Deserts

Desert grows: woe unto him that harbours deserts!

—Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

The sky is an upturned bowl, its colour the blue of the sea at high noon. Distant clouds are brush-strokes, insubstantial and unmoving. A static sun—impossibly large—burns orange above the horizon, throwing the walker's shadow black over the shining silver sand of the desert. The figure walks towards the sun. If his rough wooden sandals leave footprints, they do not survive his shadow.

When Quaero awakens into his vision he finds himself walking. The sudden knowledge of where he is fills his heart with joy. Despite the bone-deep ache in his limbs, despite the thirst that furs his tongue, he knows that this is the revelation he has prayed for these past few weeks in his little hermit-pit. The hot wind picks up sand and cuts at his skin like a knife, blowing relentlessly from the sun he knows he must approach. 

But this is crisis. This is a challenge posed by himself to himself. On this desert he must prove his devotion and purity to a remote God. The dead wind pounds on his chest, sending the heavy robes of his order streaming behind him, threatening to unbalance him. Rocks and boulders lay strewn about the landscape, and shifting sand slips madly beneath his weary feet. When he surveys the path towards the sun, he rocks with vertigo: the horizon rushes up to meet him, perfectly clear despite the immense distance.

He closes his eyes and concentrates. Clarity. By long practice, he turns his mind from the pressure, the heat on his skin, the sand in his eyelashes. He turns his mind to a trance within a trance, and he opens his mouth to sing for the joy of it. 

*

Presently, though in his trance Quaero cannot sense the passage of time, he became aware of someone walking beside him. Its shadow marched alongside his. He greeted it with love, for he knew it was a part of him.

It said: “Recall the statue in the shrine by the mountain lake?”

Quaero smiled to recognise his own voice. He walked with his fear. “I was only a young boy when I saw it. It was no statue, but a man.”

“The shell of a man, wasted away, his skin turned to teak by fasting and the poisonous tea that he drank to the exclusion of all else.” Quaero's fear stared forwards with squinted eyes. A hand at his chest scrunched taut his robes, fighting the pitiless wind.

Quaero coughed. “He did have a certain resinous quality. Why do you mention him?”

“You know full well, Quaero. You have drunk that tea for six weeks now. Six weeks of exile to that hole in the ground. Before that, a thousand days wandering the forest, barely surviving on nuts and roots.”

Quaero lowered his eyes modestly. “I have lost a little weight.”

His fear stared at him with contempt. “Do you remember how his ribs met his spine? Do you remember the fragility of his desiccated arms? The eyes sunk so far into their sockets that the eyelids hung flat?” The words pulled memories of childhood awe to the forefront of Quaero's mind. A spasm of pain passed his face. His lungs, full of dry twigs; and oh! the hunger, long accustomed, that grew until it swallowed up his will, until speaking the prayers hurt so much that he could only mouth the words...

Quaero stilled his mind. He let the recent memory of sensation pass through him and was calm.

After some time he said, “Recall the people visiting the shrine. Remember the hope it brings to them and their families. Remember the smile on the dead saint's face.”

His fear laughed bitterly, and spat into the sand. Quaero wondered idly if it would leave a mark on the terrifying vastness of the plain. “He was no saint.”

This perturbed Quaero. “Of course he was. If he had failed, his flesh would have putrefied. Instead, it was preserved—”

“Nevertheless, that man failed. Here is your first revelation. Stare into the burning eye of the immanent God and know its truth: that man failed.”

Quaero gasped, for he saw the truth of it. “Then what—”

“You play for greater stakes than you know, holy man. If you cross this desert you will receive a waking glimpse of the undying glory of God. You will become a prophet.”

Quaero stared straight ahead. “A prophet!”

His fear nodded. “The man you saw faced the same challenge as you, and he died. As did the man before him, and so on, until humans were not yet humans. Worse than died. It is a terrible wager you take, Quaero.”

Fear touched him then, and in a numb voice he asked, “What is the price of failure?”

“You fly too high, Icarus. The heat of the sun will melt your wings. Only if you can escape the gravity of your petty body and mind can you hope to succeed. If you fall, you can bet there will be someone waiting to catch you.”

Quaero looked out across the plain. The little shadows of the boulders and rocks suddenly seemed peopled by invisible eyes. The expanse of the desert hummed with vague malevolence, unfocussed, but real.

They walked together, him and his fear, in silence. But, saint or not, prophet or not, Quaero had not chosen his path lightly. At length, his jaw grew tight.

“I thank you for this revelation. I will gladly accept God's judgement. For the greater good of—”

His fear spoke sternly. “Do not be so arrogant. It is not God's judgement, but your own. You are heavy with guilt. If you can even permit yourself to approach him, then you have a hope of attracting his attention. But if you cannot, you have certainly gained the attention of other creatures.”

As Quaero was considering what he had learned a voice whispered something faint behind him. He whipped around to see nothing but desert, stretching endlessly away from the sun. Imperious, hiding the quaver in his voice, he called out: “Who said that? Who is there?” The desert swallowed his words. There were no echoes in this place. “Did you hear that? I could have sworn I heard someone say `guilt'.”

His fear lay a hand upon his arm. “You must not give them power over you.” The contact gave Quaero courage, which amused him faintly. He opened his mouth to speak, and was surprised to find the familiar figure gone, though he was reminded by a tremor in his hands that his fear was still, in a very real sense, with him. 

He resolved not to look behind himself and wordlessly set off towards the sun.

*

Quaero thought long and hard about what he had learned. His heart shrank from the enormity of the revelation whenever he chanced to think of it, so he turned his mind to more familiar contemplation of the nature of God. 

The universe was cold, Quaero knew, and empty. The body of the Earth spun recklessly about an idiot sun that screamed its rage to a distant and largely deaf audience. Around them, unreachable, lay other suns, and perhaps other worlds, spinning according to understood mechanical principles. More distant still, other clusters of suns receded from sight like sparks from long-dead fireworks, separated by incomprehensible distances. The universe was intricate clockwork built and maintained by a dispassionate watchmaker.

That watchmaker was God. God who loved order. The silent God who did not answer those who called to him. 

And yet, uniquely as far as they knew, the Earth bore life. Life gave rise to thought. Somehow, locked in each human skull, was machinery capable of forming causal models of the most distant reaches of the universe. By pure thought was the universe understood. There was beauty in it, but it was a harsh beauty: the eye was ever drawn with the march of time towards the inexorable winding-down of this clockwork universe—its heat death. Trapped in flesh, the gift of pure thought perceived its own sad dissolution, and nihilism infected the spirit. 

God lived in pure thought, divorced of accidental flesh. Suppose Quaero were given a glimpse into that mind of minds. What might he bring back to the world? Might they free themselves from the wheel of entropy? Might they come to view the universe as—

“What are you thinking about?”

The voice—barely a whisper—broke both his train of thought and his step. It came from behind him and he had to fight to quell the impulse to look around. While he gathered his wits the voice spoke again.

“You were excited. Moreso than you have been since you came to this place. What were you thinking about?”

“I was contemplating matters divine,” intoned Quaero, thinking furiously. Male or female? Did he recognise the voice?

“The divine stands before you,” answered the voice sardonically. “You have merely to look up and burn out your eyes.”

Quaero's gaze remained on the treacherous sand. “You are the voice that spoke earlier.”

“Yes.” This time the voice spoke from his right, hidden in the shadow of a dust-blown boulder. Its source lay at the very periphery of his vision: he formed the impression of a figure swaddled in black clothing.

His eyes twitched nervously away before more detail could resolve. “Who are you?” 

“Who was that man you were walking with?” 

Female. It became immediately clear. A deep and strong woman's voice. How could he have thought otherwise? “My fear.”

His unseen companion laughed. “Then perhaps am I your desire.”

Quaero smirked and stepped over a low rock. “If you were a part of me then surely you would have known what I was thinking. You are outside of me; an intruder.”

The speaker now appeared to be keeping step with him, a handful of paces behind him and to his right. “Your fear walked beside you, but you push me away. Perhaps your desire has always been an intruder: something you run from.” 

Quaero's mouth grew stiff and he didn't answer. When the woman behind him spoke again it was with a smile in her voice. “Ah... Is this the cause of your guilt?”

“I will give you no power over me.” His pace quickened through the sand.

As he drew away she called after him. “You must let go of your guilt before you may succeed!” Softer, as if mostly to herself: “In the end, you will let everything go.”

*

It took him a long time to calm himself, but time was one thing he had plenty of in that desolate place. The desert was barely diminished; the sun seemed as distant as ever, though the wind grew hotter. He wondered abstractly at the fact that he did not sweat. Perhaps he was out of the habit: months of starvation and thirst had stolen many of his dying body's natural functions.

Something in the distance caught his attention. A small figure stood silhouetted beside a great rock. Something about its shape arrested his attention, and after minutes of staring at it he began to convince himself that it was human. Without looking away he half-turned his head to his left, and asked, “Who is that in the distance?”

“You will see soon enough,” said his fear.

As he approached, an inkling formed, and grew steadily until he was certain who it was. His pace slowed slightly, but eventually he came before it.

“Father.”

The man who stood there looked unchanged from the craggy, bearded man he had last seen so long ago. He clearly recalled the thick black eyebrows that were running to silver, and the brown eyes that stared past the exaggerated bridge of the nose. Quaero touched the bridge of his own nose.

“So you are to be a prophet,” said the memory of his father. He had never thought to hear that voice again, and hearing it now made him inhale sharply. Grit crunched between his teeth. “You have come far in your devotions.”

Quaero mumbled something modest, but could scarcely form the words, so arrested was he with the face whose memory so closely resembled his own face.

“When you left your family,” continued the memory of his father, “I said many unkind things to you. I called you deluded, a fool. I never thought... but, I must beg your forgiveness, my son.” 

Quaero numbly shook his head. “No, father, you were right.” He bowed his head. “When I left, after the death of my brother, I thought that I had been called. But in the monastery, my first lesson was that I had sought my own glory, and that I hurt those I loved in pursuing it.” He stared in the distance of the sun hanging low in the sky. “My first lesson took me twenty years of thought and meditation. Only then could I learn anything else.”

“Then you can return home to us?” His father's damp eyes peered out hopefully from his tanned face. It was more deeply lined than Quaero remembered. He wondered if he was seeing his father as he was now; or even if his father still lived. 

The sensation poured over him in a flood. The smell of his father's goat-wool cloak floods over him and he remembers the bite of vinegar in his mother's fried fish and the way the door to their house jams in the rain unless you lift it just right... 

He wavered, fought to regain control, rehearsed the mantra. Sudden understanding came. “No, father,” he said at last. The old man watched, uncomprehending. “For I have had a second revelation. If I succeed, I will be transformed by what I see. Nothing will remain of the man standing before you. My soul will return cleansed of all self-knowledge, and burn only with knowledge of the universe.” He stared into the old man's eyes. “Father, I leave everything behind.”

“Then look upon the faces of those you leave behind. See what you do to your family, to those who love you.”

Quaero did, and he wept. For the bitter tears shed by his mother, and the accusing stares of his brothers, but also for the hardness with which he had to hold his heart: for this was his sacrifice of self, willingly given.

In time, clarity came. He sensed the indifferent machinery of the universe, and the distant mind of the unfathomable God. He understood that his would be a gift to humanity itself, a spiritual awakening. He felt the unutterable connectedness of things, and his heart soared with joy.

His loved ones still crowded around him, wracked with grief or anger. With sadness and joy and infinite tenderness he turned his back on them, and retook his path towards the impassive sun.

*

Quaero walked. The voice that claimed to be his desire spoke just out of sight.

“You left your family?”

He nodded gravely. “Yes. Though my brother had died, and the family was in debt. I thought I had been—”

“And you feel shame. But you forgave yourself too easily. Shame is the exhausted memory of guilt, but this guilt is still hot and fresh. Where does it come from?”

Quaero didn't respond, just frowned into the distance.

The voice continued. “Your heart is pounding faster, Quaero. It is not only in anger. Tell me: what face was missing from the crowd?”

His fear spoke beside him. “No. Quaero, you must forget, if not forgive yourself!—it is a side-effect of the mechanical world anyway—do not think of her!”

And suddenly she was there, running at him from where he had come, her hands balled into fists. He halted when she overtook and rounded on him.

“How dare you,” she spat, panting hard. Her wavy, dark hair was falling about her face. The memory of it froze him to the spot. “After what you did to me, what arrogance makes you think you could be a prophet?”

“Estefanie,” he murmured, stifling an urge to hold her arm and try to gentle her. “I am so sorry for what happened, for the evil thing that I did. But I must do this: there is so much at stake!”

She stood right in front of him, dark eyes flashing. Sternly, he kept himself from stepping back: she was just a memory, another trial for him to overcome. “So you will just forget what you did to me and walk off into the sunlight. Have you no shame?”

“My dear Este—”

Her face contorted in anger. She went to slap him, but her hand passed through his cheek like a mote of light. She stared at it, astonished, and then looked accusingly at him, as if reproachful that he should remain aloof.

“My dear Estefanie, I did love you. But I was a troubled young man. I thought I had been called by something that—well, look around you. When I first saw you I looked through the eyes of a young man. I was captivated... But you so bewitched me, and ignored me, that I came to hate you, hate how you turned me from the path I had chosen. And I...” Quaero's voice broke. Estefanie watched, expressionless. “So I did what I did. I tried to draw you from my heart. I will bear my shame until the moment I die. I am not worthy.” Quaero sighed. “But what man is?”

He walked forwards, moving to step past her. She moved aside, staring dumbly at him.

“No,” she murmured, watching him go. “No. You will pay for this.

*

Quaero wept as he walked, and then his weeping stopped. The sun was closer now than ever, and his tears boiled to crystal salt on his cheeks. He felt battered by all that had happened, and the great weariness in his body threatened to pull him to his knees. Still he walked.

A perfume in the air caught his attention, and he looked around sharply for its source. Jasmine, like she was wearing in the garden... Estefanie's voice breathed in his ear: “You waited for me, by the bougainvillea.”

“No,” said Quaero, shaking his head. In his head pounded the sick heat of that night. He waved a trailing blossom from his eyes, and looked around the remembered thicket that suddenly surrounded him. “Don't do this.”

“You saw me walk by, as you knew I would.” In the distance, her white dress disappears behind a trellis from which the delicate purple flowers hang. Quaero lurches after her, pleading with her to stop. She turns to see him, and gasps. Her eyes are wide and white, shining even in the darkness, and his heart aches to hold her. Suddenly she turns and flees. Her white dress streams behind her, weightless in the honey-thick air. Her feet are bare.

“You ran after me.” 

Soft grass under his shoes. The night air is oppressively hot, and it takes Quaero a moment to remember why. “Stop this! Please, Estefanie—”

“You caught me.”

He catches her arm, and she spins and tumbles to the ground in a riot of silk and dark hair. He didn't mean to hurt her. She turns to look up at him; her breast is heaving. He can smell her jasmine perfume. Longing rises in him like sap.

“And then you—”

Quaero cries out and drops to his knees above her. In each hand he grabs a fistful of her dress, and then, suddenly, there is silence. No wind shakes the vines around the trellises—the garden is gone. There is just silver sand, pale even in the darkness of the sudden night. His love stares up at him, accusing, even as she crumbles to sand. He is left holding nothing. All is still.

A foot crunches in the sand in front of him. Quaero looks up, startled, into two violet eyes staring curiously down at him. The sun is gone from the sky, but the full moon rings her white hair like a halo. Her skin from head to toe is jet black. Her beauty is unearthly and Quaero shivers. There is no doubt about what she is.

Her long, barbed, black tail sways back and forth behind her. The curious stare melts into a long smile and she speaks in the voice that has haunted him.

“There is something about crimes of passion that lodge in the heart,” she says. The desert wind picks up harmonics with her voice, making it rich and somehow oppressive. “One becomes suspicious of one's every desire, knowing their source.”

Quaero stares up at the demoness, trying to quell his fear and regain something of the calm he felt before. The wind that previously burned runs cold, and he fights to forestall his shivers. “Who are you? I presume you are not my desire.”

The dark figure smirks. “I am the truest friend you will ever know. I will release you of your guilt.”

Quaero smiles wanly. “Why are you interested in me?”

Her eyes grow soft and she licks her lips absently. “I could taste your rapture. Do you know how rare it is for a human to try to do what you tried to do? What could I do but come here and see you for myself?” 

She extends a hand towards Quaero. He regards it warily. “If I don't touch you, demon,” he says, rising to his feet unaided, “you have no power over me here.”

Her expression remains warm but her whipping tail betrays her frustration. “Of course, you are right. But why should you regard me with such hostility? I have an offer for you.”

“Spare me your tricks,” spits Quaero, looking around her to where the sun is gone from the sky. “You could give me nothing I would want.”

The beautiful demoness inclines her face coquettishly and bites her bottom lip as she closes the space between them. “Oh, we both know that's not true, Quaero...” She brings a hand to his face; he moves his head away from it before it touches him. (A wide smile narrows her eyes.) “You were willing to sacrifice yourself for a dispassionate God. That is no existence at all. I could set you free, your passions and all. With me, you will be what you always wanted to be...” Her eyes close as she leans in to kiss him.

He steps back, and her lips meet cold air. Quaero watches her eyes open, lazy at first, and then swiftly as her expression turns stormy. A tiny calm part of Quaero's mind thinks it still sees a trace of amusement in her eyes and searches for her trick.

“If I don't react to you, your hand will pass through me like smoke.”

She regards him like a cat, then brings a hand to her breast, touching it lightly. The small motion reminds him of her nakedness. She begins to approach him again; he stands his ground, preparing himself for her assault.

“You can't fight your nature, dear Quaero. You are a man ruled by passions.” A dart of her tongue wets her bottom lip. It glistens in the moonlight and Quaero forces himself to ignore it. She presses it against his throat in a soft series of ascending kisses while he stares straight ahead, fighting to control himself. “It is to your credit. The universe is a cold place without passion.” She curls a hand carefully around his chest. To him, she is as insubstantial as smoke, but his mind imagines the heat of her skin. “Without desire...” Her lips part softly and he smells her sweet breath as she begins again to kill him. 

His nerve fails him and he leans back from her poisonous kiss. Perfect, white teeth bare themselves in that starkly black face as she smiles. Off-balance, he watches her face nervously, awaiting her trick.

Then she shrugs, smiles crookedly, and steps back from him. “Worth a try,” she says in a sing-song voice. Quaero feels his heart leap. He straightens himself and opens his mouth to speak.

She turns her back. A movement in the corner of his eye makes him jump and he raises a hand to ward it off. There is a tiny slap of flesh-on-flesh, and he watches in horror as the tip of her thin tail winds gently around his left wrist. 

“I can't believe that worked,” she says, peeking back over her shoulder. A gentle tug at his wrist pulls him slightly off-balance and he has to shift his legs to keep standing. The tip of her tail snakes fast around his forearm.

“Surely that can't count,” says Quaero. The demoness snorts softly. “Come now, don't be sore. There is any number of ways I could have done this. Do you now see now that you always wanted to touch me. Here. Feel me.”

The tail's grip draws him closer to her. It is firm, and feels like warm, soft leather around his arm. An unpleasant quiver seems to travel down it, as if the muscles tense in a pulse. He pulls against it, but it's locked tight and the demoness barely has to shift her hips to keep balance. He grasps the loop with his other hand and strains to pull it away. The thin cord advances, slipping through his hand no matter how hard he grips. With a gasp he withdraws his free hand just before the tip lazily completes a circle to entrap it. The demoness chuckles, and the tail tip wags reproachfully.

“I can wear her face if it will make it easier.”

Quaero strains against the whip-like bond. “This is just an illusion; a battle of will.”

The demoness raises her eyebrows. “And you think that will help you? Come here.”

A sharp tug brings him staggering forward and he has to fight not to fall into her. The strong tail pulls his resisting hand to her flank. He gasps: in the cold wind she burns with a strange heat. The tail drags his hand upwards, to her belly. Her skin is smooth and supple and Quaero catches his breath at the sensation. “You have to touch me here, little man, or you'll have nowhere to go.”

“What do you mean?” he asks, but she shushes him, already moving up. His hand surmounts her ribcage, then she moans when it rounds the soft dome of a breast. Appearing to be overcome by the sensation she collapses backwards against him. He foolishly brings his other hand to her side to support her, and her smile grows as he pulls her close to his chest.

“That's it, touch me,” she whispers into his neck, where she kisses gently. Her back arches as his hand gently moves up the side of her throat, the shelf of her jaw, across her cheek. She turns her head to snatch a finger between her teeth, and then encircles it between soft lips and sucks. Quaero's knees give a little and he moans, overcome by the exquisite heat of the demoness's mouth. More, he feels in even that playful suckle a warning of the fate she has in store for him. As if in a trance, his hand around her waist moves down—

“Ah-ah,” she chides, and turns in his arms to face him. Those violet eyes stare into his, holding him rigid. “I have something far more pleasurable in store for you.”

“What is it?” he says, voice cracking. Her long tail still holds his hand, and it squeezes painfully. He looks down, watching it coil and curl over his wrist.

“You're going to sacrifice yourself, as you came here to do, but to me. Watch, now.” 

As he watches, the tail curls towards him. The tip develops a tiny bead of moisture and then, smoothly, organically, it flares open. The cavern it forms is comfortably deep enough to swallow his hand past the wrist. Quaero whimpers and tugs in a half-hearted attempt to get away, but the tail has him fast. The wide-open tip curls towards his face and he feels a sultry heat radiating from it.

“Touch it.” 

Quaero's free hand starts jerkily towards it and he cups the flared tail tip in the palm. The black flesh around the rim gives way to mottled pink and red, slick with a translucent liquid that catches the light of the moon. Deep inside it the red fades to a sucking black. A gentle heartbeat pulse keeps the whole thing in motion, mawlike, ready. He sees the interior ripple, and feels another quiver pass along the tail length around his arm; the tail swallows.

“Inside,” breathes the demoness. Quaero's hand comes to the lip of the open pit, then hesitantly brushes a line against the tender flesh inside. The demoness moans throatily and the tail-maw shudders. The lining is softer than anything Quaero has felt before, giving to the slightest pressure but enveloping what it touches. The liquid flows readily over his fingers, and where it touches his skin it tingles. When he withdraws his hand the tingling continues.

“What are you going to do to me?”

The demoness's eyes flicker open. The tail around his hand uncoils and its maw rises above him like a snake, gaping. He stares fearfully into its depths.

“I'm going to make you a part of me, Quaero. I'm going to envelop you, and fold you into me, again and again, until you can't tell where you end and I begin. Doesn't that sound wonderful?”

She strikes before he can speak. The tail-tip darts forward, and Quaero has no time even to close his eyes. The shallow, pink dome of her tail-maw swoops down over his head, engulfing it effortlessly, trapping him in suffocating darkness. His hands go to the ring of pressure at his throat but he can find no purchase—the tail-maw is clamped upon his throat like an iron choker.

His scream is strangely muted in the slick antechamber, like it eats the echo. Over his shout he hears the demoness call out in delight, her pleasure rising and falling with the rhythmic clenching of the muscles surrounding him. Two arms slip around him in an embrace and she holds him with unyielding strength to her body. Sudden pressure on his face presses the silky lining taut around his lips: the demoness has just kissed him.

Her voice is close and all around him. “Shh, it's alright. Just let it happen. Do you feel that? My body is getting ready for you...”

Wet sounds fill Quaero's world. The maw drips the translucent fluid, hot as it jets onto his skin from hidden channels. Powerful muscles then rub it into his flesh and a slow weakness works deep into his bones. For a moment his grip on himself wavers and he feels like he's slipping into her, being drawn deeper by the constantly sucking muscular contractions. He snaps back to: outside, the demoness gasps, then purrs a playful protest. The tail's innards rub more burning liquid into his flesh.

“Mmm... Come now, it's okay. We'll take our time,” she breathes, throat thick with passion. “Come into me. Feel it happening...”

All at once the ring around his throat relaxes, and he feels soft tailflesh roll down his shoulders and upper arms with obscene ease. Her lustful cry reverberates around the deepening well of her tail, barely heard over squelching, wet sounds as the flesh expands to take him in. Quaero moans with despair, feeling her invade his body, envelop his being. Effortlessly lubricated, he begins to slip into the pit inside her.

Now the tail-maw begins a constant, grinding advance over the rest of his body. The rhythmic gulping is joined by purposeful pressure as she threads him into her body. Every inch of its inner lining is pressed into his skin. He feels its texture—little creases in the lining, rings of squeezing muscle, mysterious channels beneath the surface. This deep inside the demoness's tail the liquid grows hotter still, pulsing from the hungry prison, lathering his flesh. His awareness slips again, and he is brought back by a terrible sensation of suction. He can resist now, but for how long?

The demoness speaks in a constant stream, barely aware of what she is saying. “Doesn't that feel wonderful? Doesn't it feel so good inside me? Yes, just like that... can you feel it? Can you feel what I'm doing to you? Not long now, Quaero...” He feels her rubbing ruttishly against his disappearing body.

The tail slips over him like black leather. Without letting in the tiniest breath of air the tail-maw sucks his hands into its hungry channel. His fingers discover anew the curiously flesh-like prison with which the demoness consumes him. Her body, still holding him in place, crushes him to her breast.

She is pleased by his touch, and the tail proceeds more quickly down his legs in its eagerness to take him. It slides over his hips, thighs, calves. Moments later he feels the the tailtip flare wide a final time, then close neatly around his feet. His form lies utterly wrapped within the substance of the demoness. A powerful ripple of muscle starts by his feet, causing his form to slide bodily a foot deeper along the grossly bulging channel. His head feels constrained, like the channel narrow there.

Gravity shifts as she lays him upon the ground. The hot lining crushes into his chest where she straddles him, rocking back and forth slowly. He can feel her thighs gripping the swollen walls of her tail. She draws a shuddering breath. “You feel wonderful inside me, Quaero. But it's time to go deeper.”

Her body begins to respond to her prey. Inside, a riot of hot, pulsing flesh rubs more of the tingling liquid into Quaero's skin. He feels like he is swimming, surrounded and perfused by perfumed, burning ichor. It penetrates deep, by degrees pulling his thoughts and feelings and secrets to the surface. He can feel himself spilling out, filling every fold of her pregnant tail until it is tight and round with his essence. His outline softens slightly, spanning from the closed ring of muscle that is the tail-maw he has just passed to another, clenched tightly shut at the base of her tail. He is still whole, but vulnerable...

A convulsion begins at the tail-mouth and rolls over him, crushing the silken folds of its innards mercilessly into him. He screams as the pressure rolls across his chest, and then his eyes go wide: the deeper ring of muscle relaxed slightly, and let a little of him through. He looks past it just before it squeezes shut, and stares into a blackness he knows will swallow him utterly. He feels a part of himself roll into an indescribable heat, dissolving him, pulling him apart—then it closes, and shuts him off from the agony.  

He must have cried out; he certainly must have moved, because the demoness is screaming her pleasure from all around him. For a moment he is given respite, the soft tail-flesh rubbing almost tenderly all over him, easing more of the burning liquid into him. But it is not long before another hungry ripple bears down on him, and she takes another brief gulp, showing him again the depths of her body. His whole body thrashes against the suffocating softness of her wicked tail, only serving to rub himself against the walls and cause them to secrete more of the digestive ooze. The muscles grind down on him mercilessly, hungrily seeking more of him to devour.

As the tail crushes him he feels himself diminishing. The sphincter remains open for longer and longer, letting him feel his essence rolling deeper within her each time. Through the haze of agony and terrible heat Quaero feels her rocking grow faster, more wild. His hopes and dreams drain into her, and she drinks deep, driving herself into a frenzy.

Quaero stands at the edge of annihilation when she reaches some sort of climax, calling ecstatically in a language he does not recognise. When she relaxes, the punishing waves give him brief respite. With heart-breaking tenderness he is rocked and collected by gentle movements of the tail's innards. He feels her hand move over his smaller bulge one final time, and hears her whisper: “come into me.” The, in one final contraction, his awareness slips slickly towards that closed ring of muscle. It irises open for him and he passes into heat and darkness as she swallows his shattered core into her black womb.

The desert is gone. Outside of its convenient metaphor, the demoness relishes the sensation of fullness, then turns her mind to other things. She has taken from Quaero everything he was willing to give in his quest, but no more. His failing spirit is immured within her, waiting until she chooses to give him new birth. 

*

The sun rises on a new day. When the monk fails to ring the bell from his pit, two attendants descend. They find him sitting—skin taut as leather, leaning slightly, but otherwise perfectly preserved. One of them comments on his faint smile.

