flowers and mouth-watering fruits to the nostrils of weary travellers. The perpetually suspended droplets in the air, barely perceptible at a distance, cooled the skin on a warm afternoon. The steady rush of the water lured animals and explorers, to a spot where they would behold unsurpassed beauty.


The beauty of the waterfall, first. Cascading down from almost unimaginable heights, the sight was breathtaking, the roaring sheet of water reflecting the sunlight in the soft dazzle of a myriad evanescent rainbows. Having gazed at it a while, entraced, a traveller might venture closer, drawn by a powerful, intangible urge. Then he would discover the site’s second spectacular beauty.


Ajab approached her now, aware of her charms, which he had surrendered to willingly on many occasions. The giant naga Vivian had a soft, sensuous, enthralling lure, capturing the heart of many a being, numbing its mind to the threat she might pose. She was, like most Felaryans, perpetually young, with a smooth, light mauve skin, and thick, silky light blue hair, cascading round her face, over her shoulders and caressing her full, perfect breasts, as though to mimick the waterfall. He found her bathing, her arms resting on the waterside, supporting her large breasts. She watched him approach, with her deep, purple eyes, mischievous and inviting, deceptively lazy at times, yet filled with the wisdom of unspoken experience.


“Ajab,” she breathed, when he was close enough to hear her over the roar of the falls. “You don’t visit me often enough.” Her voice was warm, rich and throaty, and sent a tingle through him even now. Her teasing tone tickled his imagination, a promise of magical moments, if he would only indulge… He shook off the fancy, and smiled at her. His smile was friendly, but no more. She sensed it, and observed him curiously for a moment. Then she lifted herself out of the water, its rivulets coursing over her soft bare skin, dripping down her naked breasts and arms and tummy, and her lovely white-grey scales.


“I need your help,” he said.


“Hmm.” She slithered up to him, her every movement graceful beyond words, enticingly feminine. He wondered, not for the first time, how many men, and women, had fallen desperately in love with her, over her long life. When he had first met her, he was already much older than she. She had told him as much, without ever revealing her own age. Still, she had played him, all those years ago, wrapping his will round her every desire, with the skill, merriment and carefree passion of a wild enchantress. He had returned to her, many times, and made breathless love to her under the waterfall. Passionate, she had always been, and free, elusive, never belonging to anyone. And then he had met Jissy. Headstrong, yet inexperienced, a newcomer to this world, hesitant to admit when she was unsure of herself…


Vivian slithered up close to him, her wet arm slipping smoothly round him, the tips of her full breasts pressing against his chest. With her free hand, she stroked his face, her own face questioning, pensive. Her fingers trailed across his cheek, leaving a tingle behind them.


“What can I do for you?” she whispered, her warm breath teasing his face. Then she smiled –a spirited, heart-achingly beautiful smile.


“I’ve brought you a treat.” He slithered back a little, and untied a leaf pouch strapped loosely to his waist. Inside it, something was wriggling. “And then I’d like to talk.”


Vivian smiled again, encouragingly. “You’ve always liked to talk. Among others things.” She winked. “What have you got for me?”


Ajab reached into the pouch, and withdrew a squirming human woman. She was kicking, gasping and flailing her arms in a somewhat futile manner. Her long, thick, dark blond hair was atumble, especially as Ajab held her almost head-downwards. Her skin was coated in a thick, sweet-scented substance, which dripped from her slowly.


“I dipped them in a syrup I made,” he explained. “A blend of several fruits. It’s quite tasty. At least, I think so.” He smiled slightly, despite the worry gnawing at him inside. “Hungry?”


“I think I can find room for them.” Vivian grinned, flashing her lovely teeth, and leaned forwards, slowly opening her mouth with a playful wink. Ajab returned the smile. He lowered the struggling human into her waiting mouth. Vivian’s lips closed round the woman’s waist, over her crotch and buttocks, then sucked her in just a little, up to the knees. A moment later, the human yelped, and her legs kicked out wildly. Vivian giggled.


“What are you doing to her in there?” Ajab asked, amused despite himself. He had a fairly good idea. Vivian had a skilled tongue when it came to ‘playing’ with her food. With her mouth still closed, the lovely naga gave a muffled laugh, and sucked the human in fully. She savoured her for a moment, exploring her body and flavour with her tongue, then swallowed, and breathed out a little sigh of pleasure. “Did you like it?”


“Mmm, yes.” Her eyes twinkled. “How do you make these tasty fruit syrups?”


“I experiment.”


“That makes two of us.” She grinned.


Ajab merely smiled, and offered her a second human – a male. Again, she sucked the squirming creature in, her lips catching the tips of Ajab’s fingers before he could withdraw them, and suckling on them playfully. He pulled them back, with an apologetic smile. She pouted, and swallowed the human – a lump moving down her throat with an audible gulp.


He fed her the third and last fruit-coated human, a female, and she breathed out another sensual sigh of pleasure, licking her lips with the tip of her playful tongue.


“Delicious!” she proclaimed, approvingly. “I wouldn’t mind a few more of those one day.” She slipped her arm through his, almost gently. “You look a little tense, Ajab, darling. Come and relax, and tell me what I can do for you.”


He nodded, and accompanied her into the shallow water, leaning back against the embankment beside her. She snaked her tail over his, entwining, rubbing up teasingly, and looked at him.


“What’s on your mind?”


“I’ve got quite a lot to tell you,” he began, his tone serious, – and told her. About spending the night with Jissy, after they had both left Vivian’s party, several months ago now. About Jissy and he getting closer, developing feelings for each other – tentatively at first, until she had discovered she was pregnant, whereupon their relationship had truly grown. As he said it, he disentwined his tail from Vivian’s, gently, and she did not protest. Then he told her about Jissy’s disappearance, and about what Luniela and he had found.


Vivian’s expression became serious at this point, her carefree playfulness fading into quiet attention. She nodded, slowly, her deep eyes thoughtful. She caressed his shoulder and arm, and kissed his cheek – a gesture of comfort rather than enticement.


“I can sense magic well enough to detect a portal,” Ajab explained, troubled, “or to detect where one has been. This one is closed. I haven’t got the magic to reopen it.”


“Neither have I.” She chewed at her lower lip, thinking.


“I was hoping you might know someone who has.”


“Mm-hmm.” She nodded, and he looked at her, hopeful.


This was a side of Vivian that few people ever saw. Beyond her pleasure-seeking, sexually creative, ‘live for the moment’ self, was a deep and complex personality, a sharp mind shaped by layers of accumulated knowledge, and the wisdom that came from filtering that knowledge through a thoughtful, remarkably intelligent brain. Clearly she had not spent her entire life sunbathing in the shimmer of the waterfall, but this was where he had first met her, decades earlier, and he still had no idea where any earlier travels might have led her. She had dropped hints, now and then, but she liked to preserve her aura of mystery, and had often deflected his queries by kissing him deeply, or tickling him til he submitted to the more physical pleasures she offered. He, on the other hand, had told her more about his own travels than to anyone else. She knew of the times he had lived off-world – the source of his grey hairs. He was an anomaly, a man who appeared at least forty, in a world where lack of ageing prevented anyone else from looking much older than twenty. His was an uncommon past, while Vivian’s was shrouded in teasing questions. But they had both lived through experiences which gave them a perspective on life broader than that of most other Felaryans. That was why he had always enjoyed talking to Vivian, probing the depths of her intelligent mind, as much as he had enjoyed making love to her. Exploring her thoughts as well as her body.


“What do you intend to do if you get the portal open?” she asked, serious.


“I’m going after her.” He met her gaze, and they looked at each other, gravely.


“If she’s been taken by people powerful enough to capture a giant naga… They may kill you.”


Ajab gave a mirthless smile. “I don’t suppose you’d happen to know someone who can make me invisible?”


“I might, at that.” Vivian considered it a moment longer, then nodded. “I know a fairy called Enita. She was taught various magical abilities –including those you need– when she was growing up. As far as I know, she tends not to use them these days.”


“Why not?”


Vivian smiled slightly. “She says using complex magic tires her. She’s a rather hedonistic little thing, like most fairies I know. Eat, drink, be merry, let life take care of itself… You know the kind. But her heart’s very much in the right place. If she can help someone who may be in danger, I’m sure she’ll do it.” She paused, and stifled a small, dainty burp. “Oops.” She smiled. “Where did you find those humans you fed me?” She tapped her tummy lightly. “I think they’re getting quite frisky in there!”


Ajab smiled, still a little tense, but hopeful now. “Where can I find this fairy?”


Vivian leaned into him, her gorgeous eyes delving deep into his. She caressed his face, her fingers lingering lightly in his dark hair. Softly, she kissed his lips, before pulling back with a smile. It was a kiss of affection, rather than an invitation for more.


“I’ll tell you.”

* * *


Enita giggled happily as she swooped high up in the air, her delicate wings catching the sunlight. Her current size was about twice that of a human. Her very dark skin made her clearly visible against the bright sky – an outline flitting and flying in the warm air. A short distance below her was another fairy, with much lighter skin and hair the colour of corn. Enita gave another little swoop, just for the fun of it, then positioned herself directly above her friend, and grinned. In her hands, two shrunken nekos were struggling wildly.


“Ready?” she called down, carefree and cheerful. Her friend nodded, enthusiastic, and Enita opened her right hand. The neko she had been holding screamed as she plummeted down through empty air, high above the tops of the forest’s giant trees. Enita watched, excited, to see whether her friend would catch. She did, snatching the morsel from freefall and popping it into her mouth.


“Got it!” she called up happily, after swallowing.


Enita laughed –a clear, pretty sound– and began to fly down. The two fairies passed by each other, waving as they went, and the dark-skinned girl stopped, holding position. Her friend came to a stop higher up.


“Ready?”


“Let me have it!” she laughed, and opened her mouth playfully. Looking up, she saw a small, screaming figure hurtling down through empty air, towards her, its tiny limbs flailing. Enita cocked her head, amused, then darted sideways, a swipe of her hand catching the catgirl. She popped her into her mouth, and sloshed her about, enjoying her taste… as well as her frantic, futile wriggles. She swallowed, after a moment, with a pleasant gulp.


The fairies swapped positions again, and Enita released her remaining neko, who fell into her friend’s waiting hand – and stomach. Finally, she flew downwards once more, to catch the last remaining bit of food.


Her friend released it, and Enita –her green eyes bright with amusement– watched the catboy fall towards her, waiting until the last moment before snatching him. As he passed her by, yelling and flailing, she reached out – and missed. Screaming, the neko continued his freefall, gathering speed from momentum as he plummeted towards the treetops below.


Whoops.


To the sound of her friend’s laughter, Enita took off after her falling food, accelerating, her wings beating to catch up before he was reduced to an awkward splat on a tree branch. Moistening her lips, she reached out, her eyes focused on her prey – and caught him, barely above the trees. With a little sigh and a smile of relief, she popped him into her mouth, shifted him about to taste him, then gulped him down with relish.


Mmmm… She licked her lips, relaxing now, hovering in the air as she enjoyed his squirming struggles all the way down her throat.


The lighter-skinned fairy joined her, giggling merrily.


“You almost had to scrape that one off the trees!”


“So? I caught him.” Enita stuck out her tongue at her, playful. “It was fun.”


“Mmm, it was,” the other girl agreed. She flew up to her, wings beating gently, and hovered in front of her, a mischievous smile on her young, pretty face. Enita laughed, and leaned in suddenly to give her a quick, teasing kiss on the lips. The fairy giggled again, and tried to respond in kind, but Enita fluttered back, out of the way, grinning.


“Hey!”


“You’ve got to catch me.”


“No fair!” The fairy laughed. “Come back here!”


“Mm, no! Catch me!”


“Stop moving!” Laughing together, they flew in an intricate, wild and free dance, round and round each other, flitting this way and that. Whenever one came close enough, she placed a brief kiss on the other’s face or neck or arm, then darted away, playfully inviting pursuit. Finally, the blond girl caught Enita and embraced her in a hug, planting a succession of kisses on her neck and lips, before kissing her deeply. With a giggle of delight, Enita kissed her too, and then pulled free, and flitted down to kiss her tummy. The two continued their little game for a long while, giving chase to each other across the vast, warm sky, touching and holding, laughing and kissing, rubbing each other’s tummy as the first gurgles within revealed the onset of digestion. Finally, tired out by their playful exercise, they parted ways, waving and swirling, smiling and giggling, until they descended far enough to lose sight of each other amidst the trees. With a smile of deep, simple contentment on her face, Enita flew swiftly towards a place where she would be safe to rest.


Whizzing between trees through familiar territory, she approached her dryad friend. Shelny was a peaceful, friendly tree-woman, her calm nature standing in contrast with Enita’s over-abundent energy. The fairy wondered, sometimes, how they had become friends. Shelny enjoyed resting, contemplating the beauty of the same small patch of forest every waking day, while Enita could rarely stay in one place, constantly on the move, fuelled by youthful enthusiasm. Shelny was a quiet thinker, while Enita experienced life’s pleasures day by day in carefree hedonism, like so many other fairies. Then there was Shelny’s strict vegetarianism, born of a compassion towards all living things, which Enita neither understood nor wanted to. She indulged guiltlessly in the simple pleasure of basking in the sun while digesting a live, squirming meal – just as she intended to do now. Shelny reproached her for it sometimes, gently, but the kind-hearted dryad knew that her dear fairy friend would never change. Fairies viewed the world in their own unique way. They were playful, seeing everything around them as a source of simple fun. They were innocent, light-hearted creatures, childish in many ways. Fun was good; tasty was food; beyond that, they had little care for complexity. Shelny had believed, at first, that they lacked empathy. But then she had seen fairies cry, and comforted them with her boundless, gentle care. She had known fairies in love, and fairies in pain. In many ways, they were beings of raw emotion. They fascinated her, and, because she was kind to them, they loved her, flying down to perch on her branches, decorating her hair with garlands of flowers, bringing her tasty fruit, and telling her strange, wonderful stories, the meaning of which –seeped in fairy lore and the quirks of their minds– sometimes eluded her. Enita loved her more than most, visiting her often, sleeping in her branches, happy to fulfil any request the dryad asked of her. It was an odd friendship, but a deep one; a bonding of feelings, rather than minds.


Flying up to Shelny now, Enita was curious to see that she had a visitor.


Shelny, of course, often had visitors. Many of them were small, tasty creatures like humans or nekos or elves. Word had long spread around the forest, and beyond, that she offered a safe haven to travellers passing through this stretch of Felarya. Little people of all kinds came, and often spent a night or two in her company, before moving on. More often than not, they soon ended up inside a fairy’s stomach. Enita tried to avoid the temptation to eat her friend’s erstwhile guests. Somehow, she sensed it might upset her.


But this visitor was not a food creature. He was a giant naga, perhaps twenty-five metres tall, albeit shorter of course than the dryad herself. He was rather attractive, too, Enita thought, with his short black hair –were those hints of grey?–, fairly handsome features, and those deep green patterns in his dark orange tail… She tittered, and flew down softly to land on one of Shelny’s large branches, close to the level of the naga’s face.


“Enita!” Shelny smiled, and the fairy immediately took off again, fluttering up to her face, buzzing in front of her with a cheerful grin, reaching out to touch the tip of her nose, and then kissing it. The dryad gave a light laugh. “Enita, Ajab here has been coming round several times, hoping to talk to you.”


The fairy looked at her, surprised, then turned to face the naga. He had rather nice greyish blue eyes. They expressed feelings. Anxiety, caution, and hope. She gave him a pleasant, encouraging smile, her curiosity ignited.


“You want to talk to me?”


“Yes, please. I’m glad to meet you at last.” He did sound relieved. She felt all the more curious. “I’m told you have magic.”


“Ooh!” Enita tittered again. She buzzed up and down, wings aflutter, then grinned, her lovely white teeth flashing in her dark face. “Magic. Hmm, yep! I know a bit of that.”


“Will you help me?” He came straight to the point. “Someone I care about very much had gone through a dimensional portal, which is now closed. I think she may have been forced to go through it. I need the portal to be opened again. Then I need to go through, and make myself invisible, to find out what’s happened to her.”


“Hmm-mm-hmm…” the fairy mused, and whistled softly to herself as she thought it through. She crossed her arms, uncrossed them, then perched again on Shelny’s branch. “Yep!” she announced cheerfully. “I’ll help you.”


Ajab seemed a little surprised, but that look soon gave way to one of relief, then gratitude.


“Thank you, thank you very much! Do you think you can reopen a dimensional portal?”


“Maybe.” She moistened her lips, glanced at Shelny, and looked back at him with a smile. “Shall we go and find out?”


“As soon as you’re ready.”


She stood, and stretched, with a cute little yawn. Her stomach gurgled, beginning to digest her most recent –still wriggling– meal. She smiled, gazing into those nice grey-blue eyes.


“Take me to your portal!” she said, and grinned.

* * *


Morning brought Roshan little relief, as he awoke stiffly on the hard floor of his small confines. He was in a narrow room with no window – no way to tell whether it was indeed morning. There was a smell of damp in the air, and his limbs ached. He stretched, and grimaced, rubbing his legs. His arms had been left free, but his ankles were bound by some sort of cold, hard, uncomfortable device. The steeady dripping sound which had maddened him throughout the previous days, and nights, continued with unfaltering steadiness. Drip. Drip. Drip. Drip. Drip. The guards, on their rare visits to him, had refused to do anything about it, or even tell him what it was. Seeing that his discomfort amused them, he had not asked again.


He was helpless, and, although his initial fury –against himself for being caught, against these people for trapping Jissy– had now had time to cool, the anger remained, made all the worse by his inability to do anything, other than tire himself out by banging on the thick metal door.


They had refused to tell him whether Jissy was well, or what was being done to her, and he knew she would be equally worried about him. He was also painfully aware that they were still using him. Which was why they had kept him alive. They had to be threatening Jissy into compliance. Her continued obediance would save his life, for a while.


He hated himself for it. For being the unwitting tool they wielded to oppress his proud, strong Jissy. Bending her will to that of her cowardly owners. He dreaded to imagine what they were doing to her – but it took little imagining. He knew what they had done in the past. Locked her up, trying to make her into a pampered, docile pet. Crushing her spirit, her mind, reducing her to–


The door clanked, and he tensed, straightening up. It swung open with a metal groan, admitting the faint light from the corridor, making him blink. One of the guards stood in the doorway, a cruel grin on his face, holding a large, rusted machete. Roshan stared at it, wide-eyed, his heart clenching with irrepressible fear. He gulped. The guard chuckled.


“Mornin’, Roshan. Has our traitor slept well?” Another chuckle. “I hope so, ’cause today’s gonna be full of pain.”


“What…” Roshan steadied himself, trying to appear as brave as he could. “…are you doing?”


“What? This?” The man glanced at his machete, as though discovering it suddenly in his hand. “Oh, nothing much. Just… See, the naga disobeyed Mr. Lahmit this mornin’. So the boss, like, ordered me, to cut your left arm off.” He grinned. “He did specify left, but if you prefer the right, I can be accomodatin’.”


Harsh, ghastly fear gripped Roshan’s chest and mind in an icy squeeze. He sat petrified, staring at the man, too shocked to speak, to think, almost to feel. As he battled his terror, the guard burst into laughter.


“Oh, man, your face! Nah, don’t worry; I’m just joking.” Controlling his mirth, he fished a bottle of water from a strap on his waist, and tossed it to Roshan. “Drink. We’ll bring you some food later.”


Roshan caught the bottle, his hands still shaky, as the adrenaline subsided in a flow of instinctive relief. Humiliated, he glared at his tormentor.


“How’s Jissy?” he snarled.


“Dunno, really. We grunts don’t get to see much of her.” The guard scratched the side of his neck. “Except on the security tapes. Man, she’s hot! For a monster, I mean. The good thing about a giant woman, I say, is the giant boobs.” He chuckled. “I’m not surprised you stuck around with her out there.”


Roshan kept his anger in check, with difficulty. “You’re disgusting.”


“You mean you never touched ’em? When she was asleep, or what?” He paused, waiting for an answer, which came only in the form of a glare. “Man. Your loss. Anyway… To answer your question, like, word has it the boss is putting her in a contest.”


Fear gripped Roshan again. “What kind of contest?”


“You think they tell us anythin’?”


“Will she get hurt?” he insisted, anxious.


“Big thing like her? Doubt it.”


“Let me know.” He pushed himself to his feet. “Please let me know if she’s ok!”


The guard merely smiled – slowly and without sympathy. “You wish.” He stepped back, and, before Roshan could say any more, clanged the door shut behind him – plunging the prisoner once more into darkness.

* * *


The event had been widely publicised, and access submitted to increasingly expensive tickets, their price sky-rocketting as their number rapidly diminished. For those too poor to attend, or living too far away, the media –long ago beaten into submission by gangs affiliated to Lahmit– had paid through the nose to broadcast the contest. There had been nothing like it before, and Lahmit’s people had done much to up the hype. The message had been very clear.


Tune in, and watch Lahmit’s prized pet naga devour the losers of a fighting competition.


The fighters were volunteers, lured in by the promise of a huge cash prize, as well as the sheer publicity, and the combination of a death thrill with the arrogant certainty of victory. There had been eight contestants at first. If all of them expected to triumph and survive, seven were to be proven severely deluded. Four had already achieved this belated realisation, having been dispatched in the first round half an hour earlier. They were now being steadily digested in Jissy’s stomach, to the gruesome delight of many bloodthirsty spectators.


The survivors –rendered all the more confident by their first win– would now face one another in the semi-finals.


The stage was simple. It consisted in a stone walkway some distance above a deep artificial pool. Fighters carried only a long, solid stick, which they were entitled to use in any way they wished. The aim was to knock their opponent off the bridgeway, into the water, where the giant naga would promptly eat them. Jissy stood waist-deep in the water, clad in an expensive, enticing two-piece swimsuit which Lahmit had ordered specially for the occasion. The bridge was out of her reach. She would not spoil the event by snatching up and devouring the victors.


All around the pool, seats were displayed in a circular arena. The noise was thunderous, as spectators, worked up into a frenzy by a half-hour break, howled for the resumption of the contest. Their cries broke into cheers when the contestants of the first semi-final appeared, stepping onto either end of the bridge. Jissy looked up, and forced herself to put on the artificially hungry smile which Lahmit had demanded. She had eaten the first four humans with no enthusiasm, but her owner wanted a show, and it was Roshan who would suffer if he didn’t get it.


On one end of the bridge, a shortish girl with long hair, dyed green, advanced with a slow, confident smile, weaving her long staff in a slow, steady motion, as though inviting her opponent to approach. Her skin, too, was dyed a light green, giving her a striking, recognisible style. If she survived this, she knew she would be a celebrity; her sponsors were already working on her marketable image. She grinned, displaying pearly white teeth, her blue eyes gleaming with almost carefree anticipation. Her feet were bare, and she wore short, loose brown clothing, covering her shoulders and upper chest, as well as her waist and thighs. Sure-footed and soundless, she walked towards the centre of the bridge.


Facing her was a far more ordinary-looking man – fairly tall, rather slender, with a thin beard and unkept dark hair. He advanced across the bridge at a normal, unhurried pace, appearing unconcerned. At first, he held his staff in one hand, his guard utterly down, and raised it only when the girl suddenly rushed at him with a shrill yell.


He swung his stick, forcing her to slow down and parry his blow. She struck back, swiftly, and he parried, his feet firmly planted on the stone surface. The girl seemed swifter, and more agile, but the somewhat lanky man was responding to her attacks with surprising skill. Around them, the crowd roared its appreciation.


The man spun his stick to point it at her, and jabbed her in the chest. She jumped back, but the staff made contact nonetheless, and she fell onto her buttocks. The man swung his staff towards her head, but she parried, scrambling back to her feet and launching a counter-attack, forcing him into a defensive posture.


Cheered on by spectators waiting eagerly for one of them to be eaten, the two combatants traded blows, swift, skilled and tireless, moving back and forth over the relatively narrow bridge. For a while, the match seemed undecided, and the crowd loved it, giving them both equal support. Then, the man’s staff connected with the woman’s right leg, and she lifted it with a little cry of pain. As she stood, for a brief moment, balanced only on her left leg, he smashed his stick into that leg too, slamming it round against her inside knee. She buckled, and he hit again, hard, knocking her sideways. And just like that, it was over. The young woman fell from the bridge with a yell of surprise, of ghastly realisation. The crowd’s cheering intensified, rising to a frenzy.


She hit the water with a splash, going under. Kicking out, she broke the surface – and looked up to see a shadow falling upon her. Jissy’s giant hand reached down, closing around her, plucking her out of the water. Frantic, she screamed, her little green-painted legs kicking empty air as the naga lifted her up.


“You’re eliminated,” Jissy said, trying to sound as though she were enjoying this. Food was food, and the human would no doubt be tasty, but under the gazes of all these people, she had very little appetite. Forced into playing the monster, to shield her only human friend from harm, she felt sick at heart. Nonetheless, she made a point of licking her lips, then opened her mouth and lowered the struggling woman inside. The crowd was delirious, applauding wildly. Jissy’s fingers released their grip on the doomed human, who fell with a final scream into her mouth. Her lips closed. She shifted her food over her tongue, just long to wet her, then swallowed. Her throat seized her, and pulled her down, the tight pressure of her oesophagus forcing her inexorably towards her stomach. She released excess air in a quiet burp, as her food began her futile struggle in her tummy.


Up on the bridge, the victorious human made way for the next two contestants. Having just witnessed the demise of one semi-finalist, they approached each other with somewhat more caution, and less cocky stylishness than the green-haired girl had displayed. One was a man – stocky, with thick hair and a beard, and rather hairy bare arms, his build a blend of pudgy and muscular. Facing him was a fairly tall one-armed blond woman, who held her staff in her sole hand with the self-assurance of a practiced fighter. The two sized each other up for a brief moment. They had seen each other fight in the first round. The man had dispatched his initial opponent in a matter of seconds, sending her tumbling off the bridge before she could truly grasp what had hit her. He was not to be underestimated – but neither was the blond woman, whose handicap had seemed inconsequential as she fought and won her first match with speed, smooth grace and frighteningly sharp reflexes.


Encouraged by the eager crowd, they lashed out at each other, again and again. The man seemed immovable, holding his ground, perfectly steady on his legs, but the woman was fast, leaning and darting and skipping out of the way of his blows, parrying them with near-perfect accuracy. The fight lasted longer than the previous semi-final, until at last the woman whacked her tiring, battered opponent off the bridge, and into Jissy’s waiting hand. She popped him into her mouth, and took a moment to taste his flavour before gulping him down to join the partially digested others. The blond woman let out a whoop of triumph, grinning, her single arm raised, staff aloft.


This was it for today. The final would be in a week, leaving time to boost the finalists’ profile, and generate further suspense and excitement. And profit, too, as spectators would have to pay again to see the final match.

The crowd applauded. Jissy looked up at them, anger simmering in her eyes, paying little attention to the human stumbling around the darkness of her stomach. He was nothing. This whole, freakish show was nothing more than the manifestation of Lahmit’s perverse will, of his simple yet overpowering hold on her.


She hated it, desperately, and found herself longing –with the ache of defeat in her heart– for the illusory privacy of her room.

* * *


Lahmit, of course, insisted on showing her off to his most influential friends, and basked in the pride of displaying what no-one else had: his very own giant, sentient and beautiful man-eating predator. He regaled them with mostly invested tales of her native environment, the savage land he had taken her from, and the ache in her heart grew, bringing her close to tears. He lauded her strength, her intelligence, her appetite, and allowed a select few to touch her scales, her skin… Finally, he had her taken back to her room, and she collapsed onto her bed, feeling as though all her strength had suddenly deserted her. She did not cry. There was too great an emptiness inside her to cry. But her eyes felt hot and red and raw with unshed tears.


“Are you all right?”


The voice was soft, feminine, gentle – surprisingly caring. She glanced up, through painful eyes, and saw the dark-haired girl, Kitiya, standing a short distance from her bed, an anxious expression on her pretty young face. On instinct, Jissy glared at her, warning her off, and looked away.


Kitiya hesitated, then approached. It was clear the giant naga was in pain. Not physical pain, it seemed, but an ache which the young human was beginning to understand. The anguish of being locked away, and of worrying over the only person here she cared about.


“I’d like to help,” she said, softly.


The naga’s stomach rumbled – a loud, wet sound, as she digested today’s failed competitors. “Then go away,” she muttered.


“I’m your carer,” Kitiya said, gently. “I’m here to look after you.” No response. She moved closer to the gigantic being, whose massive tail spilled from her bed, onto the floor. Jissy’s ginger hair spread onto her shoulders, while her face remained hidden, with her back turned to the human. Her stomach gurgled again, working hard at processing her meal, breaking the humans down into an acidy soup of liquid nutrients. Kitiya repressed a little shiver of natural fear, and took a step closer. “I’d like to help. Is there anything I can do?”


There was a brief response, muttered and barely audible. Encouraged, Kitiya gave a gentle, nervous smile, even though the naga was not looking at her.


“Did you say something?”


Jissy raised her head, and looked straight at her, hard, her gigantic, lovely face strained with emotion. Kitiya gulped.


“If you want to help,” the naga hissed, “then get me Roshan.”


“I… I can’t.”


“No. Of course you can’t.” The naga’s voice was hard, angry, contemptuous and dismissive. “So why don’t you just–” She paused, suddenly, as a thought came to her. Kitiya held her breath, tensely, waiting. Jissy’s eyes seemed to probe her, assessing her.


“Is there something I can do?” Kitiya asked, hopeful.


Jissy hesitated a moment longer. “There’s… There’s a human,” she said at last, “who raised me. In a house not far from here, I think. Her name is Malina. She had a son, Parip. All grown up now, but he was my age… We used to play together.” Her gaze fixed her carer, hard. “I want to know they’re all right. Lahmit refuses to tell me.”


Kitiya felt a quiet flow of relief spread through her. At last, the naga was opening up. Establishing a bond.


“Malina,” she repeated gently. “And Parip. All right. I’ll try to find out.”


“Tell them I’m all right, too.”


Kitiya nodded, managing a smile. “I will. If I can. I’ll tell them. I’ll do that, Jissy.”


The hugely intimidating naga held her gaze a moment longer, from atop the bed, then turned away once more. The moment was gone.


“Now go away,” she said harshly. “I want to be alone.”


Kitiya nodded, unseen, and made her way quietly out of the room.


Her heart, as she did so, beat a little faster – with the fragile warmth of a glimmer of hope.

* * *


“Hmm, hmmty-hmmn…” Enita mused, chanting thoughtfully to herself as she stood examining empty air. Ajab, beside her, waited with quiet, worried hope.


“You’re right about what it was,” she said, at last. She sounded rather more serious than she had been so far, although a hint of excitement was perceptible in her voice. Ajab saw it twinkling softly in her green eyes when she turned to look at him. Her eyes matched her light green hair, catching the light quite prettily, and forming an aesthetic contrast with her very dark skin. “There was a portal here, and it was artificial. You can always tell, from the feel of the energy…”


“Can you reopen it?”


“I should be able to. Give me a moment…” She hummed again, a soft tune. Perhaps it helped her concentrate. Her hands felt the air, moving over the now absent surface of the portal, sensing its residual presence, the echo of its energy in Felarya’s ambiant magic. “Have you thought about what you’ll do once it’s open?” she asked.


“That’ll depend on what I find on the other side,” he said simply. She glanced at him.


“You’re taking a big risk.”


“I care about her.” His voice sounded surprisingly soft to his own ears. The fairy gave him a gentle smile.


“I think I’ll go through with you and see what’s there. You may need my help.”


“Thank you.”


The words were heartfelt. Enita merely smiled, and continued to focus on the area where the dimensional rift had been. Drawing on the residue of its energy, channeling it and enhancing it through her grasp of the magic infusing the land and the air, she eventually caused a shimmer – a thin, ghostly blue haze, suspended in the air. She heard Ajab’s quick intake of breath, and she grinned, pleased. After that, it was easier. She needed only to build on what she had started. She expanded the increasingly visible, crackling disk.


“Something’s fighting back,” she remarked, amused. “I think they’re trying to shut it down on the other side.”


“Can they?”


“No.” She grinned proudly, then moistened her lips in concentration. She had a steady grip on the magic, but she was beginning to feel a physical as well as mental strain, as she struggled against opposition. She had the knowledge and confidence to do this; the rest was a matter of stamina. This type of magic was tiring. Her limbs ached a little, a-tingle with highly focused energy.


At last, the portal had expanded into a vast, shimmering disk, and stabilised. Breathing a little faster with the effort, she addressed Ajab without turning her head.


“If you’re going through, hurry up and do it now!”


He did not need to be told twice. As she stepped aside for him, her palms still outstretched to balance the precarious flow of energy, he slithered swiftly into the shimmer – and vanished. She followed quickly behind him.

* * *


They reappeared indoors, fortunately in a room vast enough for a giant naga to remain upright with no discomfort. It had, of course, been built for that purpose; this was where Jissy had initially arrived on Ordona Prime. The large room stretched about its two new Felaryan visitors, mostly empty save for various computer terminals and pieces of apparatus. It held two human occupants, standing at a console. They turned, alarmed, to stare at the giant intruders. One man –fairly tall, dark-haired– ran over to a panel in the wall, and pressed it. It responded by flashing amber.


If he was disoriented by his new surroundings, Ajab showed no sign of it. While Enita stood catching her breath, he sprinted over to the human, snatching him up. The man yelped, struggling hard between the naga’s tight fingers.


“That,” Ajab growled, “was a mistake.” He tossed the man into his mouth, sloshed him around for a moment to wet him, then gulped him down, and smiled grimly at the feel of the frantically wriggling lump travelling down his throat. The other human –shorter, with thick stubble and rather long dirty-blond hair– stared in horror. Ajab gave him a hard, steady look. “You’re not going to make a mistake too, are you?”


“N-no…” the man stammered, almost numb with fright.


“Good. Then you can start by turning off the cameras.”


“The what?” Enita asked, curious. She shrank herself down to human size, and flew over to perch on Ajab’s shoulder, resting there. She looked tired, but was gazing round at the room with unconcealed interest. She had never seen anything like it.


“H-how do you know about cameras?” the human asked, petrified.


“I’ve travelled quite a bit. I haven’t spent all my life in the jungle.” Ajab was in no mood for conversation. “Show me the video feed, and switch off the cameras.”


Trembling, the man did as he was told. Satisfied, the giant naga nodded.


“Now, you’re going to open that door” –he pointed– “and lead us to Jissy.” There was no need to spell out what would happen to him if he disobeyed. The terrified man thought he could hear the muffled screams of his colleague from the gigantic snake-man’s stomach. He nodded again. “How do we get to her?” Ajab pressed. “What’s outside the door?”


“Th… There…” The human tried to steady himself. “There’s a p-passageway going up to ground level. Then… Then a stretch of m-mostly open ground. In-in-ind… Industrial wasteland.”


“Where’s Jissy?”


“Sh-she’s being held in another building. Underground, too. Across the stretch of wasteland.”


“Obstacles?”


“What?”


“What are the obstacles in our way?” Ajab snarled.


“Oh, uh… wh…” The man was almost too frightened to think. “F-fencing, there’s fencing outside the… Electrified… Then there’s…”


“All right. You’ll get us through it along the way.”


“I c-can’t.” The human turned pale. “You need a pass.”


“Electronics?”


He nodded, helpless. Ajab looked at Enita, who was following the conversation with interest, although she barely understood any of it.


“Can you still control electricity flows?”


“Um…” She closed her eyes, and focused for a brief while. A faint frown creased the forehead of her pretty face. “There’s… no magic here.” She was deeply puzzled. “How can that be?”


“We’re not in Felarya,” Ajab explained. “There are a lot of worlds without magic.”


“I can sense a little bit…” she said, hesitant.


“Probably stored magic inside you. You’re a woman of magic; you have a residue.” He smiled gravely. “It’ll have to do.” He turned his attention back to the human. Inside him, the other human was beating desperately against his stomach walls. A futile struggle. “How many people in the building we’re in now?”


“Uh, not many. There… There are only a few rooms.”


“Right. Now open the door.” He looked at Enita. “Could you make the three of us invisible?” He realised now he should have seen to it before they arrived. In his haste to rescue Jissy, he had already made a mistake. The fairy hesitated, then gave him a kind smile.


“Yes, I can do that.”

* * *


A fairly short while later, Ajab was looking round another, bare room in the building which –the human assured him– Jissy was being held in. Enita’s magic –which made the three of them invisible, except to one another– was holding, and had enabled them to come some way into the crimelord’s compex. It had involved undoing locks on fences and thick doors, but once Ajab had explained the mechanical principle to Enita, the fairy had been able to magically shift the components, causing the doors to swing open with a click. They were hampered by the need to take only giant passageways – those designed by Lahmit’s people to move Jissy around. Inevitably, that meant guards, rendered suspicion by doors opening themselves, might converge on those passageways. At Enita’s suggestion, Ajab had moved into an empty room with his human captive, while the fairy flew on ahead to chart the way.


She returned now, looking very tired, and hovered in the air before Ajab’s face. Repeated use of magic in this sterile environment was draining her strength, but she retained enough to stay in flight, and her expression was confident. Her tummy was also bulging a little, with faint ripples and bumps hinting at the struggles of live prey trapped inside.


“I think I know where Jissy is. And I’ve cleared the way,” she told him, after catching her breath. “There shouldn’t be too many guards now.”


“How…” The human, still gripped in Ajab’s hand, looked at her tummy, nervous. She flashed him a grin.


“I shrunk ’em, and gobbled them up,” she explained cheerfully. “You’ve got quite a bit of nice food wandering around here.” She licked her lips, and patted her tummy with a giggle. “Ready, Ajab?”


His nodded, his grim face a mixture of tension and relief. “Let’s free her, and let’s get out of here.”

* * *


Roshan stretched his legs again, uncomfortably, in the darkness of his cell. He now spent most of his time sitting or lying down. Standing in the blackness seemed pointless, and somehow it made him a little dizzy. At least when he was sitting, he felt the solid presence of the wall against his back. It gave him some sort of reality to hold on to – figuratively and literally.


The guards had refused to tell him anything about the contest which Jissy had been forced to take part in, nor whether she had emerged from it unhurt. He had been sick with worry, until that sickness had faded into numb despair. He assumed she was alive, at least. If she had died, Lahmit would have no reason to keep him alive either. That logic gave him some small measure of comfort.


This was, he realised, the first time he had been separated from Jissy so long. In Felarya, he had never spent more than a few hours away from her. She would go off sometimes to hunt by herself, or to see friends, but he could always be certain of her return to the tree which had become his cramped residence. Many a time he had woken and found her fast asleep beside the tree, her soft face partly concealed by her sleep-ruffled ginger hair, looking heart-achingly beautiful. He loved her – as a father might love and care for his grown up daughter, more than anything else. For many years he had been her carer, her sole source of comfort in her bleak, trapped existence. Then, in Felarya, she had been the one to look after him, keeping him safe. He depended on her, but he knew that she depended on him, too – not physically, but emotionally. She loved him too, in her own way. He had always been prepared to do anything for her. He had overlooked, even denied to himself her every fault – her occasional selfishness or coldness, her difficulty in empaphising with others, the fact that she ate people. She was a naga, after all, back in her natural environment, and that was what nagas did. The example of her fellow beings proved it to them both. But her often self-centred attitude –the product of her upbringing– had never extended to him. She, too, was prepared to do anything for him. She had shown it by coming here.


By sacrificing everything, to save his life.


It made him feel awful – and proud. It strengthened the love he felt for her, and he yearned to show how much it meant to him. To find some way to thank her, to make it up to her, to help her – again.


He had thought he might one day help her look after her children. But now it seemed–


A lump of emotion rose in his throat, choking off that line of thought.


The door opened, heralded by the click of the lock, and then clanking. He raised his hands to shield his eyes from the light. As they adjusted, it took him a moment to make out the figure standing in the doorway. It was too short to be one of the guards. A woman, he realised, as her form came into focus – rather short dark hair, but definitely feminine; a slender build.


“Mr. Roshan?” Her voice was soft, pleasant, and even –or was he imagining it?– a little embarassed. “My name’s Kitiya. I’m Jissy’s carer.” She held something up. “I’ve brought you some more water. And if it’s ok with you, I’d like to talk.”


Confused, he blinked, her unexpected words sinking into his mind. Then he sat up straighter. Her tone was very different to the guards’ harsh mocking, and it seemed she would be able to tell him about Jissy.


“Yes, of course!” He coughed; his throat was rather dry. “Come in. I’m sorry, I haven’t got any chairs…”


As his eyes adjusted further, he was able to see her better. She was indeed smaller than average, for a young woman of her age; he guessed she was in her early twenties. Her face was quite lovely, with a softness that was unexpected deep within Lahmit’s lair. And sun-tanned, too, which suggested she had not been living underground very long. She was smiling, slightly, almost apologetically.


“The guards gave me a small mat to sit on.” She handed him a bottle of water, then spread out her mat and sat down, facing him. He drank, thirstily, before focusing his attention on her. He could not hide his concern, and did not try to.


“Is Jissy all right?”


The girl hesitated, as though the question were more complex than it seemed.


“Physically, she’s fine. But…” She hesitated again, and lowered her voice. “She’s not happy.”


Roshan breathed out a quiet sigh of relief, before frowning. “Well, what do you expect? I suppose they’ve locked her back in her old room.” A nod confirmed it. “I was told she was being put in a contest…”


“Oh… Yes.”


“What was that about?”


“It was a fight.”


“They made her fight?” He sat up sharply, with a burst of anger.


“No!” Kitiya cringed. “That’s not what I meant. People… Uh, people fought, and she ate the losers.” She grimaced, clearly uncomfortable with the topic. Roshan leaned back, allowing himself to relax just a little. His fears on that issue faded. He could almost feel them lift from him and drift away, a most welcome relief.


“All right. What did you want to talk about?” He peered at her, curious. “Lahmit’s got you doing my old job, has he?”


“Yes.” She managed a smile. “But I don’t think I’m as good at it as you were.”


“Why do you say that?” He felt calmer now. It was surprising, the soothing effect a normal conversation could have, after he had been deprived of anyone to talk to.


“Well… She doesn’t really like me.” Kitiya paused, and sighed. “It’s not that she hates me. It’s just that… she makes a point of ignoring me. Showing me she doesn’t want us to develop a bond. I want to help her, to make her more comfortable, but she won’t let me.” Her warm brown eyes looked into his cool blue ones. “You became friends with her. I wondered… I know it may be presumptious of me, especially since… Well, especially since you’re being kept here like this.” Again, her embarassment was unmistakable. “But I wondered whether you might tell me how you did it. How you managed to get her to like you.”


Roshan was quiet for a moment, aborbing that, and so Kitiya pressed on: “I mean, she asked me to find out about her adoptive family. You know, the humans who raised her, before Mr. Lamit… uh, took her into his care. So I–”


“Are they still here?” Roshan was surprised. He had met Jissy’s adoptive human ‘mother’ and ‘brother’, on rare occasions, when Lahmit had allowed them to visit her. But he had given them barely another thought after he had taken Jissy to Felarya. There, the naga had been reunited with her real mother and siblings, and had hardly mentioned her human ‘family’.


Although, now that he thought back, she had seemed to express fondness on those few times when she’d talked about them. Perhaps she did miss them.


“No.” Kitiya shook her head. “They left this planet a while ago, with the money they’d received from Mr. Lahmit over the years.”


“But they’re alive and well?” he asked – uncertain why he was doing so.


“Presumably.” She paused. “It wasn’t easy for me to find out anything about them. But anyway, I told Jissy… She was relieved. She didn’t say it, but I saw she was.”


“But that wasn’t enough to break the ice between you?”


“No. She didn’t even thank me.”


“I’m sorry.” He gave her a look of genuine sympathy. “But you have to understand… Being back here, for her… It’s horrible.”


“Mr. Lahmit takes very good care of her,“ Kitiya said, somewhat defensive.


“But she’s not free,” Roshan explained, gently. “She’s a prisoner here.”


“She’s…” The girl seemed surprised by that notion. “She’s his pet,” she said, with some hesitation.


“She’s a person. A living, breathing, thinking, feeling person. She’s not a pet. She’s a slave.”


Kitiya bit her lip, with obvious discomfort. She made a move as though to stand. “Maybe I should leave…”


“No, wait.” Roshan held out his hand, as though to restrain her… but stopped short of touching her. “Don’t go.”


She sat still, watching him, still hesitant.


“You don’t see her fully as a person,” he said. “That’s one of your problems. Your other problem is that, I imagine, she doesn’t see you fully as a person.”


Kitiya’s eyes widened a little. “Because I’m human?” She sounded surprised, perhaps even hurt.


“Kid,” Roshan said gently. “She’s been told all her life, by everyone she’s ever met –except her adoptive family, I guess– that humans are for eating.”


“But…”


“Oh, don’t worry. She’s not going to eat you. If she did, your nice boss would start hacking my limbs off, and Jissy’s not going to let that happen.”


Kitiya was crestfallen. “So you’re saying she and I can never be friends? That I can never get through to her, and show her… that… that I mean her well?”


“No, I’m not saying that…” He considered it. “Just… She must be in very low spirits right now.” His heart ached as he said it. “And if I know my Jissy, she resents you having taken my place. Even though it’s not your fault, and even though you want to help her.”


Kitiya considered that, troubled. “Maybe… Maybe once she has her babies,” she suggested, slowly. “Then she’ll need someone to help her look after them. Maybe she’ll accept me then?” There was hope in her voice. Hope, asking for confirmation.


Roshan managed a smile, although his heart sank upon hearing that they knew about her pregnancy. Her babies would be born in captivity. Kitiya, no doubt, would be kind to them, but Jissy’s heart would break at having to raise them here, in an eternal prison…


“Just give her time,” he said, kindly. “Give her time to get used to you.”


Kitiya smiled, grateful for his assurance… although there remained a troubled glimmer in her eyes.

* * *


Jissy –lying awake in bed in the middle of the day, staring without interest at the large, mute entertainment screen displaying imported programmes of human fictional drama– turned her head on her pillow as she heard an unexpected sound. A brief, frightened yell, just outside the door.


The two guards in the room with her had heard it too. They glanced at each other, then turned to face the closed door, raising their firearms. They knew better than to open the door and rush out. Their task was to guard the boss’ pet naga, which meant keeping the door shut if there was a potential threat out in the passageway.


As they waited, nervous, Jissy watched with equal uncertainty, propping herself up on her elbow. There was a faint crackling, grinding sound, and the door began to open. The guards stood their ground, weapons at the ready. The door opened, revealing… nothing.


For several long seconds, the guards merely stood there, confused. Jissy slithered off the bed, not wanting to be caught lying down in the face of the unknown. One of the guards hesitated, then took a tentative step forward. Then, astonishingly, he began to shrink.


He colleague opened fire, into empty air. He was able to do so only for a moment, before shrinking too, the sound of his gun fading as it shrank along with him, becoming little more than a harmless toy. Jissy tensed, puzzled. As she watched, the first guard suddenly rose into the air, as though lifted by some unseen force. He cried out, struggling. The invisible hold on him carried him higher, then stopped, and appeared to toss him. He disappeared.


There was a pleasant, feminine hum of pleasure, followed by a gulp, and a soft sigh of satisfaction. The second guard soon went the way of the first, fighting wildly against his unseen assaillant. The gulp this time was followed by a dainty female burp. Jissy peered at the seemingly empty air.


“Who’s there?” Her concern had left her now, replaced by an air of confidence, a hint of amusement – a smirk. This was no attack upon her. This was a rescue.


Her invisible saviour laughed, prettily. “All right, Ajab,” her voice called. “You can come in.”


Ajab! Jissy’s heart missed a beat, and her face lit up with surprised delight. Ajab, somehow, had come to save her. There was a faint but unmistakable slithering sound, and her mate’s presence whispered to her senses. She could not see him, but he was there; his subtle scent drifted to her, and she moved forward; her hands began to reach out. There was a blur in the air, and shapes began to appear. Moments later, she was looking at him – and at a small fairy, who nodded at her, smiling, before flying over to perch on Ajab’s shoulder.


“Jissy…” Ajab came towards her too. He had a human in his hand, but paid the man no attention, as he embraced the mother of his unborn children, hugging her close. “You had me scared.” His whisper was tender, and filled with relief.


“I’m all right,” she whispered back, emotion in her voice. “I’m all right now.”


They let go, but smiled at each other, a warm flow of care and relief still binding them together. Then Ajab seemed to remember his companion.


“Jissy, this is Enita. I couldn’t have got here without her.”


Jissy turned to the fairy, who sat half-leaning against Ajab’s neck. She was a lovely little thing, but looked exhausted. She smiled, faintly but warmly, at the naga. Her tummy was distinctly full, rumbling slightly as it digested a large meal. Jissy assumed –correctly– that she had been stuffing herself with Lahmit’s guards.


“Thank you,” she said, with heart-felt gratitude. “Are you all right?”


The fairy nodded, still smiling. “Just a bit tired. I’m maintaining magic to keep us all invisible.”


Jissy was surprised. “I’m invisible?”


“Except to the three of us, yes.”


“Speaking of which…” Ajab glanced down at the man in his hand. “I suppose we don’t need you any more.”


The human turned pale.


“I’d rather not eat him,” Enita said, resting her hand on her full belly. “I’m absolutely stuffed.”


“We’re not going to eat him,” Ajab said. “He cooperated. A promise is a promise. I’m letting him go.”


“Wait.” Jissy touched his arm, gently, looking into his face. “What about Roshan?”


“Roshan?” Ajab frowned.


“We’ve got to find him, too.”


“Love… Your human’s probably been killed. And we need to get out of here. More guards may come.”


Enita burped, delicately. “And I can’t eat any more.” Her tummy gurgled, working hard.


“I came here for him in the first place. I’m not leaving without him.”


Ajab held her gaze, for a long moment, and found it firm, unflinching. He shook his head, and sighed.


“Oh, all right. We’ll go and get your human.” He held his captive up, and scowled at him. “Take us there.”

* * *


Roshan’s conversation with Kitiya was interrupted by the unexpected sound of gunfire, somewhere close, accompanied by screams. The girl leapt to her feet, gasping in shock and fear, while Roshan rose cautiously, clumsily with his bound ankles. If people were fighting out in the corridor, the base was certainly under attack – no doubt by a rival criminal faction. He was surprised that they had managed to get down here, but the ‘how’ of the matter was not immediately important. Of far more pressing concern was the question of what Lahmit’s enemies, if victorious, would do with him, and with Kitiya,… and with Jissy.


Perhaps Jissy’s presence was even the cause of the attack. Lahmit, no doubt, had boasted too much, and made his rivals jealous. They wanted the giant naga for themselves.


“Stay close to me, and don’t show fear,” he whispered to Kitiya. “And stay quiet.”


She nodded, silent, struggling to master her fear, or at least conceal it. Roshan watched the half-open door, listening. Should he look outside? Knowing what they were up against was surely better than waiting for it to appear. Perhaps they could make a run for it. Whatever way he looked at it, remaining in a small room with no other exit was not a smart move. Cautiously, he shuffled towards the door, as best he could with bound ankles.


The shooting and yells had stopped. Perhaps the fighting had moved on. He paused. Were the guards still outside? There was no sound, other than Kitiya’s shivering breath behind him. He motioned for her to be absolutely silent.


The door, all of a sudden, was pushed open further. Nobody appeared. Roshan tensed, and blinked, confused. Then, gradually, there was a shimmer, which resolved itself into an almost human figure. Rather than one of the guards, or an enemy mercenary, it was a woman, dark-skinned, stark naked, with light green hair and fairy wings. She offered him a lovely, questioning smile.


“Are you Roshan?”


He hesitated only a moment before nodding. And as the implications of her presence sank in, he experienced a burst of hope. He had no idea how this fairy had come here, but it seemed obvious she wanted to rescue him.


And her very full, squirming belly, bulging from her lithe, beautiful body, hinted grimly at the fate of the guards who had opposed her. She gave him a friendly grin.


“I’m with Jissy, and Ajab. Come on. We’re leaving.”


He did not have to be told twice, and took a quick step forward. Or rather, tried to. The binds caught his ankles, and he stumbled. Before he could crash face-down onto the hard floor, the lovely fair had caught him, steadying him and lowering him gently. He felt the binds fall away as though by magic, and picked himself up. She winked, and he responded with a grateful smile. They made their way down the corridor, the fairy’s footsteps light and swift. Roshan glanced back, to see that Kitiya was following close. He gave her a reassuring smile in turn. She looked worried, and confused, but hopeful.


“You’re invisible to any guards now,” the fairy informed him, helpfully. “We got shot at by a few who were firing blind, but we… dealt with it.” She giggled, rubbing her tummy comfortably.


“Where’s Jissy?” he asked. “Is she ok?”


The winged beauty glanced back at him, and smiled warmly. “She’s fine. She had to stay in one of the really big corridors. So I went ahead to fetch you.”


“Thank you,” Roshan said, with heartfelt gratitude. “I don’t know who you are, but for rescuing Jissy and me… Thank you, very much.”


“Jissy wasn’t going to leave without you,” the fairy told him, her tone light, carefree now, and a little curious. He could almost see her wondering why the naga attached any importance to a human. He merely smiled, and nodded in acknowledgement of her comment.


Then, hurrying past the discarded firearms of unfortunate guards, they were emerging into one of the gigantic passageways designed to move Lahmit’s pet naga about, and Roshan slowed, a lump of emotion in his throat, his gaze settling on Jissy.


The naga whom he thought of as a daughter, the girl he cared about so very much, was standing in Ajab’s arms, fully dressed in rich robes and jewelry, kissing him hard, her hands moving over him as his explored her in turn, holding her close and secure. She looked radiant, her eyes closed, her face suffused with happiness. Roshan’s heart ached with a wonderful glow, and he stood watching her for a while. She was safe, and she was happy. His beloved Jissy was fine.


She noticed him then, and her smile blossomed with delighted relief.


“Roshan!” Slipping out of Ajab’s hold, she hurried over to him, plucked him up, held him to her giant, soft lips, and kissed him, in a flow of tender relief. He laughed, happy, wriggling a little to make himself more comfortable in her cupped hands.


“Jissy…” He gazed up into her lovely face, her blue eyes shining with emotion. “I was so worried…”


“They haven’t hurt you, have they?” She looked him over, concerned.


“No. No, I’m all right.”


Her smile seemed to him beautiful beyond compare, reflecting –so simply– the depths of her myriad feelings.


“Then we can go home,” she said, just as simply.


“Yes.” He laughed, his laugh shaky with relief. “Yes, let’s do that.”


She smiled, and placed him down gently. “Roshan, this is Enita. She helped Ajab rescue us. She can get us home.”


“Once again, I’m grateful.” Roshan faced the fairy, who for now stood at human size. “How did you do it?”


“I reopened the portal which was used to bring you here.” She grinned, pleased at her own achievement. “I can do it again. I can keep you invisible until we get there, but we’d better hurry. Maintaining this magic is getting more and more difficult. There’s no magic in the air or in the ground here, so I’m drawing on reserves.”


“Is it painful?” he asked, concerned.


“No, just tiring. Well, and a bit achy. I’ll be fine once we’re back in Felarya, and I can rest.”


“Let’s go back quickly, then,” he agreed.


Enita’s friendly nod was interrupted by a loud female scream of fright. For a moment, Roshan frozed, startled, his heart clenching, adrenaline pumping once more. Pulling himself together, he looked around, but the corridor was empty. It took him a few seconds to notice that Enita was looking upwards, curious rather than concerned; that realisation came as he heard the second scream, a wail of terror, from above him. He looked up, so quickly it made him dizzy, and he almost fell over.


He was in time to see Jissy popping Kitiya into her mouth, sucking her legs in with a satisfied smile.


Roshan opened his mouth to speak, aghast, but the words stuck in his throat. Jissy shifted Kitiya round inside her mouth, enjoying her flavour, quite naturally. Only then did he find his voice.


“Jissy!” he yelled.


She swallowed, licked her lips, and looked down at him, her caring smile fading as she saw the expression on his face.


“What?” she asked him, worried.


“We have to go,” Ajab said, urgently. He picked up the tired Enita, settling her on his shoulder. He was holding a human in his other hand, but Roshan barely paid him any attention. Jissy reached down to pick him up in turn, and began to slither after Ajab.


“Jissy, let her out!” Roshan called, just as urgently. She turned her kind blue eyes to him in puzzlement, then smiled indulgently.


“Don’t be silly.” She ruffled his reddish-blond hair gently with her giant thumb. “And hang on tight. We’ll be safe soon.”


Roshan opened his mouth to protest – then closed it, and slumped a little between her fingers, nodding. Somehow, he could not bring himself to do it. He could not make himself scream at her to stop, and release the unfortunate girl she had just eaten so casually. He did not want to start an argument, after finally seeing her safe. He did not want to slow her down, as she hurried out of this horrible place. He could not bring himself to upset her, in any way. His suddenly tired, reeling mind slipped into easy priorities. His one concern had always been her well-being. His lovely Jissy…


He said nothing, as she carried him down immense corridors and out of the building, following Enita’s lead, and that of the frightened man still in Ajab’s grasp. Then, invisible, across open land, the remnants of industrial ruins, and into a second building, down below ground… He recognised the portal control room. He had expected to find guards there, firing into their invisible presence as soon as the door opened. But there were none. Perhaps Lahmit’s men were refusing to throw away their lives in a pointless attempt to stop the giant predators’ escape. Perhaps their superiors were refusing to sacrifice them. What would Lahmit himself say? It barely mattered now.


Ajab lowered Enita carefully to the ground, and she focused on the closed portal, drawing on the final reserves of her magic. Roshan watched, and waited, tensely. He half-opened his mouth, hesitant, to plead for Kitiya’s life, but this hardly seemed the moment to break the fairy’s concentration. Shameful, he kept quiet.


He would ask her, he decided, once they were safely back in Felarya. It would not be too late.


Enita let out a little whimper, straining, putting all her efforts into reopening the portal. There was not so much as a glimmer. Finally, she fell to her knees, gasping, swaying. She collapsed, panting for breath. Roshan tensed, alarmed.


“Enita!” Both nagas called out her name in concern. Very gently, Ajab scooped her up in his hand. She was taking shuddering gulps of breath.


“I’m sorry!” she gasped. “Too… too tired… No magic…”


“It’s all right,” the naga soothed her. “You’ve done so much already. Just rest. It’s ok.”


“Y–you’re… I c– can’t… You’re no longer invisible,” she said, between breaths.


“Just rest,” Ajab told her again, kindly. “We’ll be fine.” Enita nodded, and closed her eyes, exhausted. The naga looked at the human in his other hand. “You’re going to open the portal for us.” His voice was hard, tolerating no hesitation. The man showed none, and nodded in immediate acceptance. Ajab put him down, and he hurried over to the controls, tapping at them quickly.


The portal flared to life with a burst of colour and a crackle of electricity. The man looked over it, and up at the nagas, anxious. Perhaps he realised that he had now outlived his usefulness. But none of the others were looking at him.


“Humans,” Jissy said. “Coming down the corridor.”


“Seal the door!” Ajab snapped at the man he had captured. The human moved to the controls to comply, but it was too late. The door hissed open with a grinding sound, and armed guards poured in. Jissy faced them, and hissed, rearing up, her eyes flashing with anger.


“Jissy, go!” Ajab called. “Go, go!”


The man by the controls stood frozen for a moment, weighing his options, then dashed for the portal as fast as his legs could carry him. No doubt he felt that facing Felarya’s dangers was safer than remaining here after being forced to betray Lahmit.


“Fire!” someone shouted, and there was a crackle of guns as several guards opened fire. Bullets whizzed after the running man – too late. He vanished into the giant, shimmering disk of energy, the gateway into a lethal world.


Bullets peppered against Jissy’s scales and skin, essentially harmless. She hissed again, furious, and swung round, lashing out with her tail, smashing it into the closest guards, sending them flying. Others continued firing. Deliberately, or perhaps by pure chance, one aimed right at Roshan. The bullet caught him in the shoulder. He cried out in pain ; everything went black, and he slumped in Jissy’s hand.

* * *


Roshan woke in a familiar setting. He was aware, first of all, of a dull throbbing pain in his shoulder. He opened his eyes, with a groan, and gazed up at the natural wooden ceiling of his shelter in the partly hollow interior of a tree. He was lying on his own bedding, with his few possessions stacked beside him. Also beside him, cross-legged and naked, was Enita. She gave him a friendly smile as he emerged into consciousness.


“What happened?” he mumbled.


“You were shot,” the fairy supplied.


He nodded, grimacing, and rubbed his eyes, before looking instinctively at his bare, wounded shoulder. The blood had been cleaned, and there was a sticky-looking balm coating the raw gash in his flesh.


“We made it back to Felarya…”


“Jissy carried you here,” Enita explained. “She was sick with worry. Ajab went off to find something to heal you. Then he said you needed rest.”


“Where’s Jissy?”


“Outside, with Ajab. She’ll want to know you’re awake.” Enita began to unfold her legs, to stand up.


Gingerly, Roshan moved his hand to his wound, but refrained from touching it. It hurt a lot less than he would have expected. Whatever Ajab had rubbed into him, it was effective. “What about the bullet?”


“Ajab said it went right through you. It hit Jissy, but she barely felt it.”


“Thank goodness.” He paused. “How does Ajab know about bullets?”


Enita smiled. “I don’t know. He explained to me what guns are, but I still don’t quite understand. I think he knows a lot about a lot of things.”


“So it appears.” Roshan paused, and frowned. There was something, an urgent memory, niggling at the back of his mind. In the momentary silence, Enita watched him expectantly. Her stomach rumbled, quite loudly, causing him to look at it. It no longer seemed anywhere near as full as it had been, but there was still a little bulge, which would have looked cute under different circumstances. Her body was digesting Lahmit’s guards with steady efficiency. He froze, his memory clicking into place. “Kitiya!” He sat bolt upright, dismayed.


“What?” Enita asked.


“Where’s Kitiya?” He gazed at her with earnest, anxious dread. 


The fairy gazed back, uncomprehending. “Who?”


“Kitiya! The human girl who was with me. When you came into my cell!” he insisted, as she gave him a blank stare. “She followed me, and Jissy…” He trailed off. Remembrance dawned in the fairy’s lovely green eyes.


“Oh, her!”


“Did Jissy let her out?”


“You mean, did she…? No. No, I don’t think so.” Enita paused to think back. “No, she didn’t. She carried you straight here.”


Roshan’s heart sank. “How long has it been?”


“Since we arrived?”


He nodded, too disheartened for words.


“Um… It was just past midday when we got back to Felarya. Now… The sun will soon be going down.”


Roshan bowed his head. Several hours… Kitiya had been digested, then. It was far, far too late.


Enita gave him an uncertain but friendly little smile. She did not understand the cause for his dismay, but she hoped to make him feel better all the same. “I’ll go and tell Jissy you’re awake!” she suggested, cheerfully. She stood, stretching her gorgeous, dark bare legs, and flapped her wings as though to stretch them too. Her tummy shifted with a glug and a long, wet rumble as she moved, churning the now liquid remains of her lunch, spurts of it passing on into her intestine. She gave him another, nice little smile, a carefree wave, and flew out of his shelter into the early evening air.


Roshan remained alone with his thoughts. And shivered at their stark, inescapable presence.

* * *


Jissy had spent hours with Ajab, many of them curled up in his strong arms, snuggling close to his warm body. She had always been independent by nature, but today it felt strangely nice to feel fussed, and cared for, and protected, and… safe. They had talked, for a while, as Ajab caressed her hair and kissed her softly, repeating his promise to be with her and raise their children with her. After the trauma of her captivity, she had relished the freedom he had restored her to, the fresh forest air with its myriad scents, and the closeness of her children’s father, whispering to her that he cared. She knew he cared. It felt wonderful.


Eventually, they had rested, comfortable in each other’s arms, until Enita had flown up and informed her, with a kind smile, that Roshan was awake. The nagas had risen then, and Ajab had slithered off, for the time being, after a last, tender, lingering kiss.


He still did not comprehend her attachment to this one human, but he understood enough to know that she needed her time with the little creature. 


She had gone to Roshan, and hugged him, very gently, pressing him against the warm, soft skin of her chest. She had cried, a little, releasing her emotion at having him safe once more, and his eyes had been moist as well. They talked then, too, about what had happened to them both, what they had experienced as Lahmit’s captives. Each expressed anger at the other’s treatment, then smiled at the intensity of the other’s care.


“I was scared,” Jissy said eventually. “Scared of what they might do to you. But I thought, I hoped, as long as I cooperate… That they would have to keep you alive.” She paused. “I was scared for the babies.” She said it in a whisper – as though merely mentioning the dreadful danger might somehow bring it back. “Thinking that if they grew up there, trapped… It was horrible… Just… Just horrible… And…” She paused. “Helpless,” she whispered. “I felt helpless. There was nothing I could do. I hated that feeling.”


“I felt the same,” he said, softly.


She kissed him gently, a touch of deep-felt care and affection. “But it’s all right now. I’m going to look after you. You’re safe with me. And my babies… They’ll be born here, in the forest, free, where I… where we, Ajab and I, can look after them. They’ll be free, always. And safe.” Her whisper was fierce with passionate intensity. Roshan nodded.


“I’ll look after them too.” He smiled. “My big Jissy. All grown-up with babies.”


Jissy grinned, then laughed. It was a carefree laugh, released from the tension and despair of the past days.


“I’m relying on you to babysit,” she smirked, playful.


“I’ll do that.” He smiled back at her.


She gave him a teasing poke. “Maybe one day you’ll have children. You need to find yourself a nice human girl. Then I can help you look after your babies, too. We’d have a family.” She giggled.


Roshan managed to maintain his smile, but something in it had become strained. Jissy noticed, and her cheerful grin faded.


“What?” she asked, gently.


“I…” He hesitated. Should he bring this up now? It was done; there was no going back and fixing it. Kitiya was gone. Mentioning it would achieve nothing, except upset the one person he cared about more than any other.


“You what?” She asked it with such kindness that he sighed.


“I wish you hadn’t eaten Kitiya,” he said, almost apologetic.


For a moment, Jissy looked at him without understanding.


“Who’s Kitiya?” she asked, finally. She bore a faint frown, as though the name were vaguely familiar.


Roshan stared at her. It had not occurred to him that she might actually have forgotten.


“The girl you ate just before we escaped,” he said, trying not to sound accusatory or pained. “Your carer.”


“Oh! Yes. I’d forgotten that was her name.” A pause. “I didn’t realise you knew her.” Now it was her turn to sound apologetic.


“We’d only just met.”


“Does it matter, then?” Jissy’s tone was awkward, cautious, and hopeful. Roshan looked at her, for a long moment. She was waiting, hoping he would say that she hadn’t hurt him by eating that human. That she had not slipped up and caused him unintentional pain. That this wasn’t one of those moments where his humanness escaped her understanding, much to her discomfort and dismay.


Finally, he let out a sigh. It always came back to the same priorities. He would do anything to avoid hurting her, just as she was distraught at the thought of hurting him.


“No,” he lied. “It doesn’t matter.”


Jissy’s mouth curled into a hesitant smile of relief. He smiled back, trying to make his own look genuine, and reassuring.


“It’s fine,” he said, and patted her warm, soft thumb. “I’m just glad you’re back here with me. That you’re ok.”


Jissy grinned, grateful for his words. “I’m glad too. That you’re all right.” Warm feelings glowed gently in her blue eyes. She placed him carefully in his shelter. “Tomorrow, perhaps, we’ll look for somewhere else to stay. Where they won’t come for us. But tonight, I’ll watch over you. Now, get some rest.” Her voice held gentle authority, and he gave a brief, affectionate laugh.


“OK, kid.”


She smiled. “Good night, Roshan.”


“Good night.” He paused. “I love you.”


Jissy grinned, softly, and ruffled his hair, before poking him with her finger so that he fell onto his bedding. She gave a little laugh.


Sitting in bed, he watched as she settled on the forest ground by the tree, stretching out her full, long tail, yawning a little. Her frizzy ginger hair spread loosely around her face, and she closed her blue eyes, still smiling to herself, her mind relaxing with a pleasant thought or feeling. He sat up for quite a while, watching her drift into peaceful sleep. His heart, as he did so, ached with deep, quiet contentment. There was nothing to him more precious in this world than the giant young woman sleeping soundly close by him.


He lay down, on his back, but did not close his eyes. Jissy’s face lingered before his mind’s eye, in the growing darkness as the last glow of the sun faded into a warm night. After a while, her lovely face seemed to blur, until, somehow, it had become Kitiya’s. His tired mind was ajumble with confused thoughts, hazy impressions and half-formed strings of words drifting around his memory of her. Gradually, that haze drifted away into a much sharper sense of guilt.


He sighed, overwhelmed by the weight of emotions and implications he did not want to consider.


He closed his eyes, tight, and turned onto his side, trusting the oncome of sleep to make everything simple again.

THE END

