STORY 57

It was late afternoon, but the sun remained bright, its warm rays shimmering on the tranquil surface of the river which wound its way gently down the Junaya’s hill. The earlier rainclouds had dissipated, after the lightest of drizzles, leaving no impediment to the sun’s pleasant light bathing the grasses on the hill’s lower flanks, and the rocky surface higher up. Its warmth stretched lazily into one of the many caves which the Junaya occasionally used for privacy or shelter. This particular cave –shallow, spacious and airy– currently held its two usual occupants, along with a guest.

They sat near the entrance, enjoying the warm light, cross-legged on a mat of woven plants, around a very low, squat table built entirely from some semi-transculent yellow-orange substance, which might have seemed brittle were it not made so thick. The substance was hardened sap – the ubiquitous building material in Aenhue’s sole inhabited valley. And the table had been made not by the Junaya who were now using it, but by Tarip. One example among many of the indissoluble symbiotic cooperation between the two neighbouring species.

The table, specifically, had been a gift to the two Junaya sisters renowned as local healers for the two species alike. Manwa, in particular, had a well known passion for herbal remedies of all sorts, and was happy to provide them to any ailing friend or stranger. Thus the cave was less of a resting place than a dry storage area for her accumulated herbs, balms and potions. As she sat at the table now, she busied herself crushing dry plant stems into a dark green powder. She was not currently the focus of her guest’s attention, ceding that role to her conjoined twin, Efillan, who was the one Lissil had really come to see.

The sisters were, unsurprisingly, identical, of average height and build, with brown hair and dark yellow eyes set in warm, attractive faces. But they were also easy enough to tell apart. One had only to remember that Manwa’s left hip was fused to Efillan’s right, rather than the reverse. And if one forgot, then Efillan’s unvarying habit of wearing more jewelry, more elaborate painted adornments on her arms, face, legs and arm webbing, or flowers woven into her hair –which she wore longer than her sister– ensured one would not easily mistake them.

For if Manwa’s passion was healing, Efillan’s was beauty, in the form of bodily decoration. Junaya who wished to adorn body paint or arrange their hair in creative fashion came to her. She was also the recognised jewelry maker. And as Junaya had never mastered the use –or even extraction or discovery– of metal, her jewelry took the form of colourful, intricately woven plants.

Hence Lissil’s visit to her today.

Lissil was one of her more regular visitors. A little taller than the twins, with similar-coloured hair but eyes of a lighter yellow, she had a mild but mostly deserved reputation for vanity, and for a tendency towards self-centredness. She was not exactly disliked, but nor were Junaya interested in calling her a friend. This was not due solely to her vanity. Lissil was a little… different, in some ways. A little ‘off’, some might say. Her flirtatious behaviour and concern with her own appearance unable to conceal a deeper nature which was, in some ways, profoundly solitary. She, alone, seemed to find reason to venture out into the uninhabited hills all around, and stay there for hours with only the breeze and endless skies and sunlight for company.

Thus, while she was keen to receive periodical decoration from Efillan, and look her best, she did not seem to mind if, at times, there was nobody to see it.

The two women sat facing each other across the low table, Efillan’s skilful hands demonstrating how to weave varied plant strands into a pretty bracelet, hair ornament, or pendant for a necklance. Lissil watched and nodded, smiling, running her hand idly through her own hair, as though anticipating the future feel of some soft and lovely decoration set against its rich and glossy brown hue.

“I’m not sure what I’d do without you,” she interjected, when Efillan reached a pause in her demonstration. “Oh, both of you, of course,” she added as an afterthought, glancing at Manwa. “Staying healthy is important, too.”

“But less than looking good and turning a few heads?” Efillan suggested, with a teasing smile. 

Lissil merely grinned – seeming both pleased, and a little awkward.

“Have you got the hang of it?” Efillan asked, holding up the hair ornament she had just completed, and handing it to her. “Or shall we go over that again?”

“Oh. No, thanks. That’s lovely. I think I can manage.” Lissil smiled, and delicately placed the decoration in her hair. Efillan smiled in turn, and leaned over to adjust it.

“Like that, I think.”

“Thanks… Yes. That feels right.”

“I think so. You look gorgeous.”

Lissil blushed – a faint darkening of her Junaya, copper-coloured skin. “Not as pretty as you look. I’ve always been a bit jealous.”

“Silly.” Efillan smiled, kindly. “Now turn round. The dye on your shoulders looks a bit faded.”

“It’s been raining. And I didn’t want to cover them, in case they smudged.” Lissil obediently turned her back on her stylist. Her shoulders were bare, as were her arms, though her light clothing –patiently woven by the tiny hands of many Tarip– offered chaste covering to most of her chest. It, too, was brightened with dye set in pretty designs.

“Sit still,” Efillan told her, brushing her visitor’s hair off her shoulders, clearing the woven lines and patterns she had recently painted onto the young woman’s skin. “Hmm. The water’s made it runny. I think I should wipe it all clean and start again. You don’t mind if I make a few changes, do you?”

Lissil shook her head, trusting. “I know it’ll be good.”

“I try my best.” Efillan smiled. She picked up a pot of water from beside the table, picking a broad leaf out from it and folding it. She used it to wipe Lissil’s bare shoulders – causing her to shiver a little at the touch, and the feel of thick drops trickling down her back.

“Sit still,” she reminded her, catching the drops with a dry leaf. Lissil nodded. From somewhere behind her, there was a brief sound of cheering, and she resisted the urge to turn her head.

“What are they up to?” she asked, curious.

Efillan finished wiping her left shoulder, and paused to glance back before turning to the right. ‘They’ were a dozen Tarip, most of whom were playing some sort of game a little further inside the cave. It appeared to be a team game, with some Tarip exchanging brief hugs in congratulation, while others shook their heads in mock dejection.

The cave would have been too small to house a game for twelve Junaya, but the Tarip, of course, were tiny. About as tall as a Junaya’s finger, they had violet skin which distinguished them sharply from the much bigger, copper-skinned species with whom they lived in close contact. Their hair was purple or dark blue, while Junaya’s was brown, or occasionally white. They lacked the thin membrane of skin which unfolded between Junaya’s arms and the sides of their torso, enabling them to glide after running off a hill-top, but made up for it with nimble succion pads on the tips of their fingers and agile toes.

Their game seemed to comprise a grid drawn into the earth, with tiny pebbles of various colours tossed into specific squares, in a set combination. While most of the Tarip were playing, a few preferred to watch Efillan work her art on Lissil’s smooth skin, and smiled and waved as the Junaya stylist looked over at them. Efillan grinned, and waved back.

“They’ve just finished a game,” she told Lissil. “I think they’re starting another one, though.”

“Tireless little things, aren’t they?”

“Well, they’d have to be, I suppose. It takes energy to make all those buildings and boats they make.” She wiped and dried Lissil’s right shoulder, then dipped her finger into a pot of sky blue dye.

“I suppose that’s true. I hadn’t thought of it that way… They do a lot more than we do, don’t they?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I think I keep myself quite busy.” Efillan’s soft finger traced its way over Lissil’s skin, weaving a line of blue.

“Yes…” Lissil paused, thoughtful, as though mulling over that. “Yes, you do.” Another pause.

“Not that I meant…” Efillan paused in turn, exchanging a quick, awkward glance with her sister, who shook her head in quiet reassurance.

“No, it’s all right.” With her back still to her, Lissil stayed quiet for a moment. “I… know a lot of people put up with me rather than, you know, actually like me… But you’ve always been nice to me. So, thanks.” She turned her head, enough to show her a smile.

“Ah, don’t be silly.” Smiling in turn, Efillan tried to shrug the comment off.

“Plus, you’re kind of cute,” Lissil teased, with a flirtatious little twinkle in her eyes.

Efillan giggled. “Don’t push your luck. And sit still.”

“Yes, miss.” She grinned, and did as she was told, sitting obediently still while Efillan worked to transform her shoulders once more into an eye-catching work of ephemeral art.

* * *

“You’ve been a bit less chatty than usual today,” Manwa remarked a little later, as Liffil stood twisting her neck to gaze at her own shoulders, and fingering her new necklace, a pleased smile on her lips. Hearing the healer’s comment, she turned to her in mild surprise.

“Have I?”

Efillan nodded. “I noticed it too. Of course, if there’s been something on your mind, you don’t have to tell us about it…” The Tarip, a few steps away, had resumed their games, but a few perked up with irrepressible curiosity, looking over at the three Junaya.

“Oh.” Lissil appeared to hesitate for just a moment. Then she put on a slightly uncertain smile. “Well, you’re right. But it’s nothing, really. I’ve just been thinking about our recent visitor. The one I didn’t get to see.”

“Ah.” Manwa nodded. It had been a few days now since their tranquil little world had been host to a most extraordinary event. A woman, tall as a Junaya but with much paler skin, yellow hair and no under-arm webbing, had been found walking across the plain by the lake, into the Tarip settlements. More astonishing still had been the fact that, though she’d made noises which sounded like speech, those sounds were incomprehensible. She had stayed for one night among the Junaya, and by dawn she had gone, back to wherever she had come from.

Only a few Junaya had seen her, but the event had caused quite a stir. Until that moment, it had been inconceivable to them that there might be any being resembling them. The world contained Junaya and Tarip, and that was it. Now it seemed there was more. And that ‘more’, of course, had come through the door.

The door was a mystery that most Junaya tried not to think about too much. It stood there, out on the plain, surrounded by nothing but grass, seemingly built of wood – solitary and utterly incomprehensible. Once the stranger had gone, the general feeling had been to let things be and hope there were no further intrusions. But Lissil, from the start, had been different. Rumour had it that she had run to the door in the futile hopes of catching up with the stranger before she left. Odd, adventurous Lissil, lured by that call of the unknown, which her fellow Junaya were mostly impervious to.

“I’ve been thinking about the door, too,” she added, as though to confirm the questions drifting through the twins’ minds.

“Best not,” was Manwa’s quick response. The door, quite fortunately, was far enough beyond the lake and outer Tarip settlements that it remained, for the most part, out of sight – and therefore comfortably out of mind.

“Just… thinking,” Lissil said, cautiously.

“And what are you thinking, exactly?” The question, polite but curious, came not from the twins but from one of the Tarip. A few of them had left their game of pebbles and grids, and had turned their full attention to the unusual conversation beginning above them.

Lissil gave a little laugh. “Actually, nosy, I was thinking…” She paused once more. Her tone, as she spoke her next words with marked hesitation, had turned distinctly more serious. “Well, I was thinking that I’m rather tempted to go through there again.”

There were a few gasps, from the Tarip. Manwa winced, ever so slightly, and looked past her, out into the early evening sky. Efillan’s eyes widened.

“Again?” she echoed. “So… Those old rumours are true?”

“What, rumours that I opened the door once?” Lissil smiled, amused despite the gravity of her topic. “Oh, yes. They’re true. It was a long time ago, though, and it was only once.”

“Wow.” Efillan’s eyes remained wide.

“So… What did you see?” one of the Tarip asked, eagerly. “What’s on the other side?”

Manwa frowned, as though she didn’t particularly want to know, but said nothing. Instead, she picked up a couple of her pots, and turned sideways –as much as she could– to store them on a natural shelf on the rock wall.

“It’s…” Lissil lifted a finger to her lips, her expression thoughtful. “It’s a little difficult to describe. And I’m not sure all my memories are still clear.”

“Can you try?” the eager Tarip asked, and another beside him nodded, excited. Lissil grinned.

“All right. Well, it’s… It feels a bit as if you’re inside a cave. You know, not outside. I mean, it really does go somewhere else, just as all the old stories say. There are lights, but completely different from sunlight. And… Lots and lots of other doors.”

“Wow…” Several of the Tarip breathed, awed.

“If you were curious, Efi, why did you never ask me?” she said, with a little smile floating on her lips.

“I… don’t know.” She gave a quick laugh. “I suppose I thought it couldn’t be true. Nobody goes near it. But I should have know better.” She smiled. “You’ve always had a bit of wanderlust.”

“And you’re thinking of opening it again?” a Tarip woman queried.

Lissil nodded, with some hesitation. “The thought has… been in my mind.”

“Are you thinking of it seriously?” Manwa asked, seeming to overcome her reluctance to talk about it. “I mean, really?”

“Yes.” Lissil’s face turned grave again. “Really. I have to say, I’m very tempted.”

Manwa frowned, then sighed. “I see. You’re not going to just wander off and do it, though, are you?” Faced with Lissil’s uncertain silence, she grimaced. “All right, then… If you’re really serious about this, I think you should talk it through with people first.”

“And by ‘people’, she means us,” her sister chimed in.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?” Manwa asked. “We’ve got plants and seeds, we’ve been making sauces, and we’ve got enough Tarip here for the three of us. That is,” she added, looking at the tiny people, “if it’s not an inconvenience for any of you?”

The Tarip looked at one another, some shaking their head.

“No, not at all,” one smiled. “We all expected to be eaten anyway.”

“Lissil?”

“Yes… I’ll stay. Thanks.” She gave a slightly nervous but grateful smile. “I suppose it will do me good to talk a bit.”

* * *

Benso walked with the other Tarip up closer to the table, and to the three Junaya seated round it. He stood helpfully still as one of them picked him up, her hand closing round him and a woman standing beside him, lifting them to the table and depositing them in a large, fairly flat baked clay bowl. He sat, folding his legs, while his fellow Tarip were deposited around him.

An alien visitor, no doubt, would have found the scene startling, even disturbing. And indeed, the stranger who had recently come among them had reportedly shown signs of anger and distress when she had witnessed Junaya eating Tarip. But to Benso, and the rest of his species, this was the natural order of things. Tarip were an absolutely crucial part of any Junaya’s diet, and refusing to feed them would have seemed distinctly mean.

The relationship between the two species was one of inextricable symbiosis. Biology dictated that Tarip provide vital, irreplacable nutrients to Junaya, who would starve in mere weeks if this food source were removed. Tarip were also vital to Junaya’s reproduction, as the bigger species was composed entirely of females. At certain periods, male Tarip produced and stored cells designed to fertilise their consumer. Junaya could only conceive children by digesting male Tarip during these special fertility periods, enabling the male cells to migrate through their bloodstream and fertilise their ova. In return for their dependence on this staple, sentient food, Junaya stomachs were reportedly a pleasant, gentle and soothing place to be digested in, and very few Tarip felt any fear at ending up inside them.

But Junaya provided far more than a painless, even pleasant digestion. They, in turn, were vital to the Tarip’s survival. The small beings reproduced sexually, but the fertilised eggs in a Tarip woman’s womb required the nutrients which could only be provided by the mother being digested around them. Junaya ate pregnant Tarip, later excreting the fully nourished eggs, which could then hatch into baby Tarip. And so the cycle of life wove the two species into tight, friendly cooperation. The inescapable requirements of biology had developed further into social cooperation, as the species became civilised over countless generations. The Tarip had developed the art of extracting and hardening the sap of certain plants, rendering it into a building material with which they constructed their homes – or occasional furniture for their Junaya friends. Tarip also made most of the Junaya’s clothes, although some Junaya delighted in sewing tiny clothes in turn for their little Tarip friends. And Junaya such as Manwa healed sick Tarip with their knowledge of medicinal plants.

So as Benso sat in Manwa and Efillan’s food bowl, on a dried sap table made by Tarip, he felt no fear, hesitation or resentment. The emotion predominant within him was a little twinge of excitement. Tarip often joked among themselves about what it might feel like to be eaten. Now, at last, he was about to find out.

He leaned back a little, stretching his arms behind him to prop him up, and watched, with a strange mixture of calm and anticipation, as Efillan and Manwa retrieved pots of pleasantly scented vegetable sauces from one side of the cave, placing them down beside the Tarip bowl. They had also displayed pieces of a light green, crunchy, watery vegetable on a plate, alongside a small bowl of seeds. The Junaya diet, just like the Tarip’s, was steady, and fairly limited, combining the various edible plants that grew in the hills and plain, on the well-watered grounds by the river and lake. The Tarip provided their only non-vegetable sustenance, in a world where no other beings of flesh and blood were ever seen – save for occasional birds, passing by far above the hills, out of reach.

“Help yourself,” Manwa invited Lissil pleasantly, moving the plate of vegetable chunks and strips closer to her side of the table. “Oh, and help yourselves, too,” she added, addressing the Tarip. She offered them a smile, and placed some vegetable pieces and seeds down in the bowl amidst them. Benso picked up a small soft seed, and bit into it, munching as he looked up at the Junaya.

“Thanks,” Lissil said, taking a bit of vegetable. She dipped it into one of the pots of sauce, and brought it to her mouth for a bite.

“So why this sudden obsession with the door?” Manwa queried. “Because of our recent visitor?”

Lissil chewed her first mouthful of food, and swallowed. “I wouldn’t say it’s sudden, really. I’ve always been interested in the door. But yes. The fact that… Someone came through it… Well, it makes me all the more curious.” She finished her bit of vegetable, and picked up another, dipping it in sauce and then into the pot of seeds, enabling the seeds to stick to it. She took a bite. The crunch was quite audible, and Benso watched with quiet interest as she chewed – the motion of her jaw grinding her food to pulp. The twins had begun eating, too.

“I can’t say I really understand,” Manwa admitted, and Efillan shook her head in agreement. “What exactly do you intend to do? You’ve already seen what’s on the other side, haven’t you?” She picked up a Tarip.

“Well, yes.” Lissil helped herself to a Tarip who had been sitting close to Benso, as Manwa popped her first one into her mouth. “But there are lots of other doors after the door. And I imagine they all go somewhere.”

The conjoined twins exchanged a glance. Manwa had her mouth full with a Tarip, shifting him around to savour his taste, so it was left to Efillan to voice their shared thought. “I don’t understand.”

Lissil breathed out the faintest of sighs. “The door leads you to a place where there are other doors. I opened one, once, and… Everything on the other side was white, and very cold, and strange. I’m curious as to what’s behind the others.” She placed the Tarip she had picked up into her mouth. He gave a cheery little wave down to the others before vanishing between her lips.

Manwa swallowed her Tarip, and picked up another – a woman, this time. “Very cold? That doesn’t sound like a place I’d want to go back to.”

Lissil savoured her Tarip for a moment, then gulped him down, and gave a little smile. “I’m not asking you to come with me,” she pointed out, gently.

“Will you be going alone, then?” a female Tarip asked from within the bowl, sounding slightly concerned. Lissil looked down at her, with a friendly smile.

“I hope not.” She picked her up, delicately. “But I’m not sure really who to ask.”

“You could try Neleki,” Efillan suggested, thoughtful.

“Which one’s Neleki?” the tiny woman between Lissil’s fingers asked. “I don’t think I’ve met her.”

“No, I’m not surprised,” Efillan said, smiling slightly. “She tends not to come out of her cave all that much.”

“And you think that makes her a good choice to wander off across the plain?” a male Tarip asked, dubious.

“Well, she is interested in… Well, in lots of things,” Lissil said. “In how things work, and in the way things used to be. She might jump at the chance to actually experience something new.”

“I wouldn’t count on it too much,” Manwa cautioned.

“No, I’m not getting my hopes up,” Lissil admitted. She turned her attention for a moment to the Tarip woman she was holding. “Say, do you mind if I dip you in sauce?”

The tiny woman giggled. “No, go right ahead.”

“Thanks.” Lissil smiled broadly, and dipped her feet first into one of the pots, stirring her round gently before lifting her to her mouth, and pushing her daintily in. Benso watched as the Junaya sucked in her wriggling arms, and she disappeared completely.

“You might find a few Tarip to go with you,” he suggested, speaking up for the first time. “That is, if you’re really set on this.”

“Mm.” Lissil swallowed. “Oh, well, that depends. But if I’m going to be staying out there for a few days, I’ll have to ask a few to come with me, yes. For meals.” She licked a trace of sauce off her pretty lips.

“Several days?” one of the remaining Tarip echoed, startled. “You will be careful, won’t you?”

Lissil smiled, seeming rather touched. “Don’t worry about me,” she said, grateful, and gave the man a playful little poke with her fingertip. “Anyway, I haven’t decided on anything yet. I’ve still got some thinking to do.”

“He’s right, though.” Efillan stirred a bit of vegetable in some sauce. Her tone was serious. “I don’t like the thought of you on your own, somewhere… different.”

Lissil’s lips curled into a faint but warm smile. “Thank you for caring,… gorgeous.”

Efillan gave a little laugh. The conversation turned to other, somewhat lighter matters, and Benso stifled a little yawn, lying back on the hard baked clay and gazing up idly at the (to him) giant women, relaxing as he watched them at their meal. Though the sun’s rays were slowly fading, his own small shadow now stretching across the bowl, the evening air remained pleasantly warm. He wondered, casually, whether it would be warm in a Junaya’s stomach. Probably. But of course, he’d never met anyone who’d come back out of one to confirm it. He half-closed his eyes, folding his arms behind his head as a pillow.

“Don’t doze off on us now,” a female voice sounded above him, friendly and amused. He opened his eyes fully to see Efillan reaching down for him, a smile on her face. Obligingly, he sat up, so he would be easier to grasp; her giant fingers closed round him, soft and firm, plucking him up.

“Well, it’s getting late,” he quipped, stretching a little to work the faint numbness out of his legs. “Mind if I finish my nap in your tummy?”

Efillan laughed. “Be my guest.” She lifted him to her attractive face, framed by the soft cascade of her flowery brown hair, and opened her mouth. His gaze was drawn to it, instinctively, and he peered with unconcealed interest into the gaping cavern, its fleshy pink walls and tongue glistening moistly, past her hard, clean white teeth. She lowered him in feet first without further comment, and his legs touched her wet tongue, slipping and sliding on the slick surface. Her soft, moist lips closed round his torso, then she sucked him in with a quick intake of breath, plunging him into darkness.

He lay for a few moments with his back resting on the soft, squishy surface beneath him. He felt briefly disoriented, his senses adjusting to his new surroundings, and his mind to the sudden realisation that he was actually being eaten. It was dark, so there was nothing to see, but his other senses remained active. He could feel Efillan’s tongue, his hands reaching out tentatively to get his bearings, and he took deep, steadying breaths of the breath in her mouth. The scent was rather pleasant, noticeable yet fresh. He could hear, too, as the Junaya’s breathing whooshed loudly around him, and saliva built up with loud, sticky squirts in her mouth.

Then the tongue beneath him moved. “Woah!” he whispered, reaching out in an effort to find his balance. The tongue shifted him, carefully, swishing him to one side, and back again. As he slid across the wet organ, he knew his body’s natural flavour was rubbing into the countless tastebuds close to his skin, enabling Efillan to savour him. He thought he could hear a faint hint of pleasure in her breathing, and he grinned. His taste was to her liking.

Her tongue continued to move for a brief while, making him its plaything, pressing him gently now and then against the roof of her mouth, sucking at his flavour, keen to savour him fully. Then, having perhaps drained him of all perceptible taste, or perhaps because enough saliva had built up around him –drenching his passive body in thick strands and sheens of sticky substance–, the tongue lifted, pushing him with it. He found himself sliding easily along its wet surface, his feet encountering empty space as his legs entered the Junaya’s throat. He flailed his arms, on reflex – not to slow his descent, but because of instinctive tension at losing his balance. Saliva gushing round him, accompanying him on his slide, he slipped completely into Efillan’s throat, and she swallowed him with a wet, audible gulp.

* * *

“Paatte was saying they’ve got new sculptors working on decorating their boats. She says it’s quite pretty. And I suppose she’s seen a lot of their designs, over time.”

The meal was almost finished, and the three Junaya were sitting comfortably in idle conversation, as the final glow of sunlight faded over the hill, giving way to the dim light of bright, distant stars.

Efillan nodded at her sister’s words. “I suppose she has, yes. We don’t make it down to the lakeside very often, do we?”

“Neither do I, really,” Lissil confessed. “I prefer the hills. I mostly go to the Tarip towns when I’m hungry.” She twirled one of the last pieces of vegetable round some of the sauce, and looked at the large clay bowl, where just one Tarip woman remained. “Would you know about any changes to the boats?”

The tiny woman shook her head. “Not really. I don’t live close to the shore.”

“Lissil, do you want her?” Manwa asked. “Someone should eat her. We’re not going to send her back down to the settlements on her own.”

“Yes, either eat me, or let me stay the night, please,” the woman said with a little smile. “I don’t fancy walking all the way down the hill in the dark.”

“Oh, we’d let you stay the night, of course,” Manwa said. “Lissil?”

“No, thanks.” Their guest rested a hand lightly on her tummy. “I’ve had four already.”

“So have I, and I think there were twelve.” Manwa looked at her sister. “Efi?”

“I think I can find room for you,” Efillan told the tiny woman, with a friendly smile. “Come on, then.” She picked her up gently, dipped her in what remained of the sauce and seeds, and put her in her mouth.

“And I should probably be on my way,” Lissil added, stretching a little.

“You can sleep here, if you want,” Manwa told her.

“Ah, thanks, but I like sleeping outside. And it’s a warm night.” She looked at the table. “I’ll help you clear up.”

“Oh, don’t bother. It’s not much.”

“Sure?”

“Sure.”

“Well… Thank you, then.” Lissil smiled, and stood, prompting the conjoined twins to get to their feet together. Efillan was still enjoying her last Tarip, shifting her round her mouth.

“You’re not going to go rushing off to the door first thing in the morning, are you?” Manwa queried, with just a hint of concern.

“No, don’t worry. As I said, I’ve got some thinking to do before that.” She brushed a seed from her leg. “Thanks for the talk, anyway. And for the lovely meal. And… for everything, Efi.”

Efillan swallowed her Tarip, and smiled. “Any time.”

Lissil grinned. “I’ll take that as a future invitation. Though next time, I’ll try to bring some food round.” She stepped back towards the broad cave’s entrance. “Good night!”

“Good night,” the twins echoed, and watched their guest walk off into the growing darkness, making her way along the rocky hillside slope. They were silent for a moment, standing side by side – as always, joined as they were at the hip.

“You know,” Efillan mused, after several seconds, “she may be a bit vain, and… annoying at times, but I think I like her.”

“She likes you too, I think.”

“Oh, she’d flirt with anyone.” Efi smiled a little.

“I just hope she’s not going to do anything silly.” Manwa’s voice had turned more serious.

“So do I.” A pause. “Right… I suppose we should clear up.”

“Where did we put the scrubbing leaves?”

The sisters busied themselves tidying their cave, in the glow of the stars, their voices dropping quietly as night settled over the silent, peaceful hill, the home they had always known.

* * *

Benso had experienced growing anticipation as Efillan’s oesophagus pushed him steadily down, the tight confines of her alimentary canal massaging him as the muscles worked him down towards her belly. He had felt the tightness squeeze round his feet and ankles when they passed through the sphincter, followed by the rest of him, until he fell a short distance and landed with a splat in the shallow liquid pooling in the pit of her stomach.

Picking himself up, he had opened his senses to the small world around him. It was pitch black, the complete darkness leaving him a little giddy, surrounding him as it did amidst the rush of new sensations – touch, smell and sound mingling in an unprecedented experience.

Beneath him, the ground was unsteady – spongy and slightly ridged, and slick with liquid and a slimy coating. The smell was… sweet, subtle and soothing, permeating the warm air. It seemed to be rising in a gentle haze from the gently burbling liquid pooling round his feet. It was, he realised, intensely relaxing, accompanying the muffled, soothing sounds of Efillan’s breathing, and her heartbeat, somewhere above, echoing down to him through the internal layers of her body.

The other sound, of course, was that of voices, those of his two companions already settling in the Junaya’s stomach, who greeted him with warm cheer. He splashed through the goop of diluted acid (only mildly stinging), mixed sauces, and chewed up, saliva-drenched chunks of vegetable, making his way towards them. They whispered excitedly to one another, comparing their impressions. He felt a little giddy. It was impossible not to. The hot, thin air and sweet-scented fumes contributed to the light dizziness of sheer, instinctive adrenaline.

There was a squelching sound, followed by a feminine little gasp, and a splash, signalling a new arrival.

“So who’s that, now?” one of his companions queried, amused.

More splashing, as the newest resident of Efillan’s stomach picked herself up, soaked now in stomach contents as well as saliva. “Mloani,” she identified herself.

“She’s got a good appetite tonight.” Benso tapped the inner wall of Efi’s stomach, fondly.

Mloani giggled. “I think I was the last mouthful.” She breathed in audibly. “It smells… soft.”

“That’s an interesting way of putting it,” Benso commented. At that moment, the world around them moved once more, tipping them off balance with a series of splashes. He spluttered, and laughed a little, pushing himself up, but remained sitting down on the warm, slick, fleshy surface. “Hmm. My legs are going numb.”

“Mine too,” another said.

“Not mine, yet,” Mloani said. “Does it hurt?”

“No, not at all. It just… tingles, ever so slightly. It’s rather nice, really.” Benso paused. “Lita? You still there?”

Silence. The faint sound of splashing, as someone moved. Then the voice of his other companion, Jald.

“I think she’s gone to sleep.”

“Ah.” Benso yawned. “I can’t blame her. It’s rather comfy in here. I feel…” He yawned again, and stretched. The sweetness in the air seeped into his nostrils, into his mind, gentle and soothing. So incredibly relaxing… “Mm. Sleepy… I think I…” Another yawn. “… may have a little nap now.”

Someone was saying something, but he barely paid attention. His legs were definitely numb, and a comfortable numbness was working its way up his arms, and chest – a pleasant tingle, helping him relax, lulling him into sleep. He blinked, his eyelids heavy, and closed his eyes without conscious thought. The sweet scent enveloped his mind, numbing it too, whispering for him to rest. He drifted, barely conscious, and, dimly, felt himself slipping, his body sliding into the rising pool of tingling liquid. It lapped at him, gently, like the waters of the lake on the shore. That was a nice image, he thought, his mind in a daze. Yes, that was it. A nice thought to… to… to go to sleep with. Very… nice…

His head lolled, and his breathing slowed, his body resting limply on the inner surface of Efillan’s stomach. The gently burbling liquid rose, its sweet aroma filling the confines of the fleshy chamber. The Tarip slept, their unconscious minds fading into soft, pleasant dreams. The liquid slowly rose to lap over them, coating them with its numbing properties, then covering them, so that they felt nothing at all. 

Only then did the acids begin their work, dissolving Efillan’s dinner into a soup of absorbable nutrients, nourishing her body as she, too, slept peacefully through the warm, gentle night.

* * *

“I don’t know… I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

Neleki was not –to put it mildly– the most outspoken or critical of people, and she seemed to Lissil rather embarrassed at questioning her idea. But her response was unambiguous. She was anything but enthusiastic at the prospect of accompanying her.

Lissil sighed.

“Listen… You spend so much of your time daydreaming about the past, or cutting open plants to see how they work inside. I thought you might actually be excited to go off and discover something new.”

Neleki grimaced, awkwardly, and shifted her feet, seeming almost to squirm. Perhaps she did not want to be blunt – or perhaps she actually was feeling torn between conflicting impulses. She was a rather short, slender woman, whom you might even call thin, with pale copper skin and a soft face. A small build, which one would never consider imposing. But her mind was sharp, and far more curious than that of most other Junaya. And that mind, now, seemed to be wrestling unhappily with contradictory thoughts.

Lissil left her to it for a moment, and gazed past her into her cave. Neleki spent more time in her cave than anyone else, and it showed. Not just in her comparatively pale skin, but because the hillside cavern was stacked with various objects which had been the focus of her interest at various times. In addition to piles of varied rocks and stones, and dried, dissected flowers and plants, there were slabs of dried clay, upon which she had engraved sketches of her findings. Some of the slabs displayed not images but symbols, and held Lissil’s attention for a few seconds. Neleki had once made it known that she was working on a way to represent spoken words through scratchings on clay. It seemed rather strange to Lissil, who had given it little thought thereafter. But it was certainly something you wouldn’t see anywhere else in the valley, and that was, in part, what had led her to hope Neleki might be attracted to the unknown.

“I don’t know…” The delicately built, grey-eyed woman seemed uncomfortable. “I don’t think it’s for me, really.”

“We might find some new flowers for you to cut open.”

Neleki looked hurt. “Don’t mock me, please,” she said, softly.

“I’m sorry,” Lissil said, and meant it. “But I wasn’t actually mocking you. I really do think you might enjoy it, if you come with me. You’d be doing something that nobody’s ever done before, as far as anyone knows. Isn’t that just a little bit tempting?”

Neleki hesitated, her soft, smallish mouth part-way open – then shook her head, regretfully. “I’ve got work to do here. And I… No, I’m not interested, Liss. Sorry.”

She was genuinely apologetic, and Lissil put a hand on her shoulder, giving her a ressuring smile. “Don’t worry about it. I just wanted to give you the opportunity, in case you were.”

Neleki smiled – as always, a faintly uncertain twitching of her gentle lips. “Thank you, Liss. That was kind of you.”

“Don’t mention it.” She sighed. “But I was hoping someone would come with me. I’m not sure who to ask, now.” In their own, different ways, she and Neleki were arguably the only adventurous ones among the ninety-six Junaya who lived scattered over the hill. But while Lissil liked to wander –so far restricting herself to the safe limits of nearby hills–, Neleki’s introspective mind, her adventurous thoughts and flights of imagination barely required her to take a step beyond her cave. She was quite happy to sit in its shade and piece together snatches of observed evidence, constructing a mental image of how plants scattered or reproduced, for instance. Lissil had seen the shy, somewhat reclusive woman get rather excited, at times, but her excitement needed little more than mental stimulation. Lissil’s required movement – the exercising of her body, more so even than her mind. In that, they were perhaps irreconcilably different.

“I’ve no idea; sorry,” Neleki said.

“I suppose…” Lissil began, then trailed off.

“What?” Nel queried.

Lissil gave a half-smile. “There may be someone I might ask.” She stepped out of the cave. “I’ll see you around.”

“Right.” Neleki looked curious, but did not question her any further.

“Good luck with… whatever you’re working on.”

“And you.” A pause. “Oh, and… If you do go through the door…”

“Yes?”

Neleki displayed her usual shy smile. “Don’t forget to come back and tell me what you’ve found.”

* * *

She had visited Neleki around mid-morning, but it was approaching noon by the time she found the next person she had hoped to talk to. Imnoa was making her way, alone, down the sunny slope of the hill, following the bank of the broad, clear river meandering towards the valley’s lake down below. Imnoa heard her breathing as she ran to catch up, and stopped, turning to wait for her. Her expression was pleasant, and questioning, as Lissil reached her, catching her breath.

“Take your time,” she recommended, with a light smile, while Lissil steadied her breathing. “I’m in no hurry.”

Lissil nodded her thanks.

She liked Imnoa. Everyone did. The woman was rarely seen without a smile on her face, and Lissil could not recall ever seeing her angry, or even upset. She appeared able to look on the bright side of every passing day, and had acquired a reputation as one of the community’s most helpful and reliable members. Though the others tried not to take advantage, it did mean that her name had sprung to mind when Lissil was helplessly trying to think of anyone who might conceivable want to accompany her on her most unusual journey.

“Are you going down to the settlements?” Lissil asked, when her breathing had returned to normal. It seemed fairly obvious, but it was an innocuous way of starting the conversation. 

Imnoa nodded. “I’m going to get a few Tarip for lunch. Care to accompany me?”

“I’d be happy to.” She fell into step beside her, and they strolled at a leisurely pace by the clear, flowing water, gleaming gently in the bright sun.

“So what have you been up to these past days?” Lissil asked, by way of conversation.

“Oh, just… lazing about, I suppose.” Imnoa flashed her a pretty smile. “Nothing much.” It was a characteristic response. Though well known for her chattiness, Imnoa was less keen to say much about herself, preferring to encourage others onto their favoured topics. “I was picking plants with Efillan yesterday, round on the other side of the hill. And with Manwa, of course. Food plants. I think they were looking to try new recipes.”

Lissil nodded. “I know. I had dinner with them last night.”

“At their place?”

Lissil nodded.

“What did they make?”

She described the meal, briefly enough, then paused. It seemed an ideal opportunity to shift onto the matter of their dinnertime conversation, and she seized on it. “We had a bit of a talk.”

“What about?”

“About… Well, about the door.”

“Oh?” Imnoa’s blue eyes fixed themselves upon her, catching the sunlight a little, bright with curiosity. “That’s not something people often talk about.”

“No. I know.”

“I bet you were the one who brought it up, though,” she added, with a teasing smile.

Lissil grinned, unsure whether to feel amused or rather awkward. “You know me too well.”

“Maybe.” The smile lingered on her lips. Atop her head, she wore a hat of skilfully woven plants – a gift from Tarip. It made her look cute, Lissil thought. “So what did you talk about?”

“Well…” She kicked a loose pebble idly, if only so as not to look at her as she spoke. “I’ve been thinking of going there again.”

“To the door?” Imnoa asked, surprised.

“Yes.” Lissil went on looking ahead.

“What for? You know what it looks like.”

“Yes.” She paused. “But I want to open it.”

Imnoa stopped, and stared at her, prompting Lissil to stop as well, and turn to face her.

“Don’t look at me like that.”

“Why would you want to open it?” Imnoa asked, baffled. “No-one ever does that.”

“That’s not a reason not to.” She breathed a little sigh. “I suppose I’m just curious, all right? It’s been there, all this time. All our life, and all the life of our parents and grand-parents and great-grandparents… And now, we know that people can actually come through, from the other side. From… elsewhere. People who are different. And if they can come to us, then we can… we can go to them. And I want… I want to see. I want to know.”

Imnoa listened, watching her, startled.

“Wow,” she said at last, when Lissil had finished. “That’s… That’s certainly something I hadn’t heard before.”

“But aren’t you curious?” They began walking again.

“Not really,” she admitted.

“Even though other people may come through again?”

That thought seemed to surprise her, too. “It’s not very likely, is it?”

“It might be. We have no way of knowing.”

Imnoa frowned a little. “So what is it you want to do?”

“I…” She inhaled a quick breath. “I want to go through, then open one of the other doors beyond it. And go through that, too. Then spend a few days on the other side, just… exploring.”

Imnoa was quiet for a moment, absorbing that.

“What is there to explore?” she asked, finally. “It’s probably just like here.”

Lissil smiled faintly. “That’s just your limited imagination.”

Imnoa looked at her. “What do you expect it to be?”

“I don’t know.” Her smile broadened. “But I’d like to find out.”

“Hmm.” Imnoa bit her lip, her expression troubled and thoughtful. “You realise… this is pretty momentous.”

Lissil nodded.

“I mean, several days…” her fellow Junaya went on. “You’ll have to take spare clothes. Oh, and food. And water. How will you carry water? You can’t.”

“The Tarip make some pretty big sap jars. I’m sure I can borrow some to store water. If I ration myself…”

Imnoa shook her head. “I don’t know… It sounds…” She trailed off. A sudden thought struck her, and her expression turned cautious. “Why are you telling me about all this?” she asked, warily. Lissil did not immediately reply, and Imnoa turned to see a rather guilty look on the other woman’s face. She slowed. “Oh. No. You’re not…”

“Well, I was going to ask you whether you wouldn’t mind coming,” she admitted. “I’d rather like the company.”

Imnoa grimaced. “Ah. Right.” A pause. “You’ll have the company of Tarip, won’t you? If you take some as food. That is, if you can find any crazy enough to want to go with you.”

“True. But that’s not quite the same.”

There was silence again, for a long moment. The surrounding hillside was peaceful, warm and sunny, oblivious to the unusual conversation between the two women.

“If I say no, you’ll just go on your own, won’t you?”

“Yes.” Lissil gave a slight smile.

“Then I suppose I’ll have to come with you,” she said, reluctantly.

“Really?” Lissil grinned, delighted – and, on an impulse, gave her a brief, tight hug. Imnoa laughed, returning the gesture for a moment before pulling gently free.

“This isn’t some elaborate way of getting me to yourself, is it?” she asked playfully. “I know your wily ways.”

Lissil giggled. “Immy, you’re cute, and I like you, but… no. You made it very clear to me in the past that I haven’t got a chance.”

Imnoa smiled, gently. Lissil knew not to take it personally. While romantic and sexual relations within the small Junaya community fluctuated all around her, Imnoa had always remained alone and impervious, making quite obvious her lack of interest in bonds of that nature. With anyone. “Good. Then we can go, as friends.”

Lissil smiled, warmly. “Thank you, Immy. You are a true friend.”

“Don’t make me regret it,” she said gently.

“I won’t.” Her smile broke into a fresh grin. “And trust me. It’s going to be exciting!”

“Hmm.” Imnoa was smiling, but appeared unconvinced.

“You’ll see.” Lissil put a hand on her arm, as they walked side by side down the hill. “Now… Let’s pay a visit to our little Tarip friends. We need some for lunch…” She licked her lips. “And we need to start recruiting some for our little expedition!”

* * *

“Well… Here we are, then.”

The two women stood with their backs to the lake and Tarip settlements, and to the Junaya hill further out still. All were out of sight, separated from them by a long walk across the vast, grassy plain, a natural field of lush green and occasional clumps of beautiful flowers.

Ordinarily, nobody walked out this far. There was no reason to. Except if you were heading for the door.

It had been a full eight days since Imnoa had reluctantly agreed to accompany Lissil on her bizarre trip to the valley’s eeriest feature… and beyond. She stood beside her now, facing the ancient mystery, and shivered, despite the warm afternoon air.

Their decision had, understandably, created a stir among the communities of both species, with many speaking up to caution them, expressing a mixture of bafflement and concern for their well-being. Many had hugged them worriedly as they set out this morning. But none had walked with them to see them off.

There had been an equal amount of concern expressed for the Tarip who had agreed to the journey, travelling with them as portable provisions. After much discussion and persuading, over the span of several days, they had found a total of five dozen Tarip willing to come with them. Their motivations were mixed. A small number were genuinely intrigued at the prospect of seeing something new. But most admitted they merely didn’t want the two Junaya to go off with too little food and starve. Some of their relatives had hugged them anxiously before they left. Being eaten by a Junaya was one thing – that was natural and proper. But doing something unheard of and unpredictable? Therein lay a source of genuine worry.

Carrying them, on the other hand, had not proved too much of a problem. The Tarip had long designed and sewn Junaya clothes with numerous pockets, made to ferry large numbers of Tarip from their small towns up into the Junaya hill – on the occasion of feasts, for example. Thus Lissil and Imnoa carried thirty of the tiny people each, nestled comfortably enough in top pockets, front pockets, bottom pockets all the way down their legs, and in the belt pouches of two belts each. They also carried bags crammed with vegetables wrapped in edible leaves for freshness, and thick sap water gourds tied to their belts. Another bag held spare sets of light clothing. So laden, they were equipped.

But perhaps not entirely ready.

As they stood facing the door, Imnoa found herself gazing upon it for only the second time in her life. She had dim memories of her mother having taken her here as a child, with other children and adults. Those same dim memories told her she had found it disturbing, to the point of having troubled dreams. Now she knew why. As for the Tarip, they were discovering it for the first time, and some whispered to one another in anxious chatter. Others remained silent, staring, awe-struck.

The door was, unquestionably, disconcerting. It was made of wood, coated in slightly flaked yellow paint, and set in a wooden frame. Out in the middle of nowhere, surrounded only by a vast expanse of grass. That, in itself, would have made anyone cautious, all the more so since the Junaya and Tarip had never –within memory– attempted to construct anything from wood. But far more eerie still was the blurring on the outer edges of the doorframe, as though barely in phase with the rest of reality. That particular feature was baffling in the extreme, and the general approach, again, was simply not to talk about it.

“Well…” Lissil said, after they had all gazed at it in silence. All were quiet for a moment longer, until she took a step forward, stirring a response from some of her awe-struck Tarip. She heard them chattering amongst themselves, worried or excited. She took another step, then walked with firm purpose right up to the door, and stopped. She turned, and looked back at Imnoa. Her companion had not moved yet, and her face was grave.

“If anyone’s having second thoughts,” Lissil said, her tone serious, “now’s the time to disembark.”

There were more whispers between the Tarip, then several shook their head. Some appeared distinctly nervous, but none asked to get out.

“All right,” Lissil said, her voice a lot calmer than she felt. She inhaled a quick breath, and reached out, her hand slowing a brief moment before grasping the dull, weatherworn metal knob of the door, above the keyhole. Not that she knew what a key was, but she had peeped through that hole a number of times, interspersed over the years. This was, however, the first time in what seemed like ages since she had clasped the rounded handle. She heard Imnoa and several of the Tarip inhale a sharp hiss of breath, and she turned it.

The door creaked, and opened with surprising smoothness when she pulled it. Imnoa approached, cautious, while the Tarip peeking out of Lissil’s pockets and pouches gazed in with mixed excitement and apprehension, and gasped.

Instead of leading through onto the field, the now partly opened doorway revealed a scene unlike anything they had ever imagined. Facing them was a narrow passageway, perhaps two Junaya steps in width, seperating them from a flat, articificial wall, painted a dull beige, embedded with a row of identical yellow doors, as far as they could see. For what the alien setting lacked in width, it made up for in length, stretching out in a straight, uninterrupted line, on either side.

The place was lit, but with a glow very different to sunlight. It highlighted small specks of dust hovering in the stale air, suddenly disturbed by the fresh breeze blowing in from Aenhue. A few of the Tarip whimpered, their minds struggling to process the hitherto inconceivable. With a little shiver, yet outwardly calm, Lissil stepped through – into the empty corridor between worlds.

Imnoa was speechless, but wandered in quietly behind her. Lissil stood on the worn, dusty carpet, looking slowly round the eerie environment she had only once ventured into. To either side, the corridor appeared endless, stretching off forever, displaying a dizzying infinity of identical doors.

“How…?” one of the Tarip whispered, breaking the heavy silence weighing on the strangely lit, dusty air.

“How is all this… possible? I don’t know,” Lissil admitted. “I described it once to Neleki. She didn’t know either. And if she can’t work it out, I don’t think anyone can.”

“What do we do now?” another asked in a small, worried voice.

“Shall we explore?” a third suggested, with a touch of excitement that brought a faint smile to Lissil’s lips.

“Remind me not to eat you for our first meal,” she told him, giving him a friendly little tap with one finger. “You’re going to like where we’re going, and I want you to enjoy seeing new things.”

“How are we going to do that?” Imnoa asked. Her voice was subdued, in the eerie quiet of the desolate, unnatural passageway. Her usual chattiness, which she had kept up most of the morning during their walk across the plain, had faded. As though she lacked the words to convey the amazement and disorientation in her mind.

“By opening the doors, I suppose,” another Tarip piped in. She did not sound particularly enthusiastic at the prospect.

“I’m confused,” said one. “What’s behind the doors?”

Lissil smiled – a somewhat peculiar smile. “I don’t know.”

“Really?” A Tarip looked up at her. “You mean… Nobody knows? At all?”

“That’s right!” Lissil said, her smile growing into an excited grin. Now that she was actually here, the nervousness remained, but it was far exceeded by a deep, rising thrill. She was about to do something unprecedented. There was a flutter in her heart, and she found she had to focus on breathing steadily.

“I thought you’d opened one, once,” Imnoa corrected her.

She nodded. “Yes. Just one.” She looked round, up and down the corridor. “I can’t remember which one it was.”

“And what was behind it?” a worried Tarip prompted.

Lissil frowned a little, trying –not for the first time– to find the right words.

“Whiteness,” she said, after a moment. “A stretch of whiteness, shaped a bit like our hills. A grey sky. And it was cold. Very, very cold. More cold than I can describe.”

“So what did you do?” the awed, tiny man asked.

She smiled. “I closed the door, ran back out into our nice warm plain, rubbed myself to get warm, and stayed well away from this place for many years.”

“And now you’ve brought us all back here.”

“Mm-hm.” Her cheerful smile lingered on her face. She turned, and reached back to pull shut the door they had just come through. There were a few gasps, as it creaked shut. Fishing into a pocket, she pulled out a few pebbles, which she placed in front of it. “There,” she said, straightening. “Now we’ll know which one is ours.” She gazed over the innumerable wooden surfaces identical to that which now separated them from the only world they had ever known. “Would someone like to choose which one we go through?”

“That one.” A male Tarip in a pouch at her hip pointed, without hesitation. Perhaps he had been hoping for the opportunity. She grinned.

“That one it is. Come on, Immy.”

“I’m right behind you…” the usually cheery Junaya said, cautious, following her steps across the aged carpet towards a door indistinguishable from the others. Lissil paused, long enough for most of the thirty Tarip she was carrying to take a deep breath, then she gripped the handle, turned it, and pushed.

The minds behind the sixty-two pairs of eyes gazing intently into the new opening had, no doubt, imagined a variety of possibilities as to what might lie beyond, dreaming up various expectations based on their very limited experience of seeing anything out of the ordinary. Some, probably, imagined nothing at all, merely gripped in anxiety – tinged perhaps with an excitement they would not yet quite admit to. But as the door swung open, they were greeted with… nothing.

Sixty-two minds peered into absolute darkness, and paused.

“Um…” someone said, voicing their shared reaction, as those minds struggled to respond to their first glimpse into an alien emptiness. Dust swirled, disturbed by the opening of the door, and a slight musty smell drifted out, growing gradually stronger. This was not nothingness. Something was producing a smell, a stale smell of neglect – something unseen, there in the dark. As their eyes adjusted, they noticed the unnatural light of the corridor extending its glow a short distance into the blackness, illuminating yet more suspended dust, and the wood of aged floorboards.

“So…?” Imnoa asked. She had stepped up close to the entrance, closer than she had initially intended, and gazed in, uncertain.

“So, there’s nothing here. We try another,” Lissil decided, promptly. It would not do to let uncertainty set in. She pulled the door back shut, in a swirl of dust, which made some of the Tarip cough. She looked down at the Tarip who had first suggested this door.

“The next one along, then?” he proposed.

“Why not.” Managing to retain her smile, she opened the door to the left before anyone’s nerves could get to them in protest. It, too, swung open, and this time they were not met with blackness. A scent very different to the musty smell of their first try drifted out, the scent of tree bark and wild plants, reaching their nostrils even as their eyes absorbed the startling sight before them.

There was no darkness here. Sunlight beamed and filtered through canopies of rich green leaves, which swayed with a rustle in a warm, gentle breeze. Trees filled their line of sight, more numerous then they had ever seen, and every single one of them alien. Trees of all sorts, thick and lean, encrusted with deep bark or coated in the thin skin of saplings. Trees with majestic branches, spreading out over vibrant undergrowth. Trees with strange orange fruit, and with blue-tinged leaves, marvelous in their strangeness. Trees with… The diversity of sights impressing themselves upon their unaccustomed eyes in a rush of movement and light and colour left them breathless, standing in the dry, lifeless corridor on the literal theshhold of a new world.

“Oh…” Imnoa breathed – summing up in that one gasp what they were all feelings. Their eyes darted here, there and round, down to the earthy ground and up into the clear mauve sky, absorbing images and life unseen before by any of their kind. Imnoa’s mind whirled, amazed. As she gradually steadied herself, still dazzled by what she saw, a thought burst to the forefront of her mind. To think this was here, always here, and none of us ever came…

“It’s beautiful…” a Tarip whispered, enchanted. “It’s… It’s unreal.”

Lissil smiled. There was something blissful in her smile, and her eyes shone with a brightness unlike any she had felt until this moment. “I take it nobody wants to turn back?”

The subtle scent of the forest whispered its way into their senses, inviting them in, and nobody spoke. A few Tarip shook their head. Their eyes were not devoid of fear, but their gaze was already drawn in, captured by the lure of what they had never before imagined: Something truly new.

“All right, then,” Lissil said, in a whisper brimming with confidence, and tinged with an audible thrill.

She spoke no other words, no momentous phrase to accompany the historic moment. None occurred to her. Nobody had ever done anything like this. There was no ceremonial, no expectations.

With a quiet, shivering little smile, she took the first ever step for a Junaya into a strange, inconceivable world.

[to be continued]

