Story 58

BELOW THE DEEP – part 2

Shallon swam away from Threnos island in high spirits. She generally was quite cheerful and easy-going, with an instinctively positive outlook on life, but spending time with Dandra made her feel particularly cheery. Her eight tentacles pulsed, propelling her with smooth motion through the sea, back towards home.

A slight ache in her stomach interrupted her lingering thoughts about her friend. She was hungry. The few fish she had eaten before visiting the island were mostly digested now, a burbling soup in the pit of her belly, gradually emptying itself into her intestine. The fruit Dandra had given her had been fresh, sweet and delicious, but it was not a full meal.

She slowed, opening her senses more fully to her surroundings. Though chlaena lacked the predator sense possessed by other species, her eyesight remained keen, even in the shifting waters, and her entire body was sensitive to any uncommon ripples. Such as those she was feeling now, and which she guessed were coming from the steady motion of a boat plowing the low waves. She smiled, and looked up, her gaze scanning the surface. There, some distance ahead, a shadowy form was moving, part of it submerged.

She swam towards it, swiftly, assessing its size as she approached. It was quite large – which meant that it would have more than enough crew to satisfy her hungry belly. She wasted little time, knowing that the crew –if they were smart– would be on the lookout for predators from below.

She burst out of the water with a surging wave, arms and tentacles reaching up with practised agility, latching on to the side of the deck. She wrapped one tentacle round the mast, using it both to secure herself and to gain leverage, pulling herself up. The ship lurched, swaying, tilting under the bulk of the giant predator now assaulting it. Humans on the deck ran shouting – but, for the most part, not in panic. They had been drilled for this, and they were manning their positions. Shallon was mildly impressed.

Not that she intended to give them time to strike back.

In a blur of grasping hands and tentacles, she snatched up as many of the little creatures as she could. With four of them securely in her grip, she decided she had enough of a meal. She released her hold on the ship, even as crewmembers turned nasty-looking cannons towards her, and the first spears started to whistle out from spearguns. The mast cracked as her tentacle lurched back, whip-like, snapping it. It collapsed in a rip of torn sails. She slid back easily into the water, withdrawing her tentacles, inadvertantly knocking a couple more humans into the water. She wrapped the tip of a tentacle round one, dragging him down into the sea, along with his four unfortunate crewmates already in her grasp.

The deadly attack was over within moments, and she sank back peacefully into the deep, far beyond the ship’s reach, feeling very pleased with herself.

The humans in her hands and tentacles, were struggling, panicking, shocked by the suddenness of their fate, and disoriented by the swiftness of her descent. If she did not eat them now, she knew, they would drown. That would not make them any less edible, but it would make them less enjoyable. She stuffed the two from her hands into her mouth, and gulped them down quickly, making way for the rest. As they slid over her tongue and down her gullet, thrashing in panic as they want, their smooth, faintly salty flavour tickled her tastebuds – a promise of more to come.

Almost daintily, she brought the tips of her tentacles to her lips, and sucked the other three humans in, one after the other. She did so carefully, pursing her lips to slurp in only the tasty little creatures, making sure not to inhale too much water along with them. She did not want them to drown in her stomach, either. They had to be able to breathe in there, so that they would wriggle, offering her all the pleasures of squirming meal in a full tummy.

Now that they were all in her mouth, and in no risk of drowning, she was able to take her time and savour them. She shifted them on her tongue, letting the wriggly little morsels rub themselves over her tastebuds, imprinting their flavour. She moaned, softly, their taste blossoming exquisitely in her mouth, enhanced by their senseless but oh-so-pleasant squirming. They were building up her appetite, and she gave in to the urge to swallow one, relishing the struggling lump as it slid smoothly down her throat.

That left two. She resumed her swimming, humming in gentle contentment, the musical sound of her satisfaction echoing round the captives of her mouth. To her pleasant surprise, it seemed to make them thrash around even more. She laughed, without parting her lips – another soft sound booming round the terrified humans.

She swallowed another, almost reluctantly, and focused on the last one remaining. She intended to suck on him –or was it her?– for as long as she could, until she had absorbed every last little bit of succulent flavour from the little creature’s body. Meanwhile, her tummy was filling up with those she had already gulped down, and it gurgled in satisfaction, preparing to process her wonderfully struggling meal into a liquid soup of absorbable nutrients.

She savoured the final human for several long minutes before she finally nudged its soaked, exhausted and now passive body into her gullet, which gripped the helpless creature with a gulp. The pleasant lump passed down inside her chest, before joining its companions in her tummy. She breathed out a blissful sigh, and rubbed her full, slightly bulging belly, with a gentle motion of her hand. Her stomach rumbled in response, and the thrashing inside intensified. It would not last, but while it did, it felt heavenly.

She licked her lips, catching the final remnants of their subtle, salty flavour, and gazed up in lazy satisfaction. Through the blur of the water, she could see something else, above the surface. Not the ship ; she had left that far behind. Her eyes twinkled softly, and, with tentacles pulsing, she began her smooth and graceful ascent.

* * *

Flenna soared across the bright, clear sky above the Topazial sea, breathing in the salty air rising from the waves. She found it refreshing, though there was nothing new to it. These were the skies she had grown up in, and spent all her life in. Though she was used to flying, her journeys only ever took her across familiar airways. She would not have described herself as an adventurous type. Adventurers, from what she had heard, usually met with early deaths, and she had enough to worry about avoiding familiar dangers, without seeking out unknown ones.

The sea and its islands constituted a familiar layout, stretching out beneath her experienced gaze. The islands were lush with trees to rest in, interesting creatures to meet or eat, and nice sandy beaches where marine life frequently strayed into the grasp of her talons. Islands also tended to be full of humans. Amusing beings, those humans were. They were about as tall as she was, which meant she could interact with them in peace. Size was crucial, after all, in determining whether a stranger was a dangerous predator, a potentially tasty meal, or a possible partner of some sort. To the seagull harpy Flenna, humans were slotted neatly into the latter category. The poor things were sadly wingless, confined to the ground, and could only cross the seas by building slow, vulnerable ships. They were also astonishingly polite – almost unnaturally so. She had found it creepy at first, even wondering whether their pleasant chatter might somehow be intended as an insult. But she had soon realised that it was merely the way they were, and, once that cultural barrier had been overcome, she had found it possible to strike up a lucrative arrangement.

Flying fairly low above the sea, on the lookout for a meal of fish, she checked automatically whether the carrier bag was still strapped to her back. It was – its familiar weight a comfort rather than an incumbrance. The humans’ lack of wings, and their slow, perilous means of travelling between islands, had made them easily susceptible to the offer of a messenger, a seagull harpy to convey news, requests and messages of all sorts between the sparse lands dotting the great blue sea. She was useful to them, and in return they provided her with all sorts of advantages. Food, mainly. But, just recently, she had also been granted a small house in one of the human towns, with all the basic comforts her human neighbours enjoyed. Other harpies mocked her for it, of course – taunting her, asking her when her feathers were going to fall out, and when her elegant claws would turn into clumsy-looking, fleshy, bony human feet. She ignored them. While they mocked, she enjoyed the pleasant rewards for her work.

She swooped down a little closer to the water, looking for food. She still had a long way to fly, and she needed to keep her strength up. Her sharp eyes scanned the waters, peering beneath the surface for anything edible. After a while, she spotted a shoal of fish, and darted down. Her talons splashed into the water, snatching up two of the fish. She began to rise, white wings beating.

And then she saw the danger. Far too late. Concealed a little deeper, partly hidden by all the fish, a giant predator had been lurking. Alarmed, Flenna beat her wings quickly, attempting a rapid ascent. But the predator was faster. Bursting up from the see, dispersing the fish as she ploughed through their shoal, the chlaena emerged from the water with a splash, lunging up to snatch the edible bird-woman. Her gaping mouth closed around the small harpy, and pulled her down, shrieking, into the water.

Clamped firmly between the predator’s lips, Flenna struggled, desparately. The chlaena engulfed her with ease, sucking her in completely, even as she descended further below the surface. With a screech of fright, Flenna found herself trapped within the giant woman’s dark mouth, slipping and sliding on her slick, moist tongue, struggling as the mouth squirted sticky saliva all over her. She thrashed, beating her wings against the fleshy walls of the warm cavern, scratching at the tongue with her claws. It was all in vain. The giant tongue surged up beneath her, pinning her against the roof of the chlaena’s mouth, and sucking on her, absorbing her flavour. There was a low moan, echoing round her, as the predator signalled her enjoyment of this meal. Then, after a few moments of this, the tongue pushed her back, and she slid helplessly into the chlaena’s throat. She felt the oesophagal muscles grip her, and suck her down. She disappeared into the octopus girl’s stretchy gullet with a resounding gulp.

Being forced down the fleshy tube of the predator’s alimentary canal was unpleasant in itself, but the sheer terror gripping every fibre of her being went some way towards numbing the physical discomfort. At least for the seconds that it took her to be pressed down and drop into the chlaena’s stomach. The noise assaulted her ears even before she landed, in a tangle, on top of the shouting, writhing mass of humans already inside the large, hot belly.

* * *

Shallon patted her gorged tummy, happily. That seagull harpy had been the perfect dessert. Her wings, flapping wildly inside her stomach, were just what she needed to renew that pleasant tickle which accompanied the early stages of digestion. She rubbed her tight, rumbling belly, feeling blissfully full.

With a little yawn, she swam back down towards the seabed. She had initially intended to head home as soon as she could, but with so much food in her tummy now, she needed to take a nap and digest. She swam low across the floor of rock and sand, seeking a safe place to settle for a few hours. She found it in the form of a rocky outcrop. Gripping the sides of a large crack with her tentacles, she proppeled herself smoothly inside, compressing and squeezing her malleable body. Her very full stomach protested a little at being pressed and squeezed in this way, and reacted by expelling a little excess air. She burped, the burp emerging as a bubble which rose into the water, and grimaced as she tasted a hint of bile in her throat. Perhaps she had eaten a little too much. She drew her tentacles into the crack, withdrawing from sight as much as she could, and shifted the colours of her body to match the sand and stones. It was not a perfect match, but it was close enough, and hopefully it would prevent opportunistic creatures from trying to nibble her as she slept. She yawned, her full tummy making her sleepy, the struggles within it soothing and lulling her into a pleasant post-prandial rest.

She settled, on the cool sand far below the waves, and closed her eyes. Her stomach gurgled, very loudly, as she drifted peacefully into sleep.

* * *

Ryzel’moire. The city of the deep, and one of the largest anywhere in Felarya. Utterly unknown to many land-dwellers, and the stuff of wild rumours to others. It was almost impossible to reach, if you were not a native of the sea – and a large enough one, at that, to deter the predators in the dangerous waters around the eerie coral city.

The twisted buildings, half-growth and half-design, the product of a very non-human sense of architecture and beauty, lined broad streets lit with strange, bioluminescent, floating globes tethered to the hard rock below, their glow encompassing the shoals of fish that came and went among the city’s denizens.

This, to Shallon, was home. She had grown up here, protected from the harshness of the surrounding seas by the city’s strict, community-enforced rule against harming those who dwelt within it. Though she was now big enough not to fear the creatures which might have gulped her down as a child, she still found comfort in what was, to her, the safe and civilised environment it provided.

At night, she slipped into her long-standing private room in a towering building used by most as a dormitory. She entered via a crack in the coral structure, and squeezed herself through into a room much wider than the entrance, which only a chlaena could hope to press into. Unconnected to the rest of the building, it offered her privacy, and the ink markings she left outside, spurted from her own body, signalled it as hers.

She valued her privacy, more so perhaps than most of her kind. She was not unsociable, and mingled quite comfortably with strangers outside her hideaway, but at night she preferred to be alone. Night time was when the dreams came, sometimes, and she knew they were not normal. Dreams were for other species. Dryads dreamed, for example, and seemed to find it quite natural; but chlaena did not. Those few who did were regarded as strange, even worrying, and equated with the members of an isolated religious movement which was said to accept only dreamers. Shallon had no interest in their supernatural beliefs, but kept the nocturnal imagery of her mind a secret. It bothered her.

Not that her dreams were in any way unpleasant. Or at least, she did not think they were. She rarely remembered much upon waking, and no longer tried to. Some things were perhaps best left to her unconcious. At most, she would dimly recall having dreamt of bright sunlight and cool, strong breezes. Of that world, up above, which she would never fully know. The dreams came, mostly, when she had not visited it for a while. Swimming up to experience the reality of the sun’s warmth seemed to soothe her mind at night, and upon returning to the depths she would experience many nights of deep, untroubled slumber.

It was, she knew, one of the reasons why she went up there more than most.

By day, however, she swam serenely through the streets, amidst the chlaena and cecaelia and occasional other beings who called Ryzel’moire home, or merely a port of call. Though most of the buildings were similar in construct, some of the permanent residents had decorated their houses with assortments of shells in beautiful patterns, or marine plants tended to in the protuberances and crevices of the living coral walls. Some of the buildings, too, were much bigger, designed for all manner of communal activities – restaurants, ranging from the mundane to the exotic ; art houses, where locals and visitors could express their creativity in shaping coral designs or sculpting more uncommon materials ; bartering centres, for open or discreet trade ; the mysterious pyramid jealously guarded by the artisans known as the Shapers’ Guild ; the bubble-like spheres which housed those rare visitors from the lands above ; and of course the Spires, magnificent towers reaching up far above all others buildings, from which the chlaena’s hereditary social elite looked down, quite literally, upon the common population. Shallon knew little about them, both because they were reclusive, and because the impact of their shadowy political struggles was slight, or seemed to be. They were not a part of the city such as she experienced it – lively and straightforward and pleasant.

Now, several days after visiting Dandra, she swam her way leisurely to what was no doubt the most lively part of the underwater city: the Bazaar.

The Bazaar was what attracted most visitors to Ryzel’moire. True, some were drawn here by chlaena architecture, or for research into subaquatic ways of life, or to seek out the wisdom of ancient water-dwellers. Others came driven by a taste for the bizarre, or in order to flee the constraints of their life on dry land. After all, if you wanted to escape your past life, there were few places more remote and inaccessible than Ryzel’moire. But still, most came for the Bazaar, known as the vastest marketplace anywhere in Felarya, stretching from wide, bustling open places out into narrower streets, where slightly more discreet exchanges could take place. It was said that you could find anything here. It was where Shallon had found the strings for her necklace, bracelet and waistlet. Established traders were here almost every day, woven into a commercial network which enabled them to display novel wares on a regular basis. But there was nothing exclusive about the Bazaar, and anybody could come here to sell what they had. Chlaena and cecaelia drifted in, now and then, to market what they had taken from the wrecks of ships – from soaked timber to curious artefacts. It was a self-policing market, where traders and customers alike could feel safe, no matter their size. Small beings who, elsewhere, would have been considered food, were valuable customers here. The Bazaar had a reputation for selling ancient and mysterious artefacts, fascinating for small land dwellers, which could sometimes be obtained in exchange for anything a chlaena seller considered unusual. As Shallon swam through some of the side-streets of the market, she spotted a couple of humans in pressurised diving suits, haggling with a cecaelia over what appeared to be a large, rolled up, glittering piece of cloth.

She also saw a chlaena selling an elf in a similar suit, proudly advertising the unique treat she had on offer. Shallon felt her mouth water as she swam past, casting an envious glance at the morsel. Elves were said to be delicious, exquisite beyond all other foods, but she had never met anyone who had actually tasted them. This one would no doubt be expensive, and she had nothing right now to barter with.

She swam on, with slight regret, and lingered a few stalls later, admiring a display of colourful gems. One of those would look quite nice on her necklace, if she could find a way to fix it there – and if she could afford it. Perhaps she could go and harvest a few shellfish from the trench, and use them for barter. They were, after all, larger than most, and quite tasty, feeding on the warmth and unique mineral properties of the water depths. Yes, that might be an idea… She made a mental note to pay another visit to the trench one day fairly soon.

She moved on, idly browsing, until she spotted something else which drew her interest. This time, it was not a product on sale, but a customer. A small mermaid, slender and very pretty, with soft turquoise hair and gently shimmering scales of a similar colour. Shallon slowed, and observed her. The mermaid was engaging in a transaction with a cecaelia, handing over an amber gem in exchange for… for what, exactly? Moving closer, Shallon saw that the little fish-woman was purchasing a handbag suited to her size, elegantly encrusted with decorative shells. The mermaid examined it, then slung the strap over her shoulder, looking quite pleased, and swam off.

Shallon licked her lips, discreetly, and followed. At first, her decision was purely instinctive. The mermaid was a beautiful little thing, and looked quite delicious. A subtle hint of her taste flavoured the water behind her, imprinting itself on Shallon’s finely attuned senses, whetting her appetite. After a few moments, however, she realised she had a good reason to follow her, and continued doing so, matching her prey’s leisurely pace, browsing the stalls as she went along, while keeping her prey in sight.

Eventually, the mermaid swam off into a smaller street, where the market faded, into the quiet of a less busy area. Shallon swam after her, making little effort at discretion. No doubt for that reason, it did not take the fish girl long to notice her, and the edible young woman swung round to face her, crossing her slender arms over her pretty chest.

“Are you following me?”

Speech, as such, was impeded below water, and so the mermaid asked her question in a string of suitably pitched musical notes, which passed smoothly through the water between them, reaching the chlaena’s ears. Her tone was slightly irritated, rather than frightened. Shallon slowed, a little, but continued her approach, until she was almost within reach of the mouth-watering creature.

“Yes,” she answered, honestly. Her reply came, not in song, but through a single, simple flash of colour across her skin. Though the methods of communication between the two species were vastly different, they understood each other perfectly. The issue had been studied by scholars, and Shallon had heard it said that the entirety of Felarya was infused with a magic which enabled such understanding.

“Are you new here, or something?” the mermaid queried, crossly. “You’re not allowed to eat me. So stop following.”

Shallon smiled, pleasantly. “I’m not going to eat you.”

The fish girl frowned, puzzled. It was said that chlaena never lied, and, although she knew that not to be entirely true, this one at least appeared disarmingly honest.

“Then what do you want? Do you want to sell me something? Don’t tell me you want to buy my handbag. It’s much too small for you.”

Shallon laughed, her merriment reflected in a ripple of joyous colours over her body. “No. I want to take you to a friend. She likes mermaids.”

The smaller woman looked at her, wary. “When you say she ‘likes’ mermaids…”

“I mean she likes to eat you,” Shallon clarified, brightly.

“I see.” There was a note of worry in the creature’s song now. She swished her tasty-looking tail a little, pausing in thought. “You’re not allowed to prey on me here, though. This city is a safe zone. I’m allowed to go shopping without being pounced on by predators. So leave me alone, and go and hunt somewhere else.”

“Oh, I know.” Shallon grinned, cheerfully. “And don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything to you here. I’m going to follow you around until you leave the city. And then I’ll grab you, and take you to my friend.”

The mermaid blinked. A warble of uncertainty entered her musical notes, sharp with indignation.

“That’s absurd! You can’t do that!”

“Yes I can,” Shallon assured her, smiling broadly. “Where are you going now? We’ll go together.”

“No we won’t!” the fish girl protested. “Go away!” She turned, and swam on down the street, a little faster than before. Undeterred, Shallon swam after her. Though the chlaena’s method of propulsion was somewhat more awkward than the sleek and graceful undulations of the mermaid’s tail, she had the advantage of size, and kept up with ease. Glancing back, the mermaid scowled, increasingly concerned, and swam faster. Still Shallon followed, quite casually.

Realising the apparent futility of attempting to outswim her, the mermaid turned to face her again. For a moment, her expression was irate, but she calmed herself quickly enough, as though deciding that anger was not going to solve her unexpected predator problem.

“You’re being silly,” she reasoned. “You don’t know how long I’m going to stay here. It might be for weeks. It might be forever. You’re just wasting time following me around. Why don’t you go and hunt” –she made a sweeping gesture with her arm– “out in the sea?”

Shallon shrugged, with a slight smile.

“I’ve got nothing better to do right now. And at least you’re right here. I simply have to follow you. Rather than go out and find another mermaid.”

Her intended prey scowled. “I’m not going to leave Ryzel’moire until you stop pestering me.”

“Then we can both stay here forever.” The cheerful smile remained undiminished on the chlaena’s face.

“You’re exasperating!”

“And you’re tasty,” Shallon retorted. “I can taste your flavour in the water. My friend’s really going to like you.”

The fish girl blew out a few bubbles of frustration, and took a moment to compose herself.

“Why do you want to catch me for her, anyway? Is she such a bad hunter?”

“No, no. Well… Yes. I suppose. It depends how you look at it. She’s a dryad, poor thing. She’d find it a bit difficult to swim after you.” Shallon giggled at the mental image that brought up.

“You want to feed me to a dryad?”

“Mm-hm,” she confirmed pleasantly. 

“What can I say or do to make you go away?” Her concern seemed to have faded once more into irritation.

“You could spare us both a waste of time, and come with me now,” Shallon suggested, helpfully.

The mermaid sighed. “OK, let’s see… I don’t suppose I can appeal to your sympathy for me as a person. And I absolutely refuse to trade something in exchange for you leaving me alone. Unless… I could help you catch some fish?” Her tone suggested she did not really expect that to work.

Shallon shook her head. “Dandra specifically asked me to bring her a mermaid.”

“Of course she did. Just my luck.” She narrowed her eyes. “You know, I could report you for harassment.”

“No you couldn’t.” Shallon beamed at her. “I’m not allowed to eat you here, but I’m allowed to follow you. I was born here; I know how the rules work.”

“Those rules could do with some rewriting,” the mermaid muttered. “It’s hardly conducive to attracting customers.”

“Have you come here many times, then?” Shallon inquired, curious. She swam a little closer, her pose non-threatening.

“This is my second visit. I’ve been here three days now, and this is the first time someone’s tried to stalk me.”

Shallon grinned. “Well, I won’t do it again. Not after my friend’s eaten you.”

“Eugh.” The mermaid sighed once more. “You’re certainly persistent. All right; follow me if you want. It won’t do you much good. I’ll simply stay in Ryzel’moire until you get bored with annoying me.”

“Fine by me!” the chlaena agreed, cheerfully. She swam beside her, as they made their way together down the street. “So… Where are we going?”

“I don’t know,” the mermaid said, grumpy. “I have no specific plans.”

Shallon looked at her  more closely. She really was very pretty, with a sweet little face, attractive blue eyes, and the cutest nose above a soft pink mouth. Her turquoise hair was held in place by silvery hairpins, preventing the current from playing with it quite as much as it did with Shallon’s own long, fiery hair.

“Say,” the chlaena asked, looking somewhat admiringly at Dandra’s intended meal, “before my friend eats you, could you give me your hairpins? You’re not going to be needing them in her tummy, really, and I’d like to add them to my waistlet. I like that silver colour.” She offered a polite, hopeful smile, which the mermaid responded to with a withering glance.

“I’m not ending up in a dryad’s stomach. So no. I do need my hairpins.” She paused. “You could do with some yourself, by the way. And maybe a haircut. Your hair’s going all over the place.”

Shallon smiled a little. “Oh, I like it this way.” She ran her hand through it idly. “Though I think yours is prettier.”

“Perhaps because it’s tidier.”

“Maybe. But I meant the colour. I don’t often see people with that shade of bluish-green.”

The fish girl gave her another long look. “Thanks,” she said at last, reluctantly. “I suppose.”

Shallon smiled. “So have you got a name?”

The mermaid looked somewhat startled at that. “Why would you want to know my name?”

The chlaena blinked. “Well… Why wouldn’t I?”

“You want me to be eaten. I’ve found that people rarely try to find out the name of their food.”

“Oh.” Shallon laughed, slightly. “No, that doesn’t bother me. Besides, as you said, we may be spending quite a bit of time together. We might as well chat. So, have you got one?”

“Well, yes. I’m Aemy.”

“Nice to meet you, Aemy. I’m Shallon.” She grinned, showing off her teeth.

“Right. Well, I can’t say meeting you has been much of a pleasure.”

Shallon giggled. “That’s all right; I don’t mind.” She looked at her with some interest. “So why are you in Ryzel’moire? What do you do the rest of the time?”

Aemy grimaced. “Strange as this may be for you to understand, I’m not really in the mood for chit-chat. To be honest, I’m trying to think of how to get rid of you.”

The chlaena responded to that with a friendly nod. “That’s fair enough. How are you going to do it, then?”

“I think I’m going to go somewhere you can’t follow.”

“Oh?” Shallon was intrigued. “Do you actually know of such a place? I can’t really think of one right now. Where is it, then?”

“Yes, I know of a place,” the mermaid said, seriously. “As for where it is, if you keep on following me, you’ll find out.”

* * *

It took about ten minutes before Aemy reached the place she had been hinting at. During those minutes, they swam side by side, mostly in silence. Shallon’s efforts at conversation were met with curt responses, and she eventually gave up, for the time being. Now and then, the mermaid swam ahead, and she followed at a comfortable pace.

The place in question turned out to be a coral building in what appeared to be a residential street. Aemy swam in from an opening on the ground floor, without a word. Shallon paused in front of the building, looking it over. There was no entrance large enough for a being of her size. Instead, the structure was designed to contain several levels, each with a small entrance which a being of Aemy’s size could swim into. A bloc of apartments for small mermaids and other, similar species.

Shallon smiled, rather amused. “I’ll just wait outside, you know. Or is there another exit? Are you trying to slip out the back way?” She lowered herself onto the street, and peered in. To her surprise, her gaze encompassed a bare room, with only the one entrance. It was empty. There was a crack in the floor, and Aemy was nowhere to be seen.

“Oh,” the chlaena said, absorbing the turn of events. “Clever.”

It seemed the room might not be a residential apartment at all, but rather an escape route for residents or visitors from small species. She wondered, for a moment, how Aemy had known about it. Perhaps other mermaids had told her. In any case, the important issue now was getting after her.

Shallon barely hesitated. She was not enclined to give up without trying. She gripped the sides of the opening, and began to squeeze herself through. It was a tight fit, her malleable body compressing itself as much as it possibly could, the coral edges scraping against her hair and skin, and she grimaced, gritting her teeth. A very tight fit. For a while, she felt worried that she was going to remain stuck, half in and half out.

Dandra, the things I do for you… Hunting after a mermaid she did not even intend to eat herself. Ah, well. It was not only her friend’s meal that was at stake. It was also a matter of pride.

She was not going to be outwitted by food.

With her compressed body filling up the entrance, the small room was plunged in complete darkness. She felt about with her hands, touching the crack in the rock. Absolutely no light emanated from within it. But it was a little larger than the room’s entrance, and she could taste the lingering flavour of mermaid in the water around it. I can get down there, she told herself, determined. With most of her body still outside in the street, she began to clamber down the rocky crack, pulling the rest of her body through behind her, using her tentacles to assist her with any hold they could manage. It was a lengthy, physically uncomfortable process, and she was beginning to worry that the mermaid would be untraceable – down there, wherever she had gone. Finally, with a grunt and a gasp, she was through, her head and torso and tentacles squeezing down through the crack, into the dark open space below.

She drifted down cool water until she touched the ground beneath, and took a moment to stretch her body back out into its proper shape.

It was pitch black. Only the dim light from the crack above filtered through, and its folorn ray was too weak even to reach the hard surface beneath her tentacles. The space around her was silent, too – eerily so. Reaching out, she found herself enclosed on two sides by walls, but there was empty space ahead and behind her. The water tasted a little stale, although that very faint flavour of mermaid lingered within it. Aemy had definitely come down here.

I’m in a tunnel, Shallon realised, after swimming forward a short distance, and hesitated. What was a tunnel doing down here, beneath the streets and houses? She swam a little further, cautious. Was she imagining it, in the complete darkness, or was the passageway leading downwards? Uncertain, she paused again. The complete lack of light bothered her. Had she been able to, she would have called out to the mermaid, but the sound would be muffled by water, and the shifting colours on her body would be impossible to see. In the absence of light, she was not only blind, but mute. She moistened her lips, a little nervous, trying not to grimace at the taste of stone permeating the water.

Damn this mermaid! Dandra had better enjoy her, and appreciate the effort it took me to catch her.

Muttering to herself, she followed the passageway down, for about a minute, until it spilled out into what she soon found was a wider tunnel below. There was still absolutely no light. A little disoriented, she reached out for the comfort of the walls, the tangible feel of something solid. She followed them, her hand pressing against the stone. The tunnel was level now, rather than heading downwards. That was a relief. She would not have wanted to go too deep.

She paused, once again, as something about that thought troubled her. Something about going below the city. Something wrong, which she had heard about a while ago, and could not quite remember… As she frowned, thinking, it occurred to her suddenly that the wall against which she was pressing the palm of her hand felt unnaturally smooth. Definitely artificial. Somebody had made this tunnel, hidden away below Ryzel’moire.

And then it hit her, and she withdrew her hand with a gasp of dismay, adrenaline spurting through her veins. She knew, in a sudden dreadful moment, where she was. The place few people talked of in civilised society. The place lying forgotten beneath them as they went about their normal city lives. The place where the rules, enforced so strictly up above, did not apply. A place of darkness, in every conceivable sense.

She was in the Catacombs.

* * *

Her first instinct was to turn, and swim back to the city above as fast as she possibly could. Fear, moulded by the warnings she had heard about this place, gripped her, for several long seconds. Her heart clenched, then began pumping fast. The Catacombs were not a place to be. Not ever.

As with many sources of fear, much of the dread it inspired came from the unknown. The threats which lurked down here were not clearly identified. There were stories about the purpose of the criss-crossing, multi-layered tunnels and caverns, but for the most part the fear was founded on negatives. Absence of law. Absence of knowledge. Absence of light.

Going after the mermaid was just not worth it. Shallon knew it. The sensible thing, the rational thing, was to go back, go hunting, and catch another one instead. No doubt Aemy had gambled the chlaena would not be insane enough to keep going. No doubt she was hiding close by, in the pitch black, waiting for her pursuer to abandon the hunt. She could not have gone far. Surely. She had to be close by.

Shallon sighed. She tasted the water again, seeking to track her prey, her senses attuned to every little ripple in the seemingly lifeless tunnel. The neural receptors throughout her skin received and processed every hint of information supplied by the touch of the inky black water against her body. Aemy was here, somewhere. Moistening her lips, Shallon followed the trail.

The tunnel was straight, and smooth, and utterly deserted. Now and then, the taste of stone and cooped up water became mixed with a nauseating hint of decaying flesh, which made her gag. Its source was unidentifiable. It weakened the trail, but there was only one way the mermaid could have gone, anyway. Shallon found herself bitterly wishing, however, that she could call out to her, somehow persuade her to give up, and get this over with.

After a while –she was not certain how long– she came to a wall. Puzzled, she ran her hands and tentacles over it, but it was smooth and hard, blocking her way. She felt the walls on the left, and on the right, seeking the turn which must be there – but it wasn’t. She had reached a dead end.

Frustrated, she swivelled round, her tentacles searching the walls again. This couldn’t be a dead end! She had come all this way in this claustrophobic darkness, this cold water untouched even by the palest glow of distant sunlight, and it led nowhere? Why would anyone build a tunnel which led only to a wall? It was infuriating! It made absolutely no sense! The mermaid had come down here ahead of her; she couldn’t have just vanished!

Tense, stressed, she slapped her tentacles against the stone walls. This was an oppressive environment, and the absurdity of it was making it worse. She was beginning to feel a little breathless, as though the darkness were stifling her. The cold was beginning to seep into her, too. It was a horrid, miserable place, and now she had lost the mermaid, and she was down here for nothing, and –

She allowed herself to sink down towards the stone ground, and it was then that she realised. Here, at the end of the tunnel, there was no ground. There was a hole, and she was falling part-way into it before she even realised. The tunnel did turn. Not right, or left, but down.

Worry gripped her then. Down, she felt instinctively, was bad. She did not want to go down. Not any further. She could not even see how far down the passageway dropped; below her, all was complete blackness. The water was getting colder, too, unless she was imagining it. She slowed, and shivered, and hesitated.

She could still taste the mermaid’s trail, dimly. It seemed she had gone down, deeper into the dark. Shallon shivered again, but the thought shored up her resolve. If a small, edible mermaid could brave the depths of the Catacombs, then so could she. She took a moment to gather up her courage, then flexed and unwound her tentacles, pushing herself further down. With every limb, she felt for the reassuring presence of the walls around her. A solid yet tenuous grip on reality, in an environment where there was neither sight nor sound. Only touch and, somewhat disturbingly, taste.

Even time seemed elusive, she thought, as she pushed on cautiously, aware of the ripples she was creating in the water, torn between the need to be careful and the nagging reminder that, unless she hurried up, her prey might get away. Or, more likely, be eaten by something else. Rumour had it there were things living down here. Things which might well enjoy a succulent little mermaid. Or perhaps even a succulent big chlaena.

The tunnel narrowed, a little, but not enough to prevent her from passing. And now at last there was a pale whitish glow, rising dimly from below. She squeezed through, wriggling, and emerged into a wider space where, once more, she could feel no walls around her. But this time, she could see, just a little. She was in some sort of cavern.

Unlike the smoothly formed walls of the tunnels, it appeared natural, with misshapen walls of ragged rock. The light, very feeble, came from eerie, glowing, whitish-blue stones incrusted in those walls. They seemed to have been inserted in steady lines, with regular spacing. Placed here deliberately. By whom? And what for? She looked around, wary. The cavern was entirely flooded, of course, and she moved cautiously in the dark water. Definitely colder than in the city, she told herself, repressing another shiver.

Because the faintly glowing stones had been set only in parts of the walls, and their light was feeble, much of the cavern remained in darkness. But here, too, the water carried subtle hints of the mermaid’s flavour, stronger than ever. She was here, Shallon thought. There was no apparent exit – although it was possible that another tunnel might lead off from a dark corner. No, she told herself. Aemy was here, in this cavern, close by. Hiding in the dark. The hunt would end here.

She extended her arms and tentacles, advancing into the unlit corners of the sunken room, feeling the waters for her prey. She had to be here! It would be so unfair if she weren’t.

Her tentacles probed the black waters engulfing her, blindly. Tension was building up within her. Anticipation, the need for relief, after all she had just been through. The need to finish this, and leave, returning to the comfort of a more familiar environment. Returning to the sunlight, where her dreams invariably called her, and to the warmth of her friend’s presence. If she could just catch this mermaid…

She touched something. The tip of a tentacle brushed against a surface that was definitely not rock. Too smooth, like skin, above thick flesh. Excited, she focusesd on it, her other tentacles swinging round to grip it, on instinct. She grappled with it, expecting resistance, eager to secure her catch before it could struggle. Her tentacles extended, trying to wrap round it. Her reaction unfolded within barely a moment, but it took her that moment to realise she had made a mistake. Whatever it was she was trying to grasp, it was not the small mermaid. It was far too big. Her tentacles slid against its slick surface, seeking its edges in vain. Far, far too big. And strangely amorphous, too, responding to her pressure by allowing her almost to sink into it. Rising between her tentacles, and gripping them in turn, snatching and holding her limbs.

Horror seized her. She panicked, and thrashed, struggling to break free. From eager predator, she had just become something’s captive. The shock of it almost paralysed her, and the creature –whatever it was– made the most of her instant’s inactivity to pull at her, enveloping more of her in its dark mass. Then she struggled, frantically, lashing out with arms and every tentacle that was not already immobilised within the folds of the fleshy, sticky mass.

In the dim light, all she could see was a shape, barely distinct from the dark water, yet massive, seemingly growing, spreading, blotting out the luminous stones behind its edges. Plunging the cavern further into blackness. As Shallon struggled desperately with it, wrestling with the amorphous folds that tugged and wrapped round her, it began to exude a strong smell, reminiscent of rotting seaweed. She gagged, horrified, and thrashed harder, struggling in sheer panic, her movements uncoordinated. She screamed, her yell muffled by the water, the colours of her body flashing in intense fear, unseen in the blackness around her.

And then, as though to add humiliation to mortal danger, Aemy swam right past her. The mermaid’s flavour, nauseatingly mixed with the seaweed stench, reached her in a wave as her slender, graceful shape swept past in the dim light, her tasty-looking tail almost hitting the chlaena’s face. She’d been there, so close, waiting, hiding, and now she was making her escape, darting up towards the tunnel, leaving Shallon to her doom.

Shallon screamed again, writhing and thrashing, overwhelmed with a sense of bitter, unbearable irony.

At least Aemy wasn’t gloating. That would have been worse than anything.

Well, almost anything. Being engulfed by this sickly, squelching mass trying to absorb her was undoubtedly the worse thing that had ever happened to her. Or was ever likely to, unless she could managed to break free.

Gritting her teeth, Shallon forced herself to calm down, and fight back in a more sensible manner, rather than wriggle pointlessly while this thing sucked her in. She was –she reminded herself– far from helpless. As her would-be devourer was about to find out. If she continued to panick, she was going to die. But if she responded rationally, she would survive. She would survive!

First, she released her venom, as strong a dose as she could. She went on struggling at the same time, to make it more difficult for the beast to absorb her, but she hoped –her heart pounding– that the venom would weaken its muscles sufficiently for her to escape. A moment later, she squirted ink at it, a pressurised blast. Unable even to see what she was fighting, she could not aim for any part of it in particular, but if she was extremely luck she might hit somewhere sensitive. It was worth a try.

She held her breath for several seconds, continuing to thrash and wriggle, desperately hoping to feel the thing’s grip on her slacken, even just a little. There seemed to be no perceptible change, and despair welled up within her, threatening to engulf her as surely as the hungry creature itself. She battled it down, fuelled by sheer adrenaline, refusing to acknowledge defeat. Defeat meant death, and she still had one more trick to play.

She concentrated a moment, preparing herself, heart pounding with fear. Then she compressed her body, tugging tight at all her limbs, narrowing them as much as she possibly could. The pressure of the creature’s grip weakened, as it found itself no longer wrapped so tightly round her. She had a split second in which to make use of the advantage, and she grabbed it, propelling herself upwards as fast as she could. The beast snatched some of her tentacles, and she slapped at it with the others, desperately pulling herself free. Its hold on her vanished, and she swam, as fast as possible, towards the opening of the tunnel, barely visible in the dim light. Squeezing herself in, wriggling frantically through, she continued swimming, upwards, with undiminished speed, spurred on by fear and adrenaline and hope, up and up, back up into complete blackness.

She was free! The realisation burst within her, a wave of intense, almost overpowering relief, so strong it weakened her limbs, and she had to focus on maintaining her pace, coordinating arms and tentacles trembling with the after-effects of shock. She was alive! Alive! She allowed that word to echo round her mind, over and over, and she laughed, shakily, dizzy from her narrow but successful escape.

At the same time, the knowledge of how close she had come to dying, devoured unseen in the dreadful pits of the Catacombs, shook her. She knew she had only herself to blame. She had ignored every instinct, all the natural urges which had helped her survive over the years. She had been stupid. Aemy had played her, with unexpected skill and courage, and almost won.

The key word being ‘almost’.

A fresh sense of determination filled her, and she urged herself to swim faster, up out of the ghastly horizontal tunnel and into the equally pitch black vertical one running below the city. She knew where her prey was, now. Directly ahead of her. She had to catch her! After all this, she simply had to!

She surged forward, ignoring the weariness in her limbs. She would need to rest and recuperate after this, if only to calm her frayed nerves, but not until she had completed her hunt.

She could taste her prey in the water, increasingly close, and the lingering weakness of shock began to fade, giving rise to the excitement of the chase. It was almost finished, now. She merely had to snatch the mermaid before the latter made it back out into the city.

She reached forward, and her fingers touched slender, scaly flesh. She grinned, and closed her grip round her quarry’s tail. Yes! Aemy struggled, but her protests now were futile. Shallon stopped, and closed both hands around her, pulling her in. She leaned forward, and clasped the tip of the mermaid’s tail between her lips. Then, still holding her firmly with her hands, she began to ingest her, slurping and pulling.

After all these difficulties, frustrations and even mortal danger, feeling the taste of delicious mermaid blossom on her tastebuds came as a real treat. Shallon sucked her in with ease, and granted herself a long moment to savour her, shifting her round her mouth, pressing her with her tongue to draw out every little bit of her flavour. She let out a little moan of contentment, between closed lips.

Oh, Aemy… You dear, sweet little thing. You were worth all the trouble! Mmmm…

She sloshed her about her mouth a while longer, relishing the distinct taste of her skin and scales, and the sweet tickle of her frantic wriggles. Then she gulped her down, and exhaled a sigh of satisfaction, enjoying the feel of her smooth, struggling lump sliding easily down her throat. She smiled, happily, despite still being enclosed in the cold, dark waters of the sinister tunnel.

Somehow, the trouble she had gone to, and the knowledge that she had won, made the feel of swallowing her catch all the more exquisite.

She did not, of course, intend to digest her. She had promised Dandra a mermaid, and after all the difficulty she had faced in catching this one, she had no intention of going looking for another. No, the tasty fish-girl would be Dandra’s meal. But Shallon needed to carry her catch up to the surface, which meant going through the city. And the only way of doing that was to smuggle the mermaid out.

The rules, after all, were quite clear. Predation was forbidden within the bounds of Ryzelm’oire. But it was equally clear that the dreaded Catacombs were a lawless area beyond the reach of those rules. Down here, whatever you did was your own business, and nobody else’s. If she swallowed Aemy while she was still in the tunnel, then she felt perfectly entitled to hold her in her stomach while she passed through the city and left. No harm done.

She had to be quick, though, before her belly got to work on its pleasant prize. Which meant she would have to require more effort from her tired limbs. It’s all for a good cause, she reminded herself, pulsing her tentacles and pushing on through the pitch black tunnel, towards the narrow exit.

It seemed to take forever, but at long last she was wriggling uncomfortably through the crack in the ground and the tight squeeze of the building above it, and out into the streets of Ryzelm’oire. She blinked, her starved eyes adjusting to the sudden light, even as her body shuddered with pleasure and relief at the comparative warmth of the water.

Never again! she vowed, firmly, as she hurried up into the waters above the boundaries of the city, and continued on towards the distant surface of the sea. Never again would she go down into the Catacombs. That one horrid scare was a lesson she would not forget. The darkness below the ocean was not her world. She would live in the comfort and civilisation of the city. As any sensible chlaena ought.

At last, she broke the surface with a splash, and smiled as she filled her lungs with air, and the bright sun bathed her bare skin with its incomparable warmth. Inside her, Aemy was struggling, a pleasant sensation in her stomach, but one unfortunately which she could not indulge in any longer. Which some regret, she shifted and squeezed her stomach, regurgitating its occupant into the water, and grabbed her quickly before she could try and escape.

“Eugh!” Aemy wriggled in her hand, a look of disgust on her smooth and pretty face, her previously tidy hair now slick and matted with slimy liquid. “Damn it!”

“Sorry to interrupt all your squirming in my tummy,” Shallon greeted her pleasantly, “but I need to get you cleaned up before we visit Dandra.”

Aemy looked at her, long and hard, and then finally slumped, defeated.

“Damn!” she said again, this time in a whisper.

“Oh, don’t feel bad.” Cheerfully, Shallon dipped her in the water, then began scrubbing her hair, cleansing it of digestive goop. “You were quite a challenge to catch. That was very clever, what you did down there. And very brave.” She smiled at her, almost fondly.

“And very stupid of you to follow me,” Aemy muttered. “You know, for what it’s worth, you’re really not allowed to eat me in the city.”

“But we weren’t in the city.” Shallon grinned, pleased with herself. “That was your mistake, little fishy. You led me down to a place where I was allowed to gobble you up.”

The mermaid grimaced. “I don’t suppose I can appeal to your sense of respect for your vanquished opponent?”

“Nope!” Shallon told her, happily.

“Well, it was worth a try,” Aemy said, dejected, and sighed.

* * *

Shallon emerged again from the water some distance from the west shore of Threnos island, so that Dandra would have time to see her coming. The two friends waved at each other, and the dryad was smiling brightly when the chlaena came out of the sea, delighted at the unexpected pleasure of seeing her again so soon… and at the tasty meal her friend was bringing as a gift.

Shallon settled against her customary tree, and watched with an affectionate smile as the dryad gulped down the squirming little mermaid, who soon vanished as a bulge down her pretty, fair-skinned throat. For a brief while, Dandra kept her eyes half-closed, an expression of blissful satisfaction on her soft, kind face, while she enjoyed the feel of her food sliding down her gullet into her stomach. Then she exhaled a gentle, feminine sigh of pure contentment, and her warm brown eyes opened to focus on her friend.

“Thank you!” she said, smiling. “That was absolutely delicious.”

Shallon returned the smile with genuine warmth. Seeing Dandra look so happy brought a simple but deep sense of well-being to her own heart. This was what she really lived for: the quiet comfort and joy of spending time with someone she cared about.

“I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

Dandra touched her tummy softly with her fingertips, as it emitted a first gurgle.

“She’s wriggling,” she said, and giggled.

“I’m not surprised,” Shallon told her, still smiling. “She’s quite a feisty little fish girl.”

Dandra looked at her, curious, a little sparkle in her eyes, as though anticipating something interesting.

“How do you know?”

“Ah.” Shallon beamed, leaned back and made herself comfortable against the tree, basking in the soft, pleasant warmth of the sun. “Well, your dinner there, my dear Dandra, caused me quite a bit of trouble. She wasn’t an easy catch.”

The dryad’s eyes lit up. She knew where this was going.

“Are you going to tell me a story?”

“I most certainly am.” Shallon smiled. “It goes something like this…”

THE END

