STORY 54


“Sleep little girl; the kiss of the breeeze


Whispers to you, and helps you to drift.


Rest, little girl; your mommy is here;


Rest in the warmth, and drift into dreams.


Dream, little girl. Sweet dreams on the breeze.


It’s dark outside now, but here you’re warm and safe.”


Delni yawned, stretching her little arms, soothed by her mother’s soft, loving voice. She closed her eyes, smiling, and snuggled closer between two of her sisters, resting her head on Amyeh’s tail and draping her own, reddish brown tail over Ilna’s chest. Ilna stirred, wriggled a little, but did not wake up. Most of the girls were asleep. Delni –the first-born of the nine– always had been the most energetic, the one who woke earliest and never seemed to want to go to bed. But now the red-haired baby’s breathing pattern slowed, as she drifted comfortably into slumber, a simple smile lingering on her face.


Her mother, Vuni, smiled in turn, and continued to whisper the lullaby in her gentle voice until she was certain all nine of her daughters were asleep. A little bundle of baby slug girls, cuddling up to each other against a wall of the earthern burrow, lit only by the faint glow of luminous lichen. Vuni watched them fondly for a moment, then turned to see her mate watching her with a similar, loving expression on her face. Vuni grinned, gently, and slithered over to her.


“There,” she whispered. “Now we wait to see how long it is before one of them wakes us up in the middle of the night.” Lifting her hand, she caressed her mate’s cheek, very softly, gazing into her brown eyes. “I like it when you look at me like that.” She breathed the words out in the barest of whispers, her breath caressing the other slug girl’s face, her lips…


Tiasha smiled, and brushed her fingers just as gently through Vuni’s pale blond hair. Tiasha’s own was ginger, and much longer, flowing partway down her back. Her brown slug body, by contrast, was a lighter hue than Vuni’s yellowish brown one; her grey underbelly was pale, similar to Vuni’s yellow.


“I like looking at you like that,” she whispered back. She inched closer, their eyes fixed on each other, the warmth of their feelings reflected in their shared gaze. “I love you,” she breathed, simply, but with such emotion in her voice that Vuni felt her heart beat a little faster.


“I love you too,” she told her, with a gentle smile. She leaned in, and kissed her softly, their lips meeting, warm and tender. “I love you…” she said again, with a little gasp, as their arms slipped round each other, embracing, and they kissed once more – harder, this time. Tiasha giggled, happy, and Vuni laughed with her – quietly, so as not to wake the babies. Tiasha carried her down onto the earth ground, and slithered atop her, holding her down with another giggle, her brown eyes shining with emotion. Vuni leaned up to catch a peck on her lips, caught the tip of her nose instead, and laughed, before pulling her down gently for a long, breathless kiss…


The moon rose slowly through the Felaryan sky, casting only the faintest of glows down into the burrow, where two human-sized slug girls made quiet, passionate love, lost in the warmth of their embrace, of their breaths and bodies and feelings merging as one, a wave of simple, intense happiness. Two slug girls in love… They rested, at last, sleeping in each other’s arms. All was quiet – save for the loud gurgles of their active stomachs, noisily digesting what was left of their dinner, a large, shared meal of tomthumbs, insects and sweet berries. The moon continued its ascent, serene and unconcerned by the world below. The children slept on, allowing their mothers to sleep, too, and build up new strength for the day to come.


It was Tiasha who woke first, in the dead of night. She opened her eyes, slowly, and sighed as she wondered what had drawn her from her slumber. Her eyes itched, somewhat to her surprise, and she blinked. Her nose twitched, irritated by the hint of something acrid in the air. She heard a whimper, then the sound of a baby crying, followed by another. She breathed out another sigh, and extricated herself very gently from Vuni’s sleeping embrace. At least two of the babies needed attention. Well, that was hardly unexpected. It had been a long time since she had experienced a full night’s sleep.


Then the scent itched at her nose, more pressingly, and she frowned. It came from outside, of course, and was not entirely unfamiliar. Where had she smelt it before? It seemed to claw at her senses, and she stifled a cough, a little worried. It wasn’t exactly pleasant. Perhaps that was what had troubled the children? She slithered over to them, making gentle, soothing, shushing sounds. Four of them were awake now, and crying or whimpering.


And then she heard the voices. She froze. Several voices, small ones, whispering outside. Her sense of worry increased, and, as the following moments passed by very slowly, she felt the smell, the sting in the air, itching at her nose and throat, was increasing. She recognised it then, her mind emerging from drowsiness, more alert. The memory surfaced from adolescence, when she had come across an abandoned human campsite, and had been fascinated with their fire. She paused, as that thought sank in, and the babies continued to whimper in discomfort, some of them coughing. Fire…


There was a woooshing sound, just outside the burrow. She turned, as she heard a rustle of dry vegetation, a crackle. In the faint glow of the lichen, she saw something had been tossed into their home. Light sparked, in the burrow’s entrance, then erupted in a roar of fire. Some of the babies wailed, frightened. Tiasha yelped, her eyes widening, sharing in their fear. Vuni sat up, coughing.


“Wh… What…?”


“Fire!” Tiasha shouted, horrified. Smoke rushed up to fill the air of the enclosed burrow, billowing out in the darkness now lit by flames. Voices, shouts echoed from outside, confusing and frightening. The stinging in her eyes, nose and throat instantly worsened. Coughing, gasping, she hurried to the children. They were all crying now, affected by the unexpected, by the instinctive knowledge that something was wrong, and most of all by the discomfort of the smoke entering their nose, their little lungs. Vuni scrambled up, coughing hard, and slithered as fast as she could to the babies, while Tiasha picked up the two closest to her.


“There’s… people… outside…” Tiasha gasped, between coughs. “They… must have…”


“We need… to get… them out!” Vuni spluttered, wheezing. Whatever the danger might be outside, the children needed breathable air. Tiasha nodded, the light of the fire highlighting the fear on her face, and slithered as fast as she could up to the crackling, burning dry wood and leaves thrown down into their home, round it and out into the night. Vuni followed, two other babies clutched securely in her arms, her eyes welling up with tears of panic for the children, and sheer discomfort at the half-blinding, acrid smoke. Terror gripped her. They needed to get the babies to safety, fast – and one thing a slug girl did not possess was speed.


What had happened? Her mind, snatched roughly from sleep, was still dazed, disoriented. She sensed, vaguely, that something horrible was happening, or about to happen. Why was there smoke in the burrow? What was–? But there was no time to wonder; only to act. Kissing her two daughters, soothing them as best she could, she slithered past the fire with painful slowness, turning the babies’ faces away from it to offer some feeble protection from the smoke. Fresh air reached her from outside, and she gasped, gulping at it. Behind her, five of her children were trapped in the increasingly smoke-filled burrow, cut off from the night air. Confusion, anger, a ghastly sense of fear; she battled through them, as she followed Tiasha outside, and –


Lights. Pinpricks of lights, ghostly yet hot and dancing in the smoke and darkness. Perhaps a dozen of them, a loose, semi-circular wall around the slug girls. She heard Tiasha draw in a hiss of breath, alarmed, sensing a new threat she could not yet identify. Then the voices again, loud and clear this time.


“Fire!”


There was a series of sharp, small twangs, and a faint wooshing sound. The points of fire hurtled towards them. Acting on instinct, Vuni turned away, shielding her daughters with her body. She felt a sharp, sudden pain, a burning sensation, and a second. Two small, fiery arrows had slammed into her side, one pricking her ribs, the other her tail. She shouted, in pure fear, and one of the babies wailed with fright and confusion. She heard another of her daughters, in Tiasha’s arms, scream, and start sobbing. Tiasha screamed too, a scream of fear, pain and fury.


Outlined against the fire in the burrow behind them, the slug girls were quite visible to their assaillants – small shadows armed with bows and arrows. Shadows calling out to each other, in quick voices, fearful too.


“Did we hit them? We hit them; I’m sure we hit them!”


“They’re not falling over!”


“Fire again! Just fire again! Quickly!”


“They look as if they’re holding babies. We can’t–”


“Kill the babies too! Just fire!”


A hot rage swelled up inside Vuni, almost eclipsing her panic. She had nowhere to go. The burrow was no retreat. She could not leave, in any case; she needed to get rid of the threat, and then return inside for her five children still trapped in the thickening smoke. Shielding the girls in her arms as best she could, she slithered forward to stand beside Tiasha, and faced the threat. She spat, and again, gobs of wet, sticky slime responding to the arrows which hurtled towards her again. Tiasha was doing the same, and there were yells from their attackers. Then the fiery pain of arrows hitting her – one in her arm, narrowly missing her child; two more in her tail, one perilously close to her exposed genitals.


What was going on? Why was this happening? Who was attacking them? Tinies ; it had to be tinies, but why? The questions swirled around her mind, and she pushed them aside, spitting again, as fast as she could, her panic impeding the accuracy of her aim. The two little girls in her arms were both crying now, sensing their mother’s fear and desperate fury. They had no comprehension of danger, but they could feel it.


“It’s not working!” a tiny shouted. A woman’s voice. “Fall back!”


“Hold your ground!” A male shout.


“Our arrows are too small. We should have– Aaargh!” That one shout was smothered by a thick gob of Vuni’s saliva, right on target this time.


“Hold your ground!”


“Vuni, we’ll be all right!” Tiasha gasped, between spits. “We can do this!”


“The babies?” Vuni gasped back, breathless with fear, and coughing in the smoke.


“Nivet’s hurt!”


Vuni’s rage burst out with a scream of fury. She slithered forward, barely thinking, advancing on the tinies. She heard some of them yelp, and saw at least two shadowy forms turn and flee. She ignored them, focusing on those arming their bows with burning arrows. She was hit again –a sharp, burning pain in her tummy–, but by some miracle the babies she was holding remained unhurt. She spat, extinguishing one flame and pinning a tiny down in thick goop. Spat again, and missed. She was dizzy with anger, with terror – a mother, acting on instinct.


Then– Then something else was happening. Two more shadows rushing into sight, much larger. Silent shapes, bearing down on the tinies, causing screams of panic among the miniscule archers.


“Got one… two!” A feminine, mewling laugh of grim satisfaction.


As Vuni reeled in confusion, adrenaline still pumping wildly through her veins, it seemed all of a sudden it was all over. The tinies broke ranks and fled, scattering as fast as they could, while the two mysterious newcomers snatched up those who were too slow.


“Are you all right?” One of the shadows moved up swiftly before her, taking on a more distinct shape in the dark. A neko, a look of concern on her darkish, pretty face. Vuni nodded, still dazed, and coughed.


“Children… in the burrow… smoke…”


“Oh, gods!” The neko’s eyes widened in dismay. Without another word, she rushed past the slug girl, and disappeared into the burrow. Vuni and Tiasha turned to follow her in. The second neko overtook them, dashing inside in turn. Smoke stung at Vuni’s eyes, half-blinding her, as she slithered forward at an agonisingly slow pace. From within the burrow, she could hear the nekos coughing, calling out to each other, along with the children, crying. She reached the entrance, together with Tiasha, and, still carrying her children, moved in, just in time for one of the catgirls to dash out with two slug girl babies in her arms, carrying them out into the night air. The slug girl mothers slithered into the blinding smoke.


“I’ve got… two!” the catgirl still in the burrow rasped.


“Three!” Tiasha shouted, coughing. “Three!”


“Can’t see…” The neko was interrupted by a fit of coughing. “I’ll get these two out!”


“Tiasha, take…” As best she could, Vuni passed one of her babies on to her mate. Coughing hard, arms loaded with three crying, breathless children, Tiasha nodded, and headed back out. Clutching Lidi, trying with her hand to keep the little girl from inhaling too much smoke, Vuni looked around frantically for her ninth child. She did not even know which of the girls she was looking for. Everything was chaos, and terror – crushing, numbing terror.


“Sweety, cry out for…” She stopped, coughing. “Cry out for Mommy!”


Confused, frightened, Lidi cried out in her arms, but there was no sound from the girl lost and unseen somewhere in the smoke. Cold horror gripped at Vuni’s heart, and tears of panic mingled with the tears brought on by the acrid smoke.


“Sweety, where are you?!” she screamed, crying. “Call out to Mommy, please!”


A cough. Weak, chest-rattling, but a cough, signalling the little girl was alive. Vuni slithered frantically towards the sound. It came again, along with a choked little sob. Seconds passed, agonisingly slow. And there she was. Wele, curled up on herself, some distance from where she had been sleeping, coughing her little chest out. Relieved, but still desperate, Vuni snatched her up, balancing her two little girls in her arms, and turned towards the exit. A shadow loomed before her, and she flinched, her aching, tearful eyes widening with sheer instinctive fear.


“It’s ok!” It was one of the catgirls. “Have you got her? Give them to me ; I can get them out faster!”


Vuni hesitated a bare moment, but this was no time to withhold trust. She thrust her coughing, choking children into the neko’s arms, and watched the stranger dash out of the burrow, carrying the babies to safety. She followed, as fast as she could, her lungs burning – and aching with fragile, anxious relief.

* * *


Outside, the adult slug girls and the two nekos moved the babies as far away as they could from the smoke. Their mothers, wrestling with their own emotions, struggled to calm and comfort the nine frightened, breathless babies, and to soothe their breathing. Nivet’s tiny left arm had been struck by a flaming arrow, leaving the little girl in shock with a nasty injury; incensed, her parents did what they could to control her choking sobs of pain and confusion. The nekos, meanwhile, returned to the fire and shovelled earth over it, extinguishing it as quickly as possible, their eyes and lungs burning as they walked half-blind, coughing loudly. Only once the emergency was dealt with did they turn to the agressors.


The latter turned out to have been tomthumbs. Close to two dozen had mustered for the attack on the burrow, but many had fled. The catgirls had caught and eaten several, while others had been pinned down by slug girl saliva. A few of those were now dead, having suffocated with their face covered in thick slime. The slug girls plucked out a survivor, and carried him grimly to the slug girls. They left the remainder of the trapped tinies to whatever fate might befall them.


Vuni was shaking with anger, rocking Wele gently in her arms, as she glared at the captive tomthumb. It was a young man, with short, darkish hair and pale, nervous but defiant green eyes. Nawlia, the catgirl carrying him –and simultaneously digesting several of his companions–, was fairly tall, lithe, with very light brown skin, brown hair and eyes as green as her captive’s. Firill, almost as tall, similar in hue, was just a little plumper, with darker hair, and attractive brown eyes.


“You tried to kill us all!” Vuni seethed, and the tomthumb cringed, before steadying himself.


“You have been killing us all!” he snapped back. “You, and all your kind. Gorging yourselves on us as though we were–” He stopped with a yelp as Nawlia squeezed him in her fist. “You’re crushing me!”


“You’d be lucky if I did!” the catgirl hissed. “I’m going to leave you in the hands of the women whose babies you tried to murder.” She thrust him out towards Vuni, who took him and clenched him tight. He grimaced, trying not to yell in pain.


“Why us?” she demanded. “Did you pick us at random?”


“You… Agh!” He wriggled in her fist. “Your mate ate some of us a few days ago. We foll– followed her slime trail back, found your hole in the ground. We p-planned this… If you’re going to crush me to death, just do it!”


“We have children!” Tiasha cried, tears in her eyes. “How could you do this?” She held Nivet up, showing the baby’s wounded arm. “Look at what you’ve done!”


The tomthumb smirked. “At least we’ve caused you some pain. It’s nothing like what you’ve done to us, and our families.” He jerked his chin towards the child. “She’ll grow up to eat thousands of tinies. If we’d snuffed her out now, so many lives would have been saved.” He glared at them all. He had nothing to lose now. “You’ll never sleep easy, slug girls. Or you, nekos. Out in the darkness, you’ll never know if tinies are watching you, waiting to kill you in your sleep. We’ll defend ourselves. And we’ll kill your childr–” He screamed in agony, as Vuni’s fist tightened, snapping his bones. With a yell of her own, the slug girl flung his shattered but still living body high into the air, away into the darkness. She watched him vanish, her chest heaving with shuddering breaths, tense beyond control. Tiasha gave her a sorrowful, loving look.


“Vuni…” Her voice, too, was tense, thick with tears she was struggling to contain.


“I’m all right…” Vuni gasped.


Firill put a hand gently on her shoulder. “No, you’re not. But you will be. You’ll be ok.”


Vuni gulped, and nodded. She was shivering with the lingering effects of shock, the tomthumb’s ominous words weighing horribly on her mind. She fought to control herself, if only for the babies, and Tiasha.


“Thank you,” she said, with some difficulty. “You probably saved all our lives.”


“I don’t think so,” Nawlia said. “You were doing ok. We just helped a bit on the end.” Her stomach groaned a little, digesting the tomthumbs she had eaten. Vuni and Tiasha both gave her a grateful smile.


“Have you got anywhere to spend the night?” Firill asked. The slug girls looked at each other.


“No,” Tiasha said, softly. “That was our home.”


“We should try and move away, as far as we can,” Vuni said. “More tinies may come.” She hugged Wele protectively close. On the forest ground, keeping close, several of her daughters had drifted back off to sleep, their coughs having subsided.


The catgirls gave each other a quick look. “We’ll stay with you,” Firill said. “At least to see you through the night.”


“Really?” Tiasha’s face brightened a little with a smile of gratitude.


Nawlia nodded. “Besides, you’re right. You need to move away from here. And you can’t carry nine children on your own.”


“Thank you,” Vuni said, softly. She felt suddenly exhausted, as the immediate threat seemed to be gone, and her adrenaline rush faded quite rapidly, draining her. She was still not certain why the nekos had come to their help, but she decided to put it down to a simple act of kindness from strangers. Now was not the time to ask.


Firill picked up two of the children, gently, and looked at their parents.


“Let’s get moving,” she said.


Vuni cast one last, sorrowful glance back towards the burrow, then sighed, and nodded in silence.

* * *


Not for the first time, Vuni cursed her slow pace as they made their way deeper into the forest. The familiar territory now seemed to conceal countless unseen threats, in the dark nightly shadows between the trees. They pressed on for close to two hours, the children sleeping as best they could in the adults’ arms. Nivet’s wound was ugly, and she whimpered softly in her sleep, experiencing pain as she never had before. But she was alive, and she would heal.


The adults spoke little, too tired and tense for conversation. They were all on alert. Never before had tinies seemed like a threat, but now the predators were keeping their senses open for any hint of their presence.


After some hesitation, they agreed to spend what was left of the night in the low branches of a thick, squat tree. The slug girls expressed some concern. What if the babies fell out? The nekos pointed to the thickness of the branches, to the children’s adhesive slime, and to the softness of the ground below. It would not, moreover, be a high fall. The anxious mothers were, initially, unconvinced. If one of the girls fell, she might still be hurt, and she would be vulnerable on the ground. She might even slither off during the night. And wasn’t it dangerous to be in a tree, anyway? What if tomthumbs followed them and set fire to it? It was much too big for such little creatures to burn it, the catgirls soothed. In the end, it was agreed that the adults would take turns staying awake, two by two, to watch over the little ones. Reassured at last, if only partly, the slug girls slithered up the rough bark of the large tree, carrying their infants to the precaurious safety above ground. The nekos scampered up with them, helping them settle the tired, nervous children, under the partial cover of the tree’s thick dark leaves.


The morning’s warm glow found Vuni, curled up fast asleep with three of her babies nestled in the curve of her tail, while Tiasha watched them with a mixture of fondness and worry. The nightmare of the previous hours had lifted a little with the passing of the night’s oppressive darkness, but it lingered nonetheless, squeezing at her heart. She had been worried for their children before, many times, but no threat seemed more real, more ghastly than what those tinies had tried to do. She could still hear that shout, which had reached her confused mind, through the smoke and fear and the crackle of the flames, right at the beginning. ‘Kill the babies too!’ She shivered, tears rising once more to her eyes.


Giving her momentary respite from her fearful thoughts, Nawlia and Firill clambered back up the tree to join her; they had been out looking for breakfast. Firill had an unconscious neera in one hand, and another dangling by the tail from her mouth, while Nawlia was carrying a small pouch made of folded leaves, filled with nuts and a few fruit.


“I knocked the neeras out so they wouldn’t make a noise and wake the little ones,” Firill whispered. “Want one?”


“Yes, please,” Tiasha whispered back. Her insides felt tense, and she was a little sick from the events of the previous night, but she knew she was hungry, and that she had to eat. She had to keep fit, especially at this time, and skipping meals would only weaken her. She took the female neera Firill handed to her, put the small creature in her mouth, and gulped her down. Firill dropped the other neera –a male– unceromoniously onto the branch. Vuni would eat him when she woke up.


“How’s Nivet?” Nawlia asked, with gentle concern.


“Asleep. She was whimpering during the night. Thanks,” Tiasha added, as the neko handed her some nuts and fruit. “I think she’ll be all right, physically, but we need to get her onto the ground, so that the earth can heal her.” Anger crept into her voice. “I hope this doesn’t leave them traumatised.”


“They have loving parents to look after them,” Firill whispered, with a soft smile. “I’m sure the trauma won’t be permanent.”


“I hope you’re right.” Tiasha returned the smile, weakly. “Thank you so much, both of you. You’ve been so very kind.”


“That’s all right.” Firill settled, sitting down and crossing her legs. “We have to look out for one another.”


“But I’d never heard of nekos rushing in to save slug girls.” Tiasha crunched on a few nuts, despite her lack of appetite.


Nawlia gave a soft laugh, and sat beside Firill. “We weren’t going to let you die just because you’re not our own species.”


Firill nodded her agreement. “My mum always said, the law in the jungle is very simple. If it’s smaller than you, it’s food. If it’s bigger than you, it’s danger. If it’s your own size, it’s a friend.” She smiled. “I think if everyone followed that philosophy, we’d all be a lot safer.”


Tiasha nodded, smiling more warmly now. “I think you’re right. I’d never heard it said quite like that before.” She paused. “So you two are…” She trailed off questioningly.


Firill grinned, and turned to give Nawlia’s neck a brief but sensuous lick. Nawlia giggled, and nuzzled against her. Tiasha smiled.


“Have you got a tribe? Or do you wander around on your own?”


“We’re from different clans,” Nawlia explained. “We traditionally mate outside our own clan. So we’re all spread about quite a bit. We don’t all live together. But we know where to find clan members, if we need them.”


“We have stories,” Firill added, “which say that long ago, our ancestors lived in villages. That was when there were fewer giant predators around. Now it’s not safe to congregate too much. We get eaten by dridders, and chilotaurs, and… well, giant slug girls. A lot.”


“There’s a giant naga, too,” Nawlia said. “She hunts around here. Or at least, she used to. She almost got me, once.”


Tiasha nodded, sombrely. “We’ve met her.” Before she could elaborate, she heard crying. One of the babies was awake. “Excuse me,” she said. The catgirls smiled, and she slithered over to tend to her child.

* * *


The still worried parents allowed the babies to sleep in a while, then raised those who were still slumbering. They could not remain too long too close to where their burrow had been attacked. Having slithered down from the tree, they breastfed their still sleepy little ones as they began to move on, further away from their abandoned home.


The catgirls mostly stayed with them, but spoke little; unnecessary talk was never a good idea in the forest, as it tended to attract unwelcome (sometimes lethal) attention. Occasionally, they walked ahead to make sure there were no immediate threats, and at one point, late in the morning, Firill returned with a large leaf coated in plant sap. She explained the sap had soothing properties to help heal burns, and the grateful slug girls tied it round Nivet’s arm, kissing her softly.


“How long will you stay with us?” Tiasha asked, eventually. The nekos glanced at each other.


“Until you’ve settled somewhere safe,” Nawlia said. “We can’t just leave you out in the open. And anyway, you can’t carry all the babies on your own.”


The slug girls smiled their thanks. In the nekos’ arms, several of the children were resting, or wriggling a little and looking up at the strange but kind women who were now looking after them. They seemed comfortable enough, and the catgirls did not even seem to mind the slime on their hands and forearms. Vuni and Tiasha felt their hearts swell with a same gentle warmth. After the horrors of the night, such kindness did them a world of good.

* * *


The nekos supplied the midday meal again, catching a few rodents which they shared around, and supplementing them with edible plants. The ‘hunt’ was cooperative, in a sense, as Vuni suggested the nekos should backtrack and check their slime trail, where they did indeed discover a few trapped creatures. The small group stopped, occasionally, resting in the shade of trees as the afternoon heat rose. Vuni and Tiasha were not used to such long treks, particularly under strain, and the catgirls adapted to their extremely slow pace.


“So, your people used to build houses?” Vuni asked, during one of their stops.


Seeming both surprised and pleased at her new friend’s curiosity, Nawlia nodded.


“Some members of my clan have maintained the knowledge. Theoretically, at least. It wouldn’t be safe to actually build anything. It would attract all the predators in the area.” Sitting on a thick root, beside her mate, she leaned down to pick up a twig, and used it to poke and tickle Firill playfully behind the ear. The darker-haired neko squirmed, and grinned, responding with a playful nibble on her girlfriend’s ear.


“But do you still make things?” Vuni asked. “I mean, tools, or… Stuff to carry things, perhaps?”


The catgirls stopped their mutual teasing, and looked at her with interest.


“We carve wood, sometimes. We make bowls…” She gestured with her hands to signify what a bowl was. “It helps us carry food, or water.”


Vuni was visibly fascinated. “You have tools?”


Firill laughed. “We scavange those from abandoned human campsites, or caravans. It’s amazing the things humans bring with them into Felarya – and those things are just left there when the humans get eaten.”


“Why do you ask?” Nawlia inquired, smiling.


“She lived for a while with humans,” Tiasha said. Close by, Delni had begun to slither off, attracted by a colourful butterfly, and Amyeh was following her adventurous sister. Tiasha reached over, picked them both up, and brought them back within close supervision of the adults. Undeterred, Delni began to examine the weeds growing between the tree’s roots. Some of the other babies were also slithering around, little interested in rest, but their parents kept them from straying.


“Really?” Now Nawlia was truly intrigued. “I didn’t think slug girls travelled very much.”


“We don’t. I was… I was out hunting one day when there was this brightness all of a sudden, and a tingling, which made me dizzy. Then I found myself in a human village.”


“Wow.” The catgirls exchanged another glance. “What did you do?”


“Well, there was a kind human family who took me in. They’d never seen a slug girl before. They lived in stone houses, with several areas… rooms… And they had patches of land where they cultivated plants, working all together. So I worked and lived with them. And I saw all the different things they make, and… It was quite amazing.” She paused, thinking back. “It was like a whole different life.”


“I bet,” Firill said, impressed.


“Weren’t they scared of predators?” Nawlia asked.


“No, that’s the thing. There were no predators. They lived without fear. There were a few giant nagas, but they were at peace with the humans.”


“That sounds idyllic,” Firill remarked. “How far away is this place?” She smiled.


Vuni returned the smile, a little wistfull. “I’m not sure. They thought there was probably a… a big stretch of water between us. Between their land and ours. Really, really a lot of water. But then one day I found myself back here, so…” She shrugged.


“Have you thought of trying to get back there?” Nawlia asked. “I know I would, if I were you.”


“We’ve… talked about it.” She looked at Tiasha. “But we don’t even know what direction to go in. And we’d be travelling for a very long time through unknown land. And I don’t see how we can carry the babies. It’s all too dangerous.” She reached down to take a twig off Wele, who had been putting it in her mouth. “Don’t do that, precious,” she told her daughter gently. Wele looked up at her with curious eyes, and giggled, gripping her mother’s hand. Vuni smiled, and picked her up, rocking her gently in her arms.


“I suppose you’re right.” Firill shrugged. “Your humans were born lucky. We’ll never have that level of safety.”


“No… But maybe we can have some of the other things they have. Build a better life for ourselves here.” She kissed her daughter, who wriggled and smiled.


“How?” Nawlia asked, curious.


“I… I don’t know,” Vuni admitted, slowly. “But it’s been playing round my mind.”


“Maybe it’s best to make do with what we have,” Nawlia suggested.


“Even if there are ways to improve the lives of those we love?” Vuni asked.


Nawlia glanced at her girlfriend, and smiled. “You have a point,” she conceded. She stood, and stretched a little. “Shall we move on?”


“Fine by me,” Vuni said, and Tiasha nodded. Together, the four of them collected the slug babies –some of whom had been getting restless–, and nestled them comfortably in their arms. They began walking (or slithering) once more.


“We should probably be quiet ag–” Nawlia began, until her words morphed into a sudden scream. Legs kicking, she was abruptly lifted into the air, still holding Niven and Shalil in her arms. The others looked up in shock. The catgirl was captive between giant beige fingers, attached to a massive hand, itself attached to an arm which led –as they followed it with their gaze– to an equally giant torso, topping what had seemed, moments earlier, like an innocuous tree. The tree had a head, a face, pretty and youthful, with a flow of dark brown hair. The face smiled, happily.


“Do you know how long I waited for you to finish your conversation and start walking into my range? That was very frustrating.” She grinned. “But I’ve got you now, so that’s ok.”


“No!” Tiasha yelled, while Vuni stared, speechless and horrified. They had been utterly oblivious to the dryad’s presence.


“Let her go!” Firill shouted.


“No,” the dryad said, and pouted. “Have you any idea how rare it is for me to catch nekos? I’m eating you, and that’s that. And I’m going to enjoy you.”


Tiasha and Vuni screamed, together, as the treegirl lifted the neko to her lips.


“Waitwaitwait!!” Nawlia howled, breathless. “P-pl-please let me put the children down!”


The dryad held her up, and paused, confused. Down on the ground, Firill was carefully putting down Daaja and Wele. Just in case the dryad snatched her up, too.


“You’re not going to try and plead for yourself?” the predator asked.


In her hand, Nawlia was pale. “Of c-course I am. I’m t-t-terrified. But p-please… Don’t hurt the children!” She gasped, as the dryad brought her closer to her face, examining her.


“They’re not your children,” she remarked. “They’re not nekos.” She paused. “How old are they?”


“I don’t kn-know. Young. Very young. They’re s-still being breastfed. Please… Let them go?”


The dryad glared at her, as though irritated by this complication posed by her food, then sighed. She looked down at the others.


“I’m going to regret asking this, but… What’s the story here?”


Vuni looked back up at her, startled. This was unexpected. It took her a moment to compose herself, and not to let surprise snatch this opportunity away.


“Tiasha and I were attacked!” she said, quickly. “Nawlia and Firill, the nekos, are helping us move our children to a safer place. Please, don’t hurt anyone!”


The dryad frowned. “Right.” She bit her lip, and looked hesitant. She really was quite young – barely out of adolescence, with a youthful softness to her face. “Why can things never be simple? All I wanted was a nice meal.” There was a definite complaint in her voice, and she sighed again. “OK. You can put the babies down. Then I’ll eat you, and the other neko, and the slug girls can go.”


“Th-thank you,” Nawlia said, with a shudder.


With an air of reluctance, the dryad lowered her, until she could pass the two babies to a sorrowful Firill, who in turn placed them on the ground. Then the dryad lifted her up again, prompting a little yelp.


“Wait!” Vuni cried.


The dryad paused, with Nawlia poised over her half-open mouth. “What?” she asked, annoyed.


“If… If you eat the nekos, we won’t be able to carry our babies to safety.”


The tree-girl scowled. “What are you talking about?”


“We can’t carry them all, just the two of us! We need Nawlia nd Firill… and they’ve been helping us; please! They’re here, now, because they were kind to us. It’s not fair if they get eaten, and we still need them! Please, if only for our children’s sake! And… and they’re our friends!” She was close to babbling, and she knew it, but she hoped the sincerity of emotion in her voice, its earnest urgency, would carry some weight with the young, hesitant dryad.


The tree-girl closed her eyes for a moment, and breathed out a sigh of frustration, between softly attractive lips.


“You’re making things complicated again,” she complained. “Sometimes I wish food just wouldn’t talk. It would be a lot easier.” She paused, uncertain. “All right,” she said at last. “I’ll eat this one” –she held up Nawlia– “but you can keep the other one.”


“No!” Firill exclaimed.


“Firill…” Pale, shaken, Nawlia looked down at her. “Just go. Please, my love, go. Before she changes her mind.”


“No.” Firill stood her ground. “You’re not taking her from me. Or from these children!” she added, as an afterthought.


“Now, come on,” the dryad said. She sounded almost pleading. “This is fair. I have one; you have one. We’re sharing.”


“She’s our friend!” Tiasha gasped out, indignant.


“Well, you should learn to share your friends,” the dryad said, sulky. “It’s rather selfish of you to want to keep them all to yourself. Especially when they’re so tasty!” She smiled, raising Nawlia to her lips once more, and extended her tongue, giving the frightened catgirl’s bare legs a brief lick. “Mmm!” she exclaimed, appreciatively. “Do you even know how flavourful you are?” Another smile, as she made up her mind. “I’m definitely eating you.” She opened her mouth.


All four of the adults screamed. The dryad ignored them, lowering her delicious meal into her mouth. She licked the neko’s legs again as she did so, a foretaste of pleasure to come, anticipating the full blossoming of her flavour. She lowered her in to her knees, then closed her lips around  her, no longer holding her between her fingers. Slowly, she began to suck her in, relishing every new inch of the creature’s delicious body, her frantic wriggles tickling her tongue and lips.


Then she heard crying. Part of it, not surprisingly, was coming from her food. The neko was crying with fear, little shivers of despair wracking her tiny body. And part of it was coming from the other neko, distraught at seeing her mate being eaten. Such tears made the dryad a little uncomfortable, but they were, after all, a fact of life. Nekos were meant to be eaten, and that was that. They didn’t want to be eaten, but they were delicious, and if they wandered within her grasp, they were clearly made for her. It was all very simple.


But then she saw that one of the slug girls was also trying to comfort one of her babies, who was bawling her little eyes out, as though traumatised.


She probably just wanted to be fed, or to attract attention, or something. But it had been many years since the dryad had heard a baby cry. And something about it gave her pause – with the neko lodged in her mouth up to her chest, pushing desperately at her lips.


She hesitated, once more.


Finally, she exhaled a sigh through her nostrils, the air blowing at the neko’s hair. She withdrew the wet catgirl from her mouth, much to the latter’s surprise.


“Look,” she said, plaintively. “I’m hungry, and your friend is the tastiest thing I’ve had in… um, in a very long time. Please, can I have her? Or do you really, really, really need her?”


The three adults on the ground were looking up at her with unconcealed astonishment… which soon gave way to something else.


“We really need her!” one slug girl shouted, urgently.


“We need her, we need her!” the other yelped, at the same time.


“Please, yes, we need her, really, really!” the catgirl cried. “Really really really!”


They seemed quite unanimous. Unhappily, the dryad looked at the soaked, bedraggled and very frightened neko in her hand. Then, with a grimace, she put her down on the ground.


“Oh, all right.”


The small creatures’ fearful pleas turned to cries of joy and relief, as they embraced their shaken friend, the other neko weeping fresh tears, hugging her tight.


“Thank you!” one of the slug girls said, with an awkward but warm smile. “Thank you.”


“It’s a meal wasted,” the young tree-girl muttered. “I’m too sentimental.” A thought struck her. “I don’t suppose, when you’ve finished with her, you could bring her back?” she asked, hopeful. “I’d like to eat her at some point, if you don’t mind.”


The other neko glared at her, and dragged her rescued mate quickly out of the dryad’s reach.


“No, that’s not going to be possible,” the red-haired slug girl said, cautious. “I think, uh, we’re going to go now.” 


“Well, it was nice meeting you.” The dryad gave a pleasant smile. “Do you live nearby?”


“We… used to.” The blond slug girl hesitated. “We were forced out of our home.”


“With your babies?” the tree-girl gave a little gasp, dismayed. “You poor things!” She offered them a look of genuine sympathy. “Where are you going now, then?”


“We don’t know.”


“Vuni…” The redhead shook her head, cautioning her mate. “Let’s go.”


“You’ve got nowhere to go?”


“We’ll find somewhere,” the blond said. “We’ll be all right. As long as we have Firill and Nawlia to help us. So thank you for not eating them.” She managed a smile. “We’ll be on our way, now. Don’t worry about us.” She adjusted her hold on the babies she was cradling.


A thoughtful expression came across the dryad’s face. For a while, she was silent, as the slug girls carried their babies over to the nekos, and then picked up the others and prepared to depart. Then, just as they were slithering off, she called out to them.


“Wait,” she said, pensively.


They turned back, wary.


“What?” the redhead slug girl asked.


“You need somewhere safe, right?”


The small creatures exchanged looks.


“Yes…” the redhead said, cautiously, as though expecting a trap.


“Then you can stay here!” the dryad smiled. “There’s plenty of room between my roots for things as small as you. And nothing will come and hurt you, if I’m here.” She puffed out her chest, looking quite sure of herself, her smallish, cute breasts perking proudly. The creatures stared at her.


“You must be joking!” the neko she had not tried to eat exclaimed, incredulous.


“No, I’m not. If you’re looking for somewhere safe, then this is ideal.” She smiled, a little hesitant.


The other neko –still wet with her saliva– shook her head. “Why would you want to help them?”


“Well… Why not?” The dryad frowned, puzzled. “Why wouldn’t I want to help them?”


“That’s…” the blond began, and trailed off, her own expression thoughtful.


“Because we’re food, to people like you?” the dry neko, with darker hair, said. 


“Well, you are,” the dryad agreed. “But slug girls aren’t.” She grimaced. “I’ve never eaten any myself, but I know a girl who made the mistake of swallowing one, once. And then of course she couldn’t throw up. She had the most awful tummy pains and indigestion, poor thing. Every dryad in the network knows not to eat slug girls.”


“So you…” the blond said. “You’re really offering us shelter?”


“Yes.” The dryad put on what she hoped was her most welcoming smile.


“For.. how long?”


“For as long as you need it.” She smiled again. “It’ll be nice to have company. People to talk to. I mean, I have the other dryads in the network, but I don’t often see the people I talk to. Plus, you’re so little, and kind of sweet.” She grinned. “If you stay long enough, I’ll even see your babies grow up. That would be… I think I’d really like that.”


“Oh.” The blond frowned, thoughtful. She seemed to have trouble wrapping her mind round the idea.


“You’re not just trying to get Firill and Nawlia to walk back within your reach?” the redhead asked, suspicious.


“No. I promise.”


“You won’t eat them? Ever?”


“I promise.” A pause. “I won’t eat them… except if one day you all agree to let me.” An awkward grin. “Maybe I can talk you into it. They are food, after all.”


Again, the four looked at one another.


“She may be lying,” the wet neko said, with a little shiver. “I wouldn’t just give my trust to something that can eat me.”


“That’s true, but… you don’t have to come near,” the blond slug girl pointed out. “Tiasha and I can shelter with the babies in her roots, and you don’t have to come within her reach. I mean, with this, we don’t have to be a burden on you any more. You can still come and see us, staying out of her reach, but we don’t need you to… to put yourselves in danger for us any more. Or carry the little ones around.”


“So if you don’t need them, can I eat them?” the dryad piped in, hopeful. “Or at least one of them?”


“No,” the redhead said, firmly. “Sorry, but no.”


“Are you going to stay here, then?” the dark-haired neko asked, gravely.


“I…” The blond hesitated. “I think we should,” she said, carefully, looking at her mate. The latter took a moment longer to consider it, before nodding quietly. 


The dryad’s face brightened, delighted. “Lovely! I’ve never had little people like you staying with me.” She giggled, her eyes lighting up. “You know, this is actually quite exciting!”


The blond slug girl smiled, seemingly despite herself. The redhead looked up at her, far more serious.


“I’m not sure you know what you’re letting yourself in for. The babies cry a lot. Including at night. You’d better prepare for some sleepless nights. Don’t say we didn’t warn you.”


“That’s… that’s ok,” the tree-girl said, after just a brief moment of hesitation.


“And some of them may suck on your roots,” the blond added with a half-smile. “Or tug at them.”


“That won’t hurt,” the dryad assured them. “I don’t mind.”


“Well…” the redhead said, and looked at her mate. “Then… I suppose…”


The wet neko smiled. “Well… This isn’t what I’d have expected, but I suppose it’ll keep you safe. We’re glad for you.”


“Thank you.” The slug girls returned the smile.


“If you, uh… While you get yourselves settled in,” the other neko offered, “Nawlia and I will go and find us all some dinner.”


“Oh… Well no, you don’t have to do that any more,” the redhead told her.


“No, we insist,” Nawlia said. “It’s no trouble.”


“Well… Thank you, then.” The blond smiled, broadly. “You’re really kind.”

* * *


It felt a little strange, slithering down into the snug yet roomy space between the broad roots of the giant, sentient tree woman – who introduced herself as Paem. Tiasha whispered her quiet concern that the dryad might somehow eat them through her roots while they slept, but Vuni was –somewhat to her own surprise– rather inclined to trust her. She was not the first stranger to be kind to her. Bajen and his family had once done the same, offering her a home, while Nawlia and Firill had also demonstrated great kindness, expecting nothing in return. Even Katrika, the dreaded naga, had released Tiasha once, upon noticing that the slug girls had very young children. The more people she met, the more Vuni was beginning to feel, confusedly, that this was not an entirely cruel and heartless world. When she placed trust in creatures who weren’t even of her own species, she had not yet found cause to regret it.


It was an encouraging, heart-warming thought.


Deposited on the soft earth, some of the babies were resting, while others had started crawling around, exploring their strange new home with wide-eyed curiosity.


“Do you think we’ll be all right here?” Tiasha asked.


Vuni opened her mouth to answer – but no immediate reply came. “We’ll see,” she said at last, and gave a faint smile. Tiasha managed a smile too, looking round. Smallish roots protruded here and there from the earth wall, and she slithered over to touch one, thoughtful.


“You know, we could hang things from these…”


“Such as?” Vuni aksed, curious.


“Well… You’ve talked about us making baskets, or pots.” They exchanged a tender smile.


There was a slight scrabbling sound from outside, and for a moment their smiles froze as they both tensed. They relaxed as the two nekos lowered themselves into their new hideout.


“Dinner!” Firill announced, cheerfully. She was carrying several fruit in her arms.


“We backtracked along your slime trails,” Nawlia added, smiling. “We ate along the way, so this is all for you. Look at what we found!” She held up two wriggling prey. The slug girls slithered over with interest.


In one hand, the catgirl was holding a small lizard-like creature, a blueish green reptile, which squirmed, trying ineffectually to snap at her fingers. In the other, she carried an equally wriggling, tiny naga.


“Oh!” Vuni’s eyes brightened. “That’s a nice find. We don’t see many of those.”


“And that’s not all. Take a closer look.” Nawlia grinned. She lifted the minuscule snake-girl up higher. “See that big bulge in her tail? This greedy little thing has eaten a tiny. A tomthumb, or a neera. Almost as tall as her! You can see its shape inside her.”


“Let me go!” the naga pleaded, thrashing. “Come on, this isn’t nice!” There was unmistakable fear in her voice. Vuni licked her lips, hungrily.


“Are you sure you don’t want her yourself?”


“Thanks, but we’ve had a our fill. This one’s for you.”


Tiasha smiled. “May I?” Nawlia nodded, and handed her the wriggling creature. Tiasha approached her girlfriend, smiling playfully. “Does my love want her dinner, then? Hmm?”


Vuni laughed. “Ooh, don’t use that look on me! Or that voice.” She grinned. “You know what it does to me.”


“Well, I should hope so.” Tiasha laughed in turned. “Open up, love! Show me those pretty lips.”


Vuni giggled, and did as she was told. Tiasha winked, beaming, and lowered the wailing naga into her beloved’s waiting mouth. Vuni closed her lips round the tiny creature’s waist, and began to suck her in. Smiling, Tiasha accepted the other reptile from Nawlia, and ate it while her mate enjoyed the still squirming snake-girl.


Vuni sucked at the wriggling tail. When she came to the lump, she worked her lips round it, and paused to enjoy it, wondering briefly what exactly it might be. Whether neera or tomthumb, it was about to have the unenviable distinction of being digested in two stomachs at the same time. She sucked it in, and slurped up the final centimetres of the naga’s twitching tail, before gulping her down, a visible lump passing down her throat. She breathed out a little sigh of satisfaction, and smiled.


“That was nice. Thank you for that.” Inside her, the naga was making a futile attempt to slow her headlong descent, but the oesophagal muscles worked her down relentlessly, delivering her with a plop into Vuni’s empty stomach. The unfortunate creature continued to wriggle, offering the slug girl a pleasant tickle inside her tummy.


“You’re welcome,” Nawlia smiled back, and glanced at Firill. “We’ll leave you to get settled in for your first night, I think… If that’s ok, we’ll call round tomorrow, to see how you’re doing.”


“That’s more than ok,” Tiasha assured them, smiling warmly.


“You’re friends now,” Vuni agreed. “You’ve done so much for us; I only hope we can repay you in some way.” She slithered forward to embrace Nawlia in a hug. The catgirl laughed, hugging her in turn.


“You just keep those adorable little ones of yours safe, and raise them well,” she said.


Slug girls and nekos shared a few more hugs, then the cat girls were scrambling out of the burrow, leaving the young family to their new home.


There was little opportunity to relax right away, as the children needed tending to, tired yet excitable in these unfamiliar surroundings. Eventually, their parents had them settled together in a comfortable corner of their hideout, bundled together, slithering over one another in one big slimy cuddle.


Watching them fondly, Tiasha and Vuni lulled them to sleep with a bedtime story, and soon the little slug girls were yawning, and snuggling down, resting their sleepy heads on one another’s tail, enveloped in the warmth of one another’s body. Eventually, they were all asleep, their quiet breathing soft music to their mothers’ ears. The latter slithered away a short distance, to whisper without waking them.


“I hope we’re doing the right thing,” Tiasha said quietly, her gaze lingering on their sleeping babies. All nine of them, safe and sound, so far. Still far too young to understand the countless dangers of the world in which they lived.


“I think we are,” Vuni whispered back. “I really think so.”


“I suppose… We’re probably safer here than we were in our old burrow.”


“Much safer,” Vuni agreed, and ran her fingers softly through her beloved’s long ginger hair. As she did so, her stomach gurgled, working hard at digesting the naga. Tiasha smiled at her, took her hand, and kissed it, looking her in the eyes.


“Maybe this has turned out to be a good thing, then.”


“Maybe it has.” Vuni slithered closer, and caressed her face, holding her gaze, her eyes bright with tender feelings.


“I’m going to miss that burrow, though… We had good memories there.”


“Yes.” Vuni kissed her, softly, on the lips, and Tiasha caressed her bare shoulder, gently. “But we’ll make new memories here. As the children grew up.”


Tiasha nodded, with a little smile. “We’re all still together.”


“And we’ve got new friends.”


Tiasha gave a soft laugh. “Yes, we have… It’s been quite a day.” Vuni’s tummy rumbled, wetly. Blorp. Grrlglug. Tiasha stroked it softly, soothing her beloved’s digestion. “We should get some sleep. Tomorrow, we’re going to have to start adjusting to this new place.”


Vuni nodded. It would not be a mere formality. They would have to chart their new territory, get to know it, identify any threats and familiarise themselves with it fully, become atune with it, so as to be aware of anything out of the ordinary.


“Come on, then.” Tugging gently at her arm, Tiasha settled on the soft earth, pulling Vuni in to lie beside her. Giggling, they exchanged another kiss.


“Maybe the children will actually sleep all the way through the night, in a new environment,” Vuni whispered with a smile. Tiasha responded with a soft laugh.


“I wouldn’t count on it.” She snuggled up closer to her, wrapping her arm round her, their bodies sharing their warmth. “Good night, love.”


“Good night,” Vuni said lovingly, and kissed her once more, softly, before closing her eyes.


Night fell on Bulvon Wood, the faint rays of a slim moon filtering faintly through the roots of a young dryad, barely reaching the family of sleeping slug girls. All was quiet in the burrow, save for the soft sound of breathing, and the noisy gurgle of active, hard-working stomachs.


As they slept, some of the roots around them twitched, just a little, while the dryad stretched and yawned. She looked down, peering into the gaps between her roots, for a glimpse of her little guests. She smiled, fondly. Today’s events had been unexpected. She had some regrets about not eating that rather tasty catgirl, but in the end it had encouraged this sweet little family to nestle down in her care. Perhaps tomorrow, they could talk, and she would get to know them a little better. That would certainly be more eventful than most of her days. And she still hoped she could talk those catgirls into accepting their place on the foodchain.


She breathed out a little giggle of excitement, her leaves rustling softly. She was looking forward to tomorrow… after a good night’s sleep.


She closed her eyes, and allowed herself to rest, basking with a smile in the soft moonlight.

THE END

