Story 60

It was a dry, hot day in the usually cool and shaded forest which stretched between the Great Rocky Fields to the south and the ominous, enchanted Fairy Kingdom to the north. The sun was at its zenith, reminding all creatures that it was about time for lunch – and that now was a dangerous time for smaller beings to venture out of their various hideaways. A light breeze whispered in the leaves of tall trees, especially among the lower branches, making the midday heat pleasant rather than stifling.

Rivwin enjoyed it, in any case. She preferred to slither quickly across dry ground rather than face being bogged down in the thick mud caused by periodic torrential downpours. Bigger nagas might not have minded a sludge through wet earth, but Rivwin was one of the littlest nagas of all. She was a less than four and a half inches tall, head to ground – about average for her tiny species. Rearing up on her tail would have made her significantly taller, but she rarely did that ; survival was best ensured by remaining discreet. Her kind were prey to all kinds of creatures – from large birds to giant rodents, and even to larger nagas, many of whom would not hesitate to slurp her up as a squirming delicacy.

Hers, however, was not the most lethal of environments. True, the forest was full of life, much of it carnivorous, but she had learnt to adapt to that since childhood. The forest was narrower here than further east, leading to a lesser concentration of large predators. And fairies routinely poured over the southern border of their kingdom for hunting trips, preying on the types of creature which might in turn have hunted for a succulent little naga such as herself. Nekos, who had once feasted upon her ancestors, were now almost unheard of in this stretch of jungle, their local tribes having been driven out or gobbled up to extinction by greedy fairies. In addition, the forest provided her with some cover from the sharp-eyed harpies who hunted over the barren, unprotected rocky fields in the south. All things considered, she felt it could have been worse. She would be able to survive here, a while.

She had to, anyway. She had nowhere safer to go.

She slithered forward cautiously now between the tall grasses, seeking out fallen leaves or bumps in the ground for cover, her senses ever alert to danger… or opportunity. For she, too, was a predator, on her own small scale. She paused, in the reassuring shade of a giant root, and listened, opening her senses to every living being within range. She was a pretty little thing, well suited to her environment, with dark green and earth brown scales on her long tail – a pattern which had evolved over aeons of natural selection, to offer her the best hope of camouflage. Her skin and hair were a similar earthy brown, while her bright, quick eyes were a dark green, set in a smooth, attractive and cautious face. Her build was slender, feminine, shapely – with graceful arms, healthy breasts, and an endearing little wiggle in her tail. She moistened her lips, extending the tip of her sensitive tongue to taste the air, seeking confirmation of what her other senses were telling her. She smiled – a soft, pretty smile of gentle anticipation, edged with a gleam of hunger in her green eyes. There was food close by.

She licked her smiling lips again, preparing them, and rubbed her hand softly over her empty belly, cautioning it to be patient. The scent of food had caused it to emit a low rumble, urging her to provide her body with nourishment. It was an urge she was quite happy to act upon.

She paused a moment longer to assess the direction of the light breeze. It carried her the smell of her prey, while masking her own – for now. She would act swiftly, before her advantage changed.

Slithering out from behind the root, she made quick progress over the forest ground. She had speed on her side. Her body was built for the hunt, swifter than the prey she was now approaching. Of course, her tiny size made her a lot slower than many of the predators who hunted her in turn. But at this particular moment, she was the predator, and she had all the speed she needed.

Her meal sensed her coming, at the last moment, but by then it was too late. She was upon him. She lunged, tackling him to the ground as he tried to run, grabbing his legs and holding him down. Quickly, with practiced ease, she dislocated her jaw and shoved his bare feet and ankles all the way in. With a firm grip on him now, she began to gulp him down.

He was a neera – an average-sized, healthy adult specimen, about three inches tall. He turned, staring at her in fright. He was not too bad looking, she thought. That cute, tousled mousy brown hair rather suited him. But that thought was superseded by the pleasure of his flavour filling her mouth, seeping into her hungry tastebuds, as she hurried to gobble him down while he remained in shock. Her neck and torso stretched and expanded massively to accommodate a struggling meal who was over two thirds her own size – head to ground, at least. But she had a tail, which he lacked, and that was where she would store him, in a large stomach designed to hold and process bulky food.

She was up to his torso by the time he began to recover from the initial shock – and broke into wordless panic, instead. By now, he was helpless. She had taken care to grab his arms and pin them to the sides of his chest as she engulfed him, and his hands were now deep within her throat, along with his torso. His struggling intensified, utterly futile, even as her saliva began to numb him, and he could do little more but gasp and squeak with frantic despair. She continued to gulp him down, hungrily, her appetite increasing as more and more of him entered her alimentary canal, and his exquisite flavour rubbed itself over her wet, appreciative tongue.

“N-no! St-stop it!” was all he could think to say, a stuttering gasp, as she pushed and sucked him in completely, and finally swallowed his head down with the rest of him, with a deeply satisfying gulp. The massive bulge of his squirming body descended inside her, enabling her own torso to return to its normal shape as her efficient oesophagus forced him down into her tail, depositing him in the fleshy sac of her larger stomach. She sighed, happily, a blissful smile on her face, and stretched her arms in lazy post-prandial contentment.

He had been delicious, and the very large, wriggling bulge he caused in her tail was wonderfully filling. It made her feel warm and happy inside. It was in simple moments such as these that life really felt… good.

She licked her lips, capturing the final traces of his flavour, the little smears of salty sweat which were all that remained of him outside her pleasantly full stomach. She swallowed those last remnants with a little gulp of saliva, and wiped her mouth daintily with the back of one hand. Then she paused, assessing her environment for any unpleasant changes.

There were none. This little patch of forest remained warm and welcoming and, for the time being, safe. She smiled. She was feeling rather pleased with herself. That had been a swift and efficient hunt, carried out without a hitch, and it had provided her with a meal that would remaining filling and nourishing for quite a while.

She began to move, more slowly now than before, the muscles in her tail bearing the weight of her substantial lunch. That was, perhaps, the one major disadvantage of opting for such a big meal. It reduced her to a sluggish pace. But at that moment, with that warm feeling of contentment spreading out from her belly to soothe her entire being, she barely cared. She slithered, slowly and with some difficulty, to the closest, giant bush, and slide carefully down beneath it for her post-prandial nap. Avoiding the prickly leaves –which would hopefully deter any predators–, she found a patch of soft, mossy earth, and lay down on it. She curled up her tail, bringing the lump of her lunch up closer to her chest, and stroked it for a moment – rubbing her lower tummy to ease the comfortable onset of digestion. The warm air, combining with the warmth inside her, was making her all ther more sleepy. She breathed out a femining little sigh of satisfaction, smiling softly with innocent amusement at the muffled cries of protest from the meal she had just eaten, and closed her eyes to indulge in a well-deserved rest.

* * *

She awoke a lot sooner than she had expected. In fact, her dozy mind was uncertain for a moment whether she had slept at all. It was still noon, or thereabouts. Her stomach was still very full – and, in fact, she soon sensed that the writhing neera trapped within her was still very much alive.

So why am I awake? she wondered, confused, opening her conscious mind to the input of her senses. Ordinarily, she would sleep through the early stages of digestion, lulled by the comforting wriggles of her food while her hard-working stomach broke it down into a nourishing liquid, to be processed by her intestines. Thus she would awake revitalised, fresh energy from her digested food coursing through her veins, with a diminished bulge in her belly making it easier for her to move. This time, that hadn’t happened. Digestion had barely begun.

Anything confusing or unexpected was usually a bad sign, and she was instantly wary, reaching out with all her senses to probe her surroundings. Within moments, she stiffened, breathing in a little gasp of fear. There was no doubt now why her unconscious mind had woken her. She had sensed danger. Danger, in the form of a small dridder, distressingly close by, and moving closer.

Her eyes wide, she peered between the lowermost leaves of the prickly bush which constituted her meagre protection. Adrenaline –rather than nourishment– pumped through her veins, dispelling the early traces of sleep, leaving her very much awake, alert… and afraid. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she began to breathe faster. From what she could sense, this was indeed no giant dridder (which would ignore her), but a small one – just the right size to view her as edible.

And she was helpless. Quite helpless. With her tail bloated by her still undigested lunch, she could never hope to slither out of its reach. She was trapped right where she was. She could only hope that it didn’t notice her, or that it wasn’t hungry.

In other words, unless she was very lucky, this warm and pleasant day, which had started out so well, would end with her liquified remains travelling through the guts of a dridder.

She whimpered, as quietly as she could, and tried to remain very, very still.

There was a muffled sound from her tail, and she winced. If her food started making a noise, it might attract the dridder.

“Shh!” she whispered, tensely. “Shh, shh!”

As though in obediance, her lunch fell quiet, and she breathed out a little sigh of relief. That relief turned to alarm, however, when she heard an actual voice call out to her, perfectly clear.

“What’s wrong? Why are you afraid?”

Her heart leapt in her chest, and for an instant, she panicked. It was a male voice. He sounded politely concerned, and perhaps just a little annoyed.

“Be quiet!” she whispered, desperately. Her eyes darted about, seeking the source of the voice. She could not sense any sentient male creatures nearby – other, of course, than the neera in her stomach. Could this be him? It occurred to her that the voice had sounded a little odd – as though, she realised slowly, she were hearing it directly in her mind.

Calm down, the voice said, as though in response to her thoughts. Only you can hear me.

“Wh-what?” She struggled to calm herself, and control her breathing. “Are you in my head?”

She could almost hear a faint smirk in the reply. Actually, I’m in your stomach. As though to confirm it, she felt the bulk of her lunch wriggle a little. But I’m communicating with your mind, yes.

“B-but…”

You don’t need to speak out loud. Just think your thoughts clearly, and I’ll hear them.

“But…” She scowled, her fear suddenly tinged with anger. “Stop it!” she hissed. “Get out of my head!”

I might. The neera sounded disconcertingly calm. If you let me out of your stomach.

“No!” She caught herself, remembering she had to stay silent. No! she thought, fiercely, willing him to hear it. I caught you, I ate you ; you’re mine. Now get out of my head, and just… be digested! I’ve got other things to worry about right now.

There was a pause, and she waited, tensely.

Such as? the neera asked, politely.

None of your business! she snapped. Now stop… thinking at me! She had never had a meal talk back at her after she had eaten it, and this was hardly the time for one to strike up a conversation.

Another pause, not quite long enough for her to start hoping. Then, with what felt very much like a mental shrug:

Well, the neera said, I suppose, if you don’t want my help…

Her heart skipped a beat again. She was still strongly aware of the dridder, somewhere outside her precarious shelter, close by. The neera’s words were utterly unexpected –and in fact downright bizarre, given his current situation–, but ‘help’ was not a word she could afford to ignore.

What do you mean,… ‘help me’? she asked, cautiously.

He gave another unseen smirk. She could just feel it. But at least he had the good grace to maintain a calm, polite tone of voice.

First, you’d better tell me what’s making you so frightened.

She considered that, wary. Why? So you can use it against me?
From in here? he retorted, scornful. I assure you, you’re in no danger from me.

Stung, she scowled. Of course I’m not! she snapped back, irritated. You’re just my lunch! I ate you! And I’m going to digest you, and there’s nothing you can do about it, and then you’ll stop being so damn smug.

You’re quite right. He sounded undisturbed. And if we both agree on that, perhaps you could tell me now what it is that’s making you frightened. And I’ll see if there’s something I can do to help.

She hesitated, a long moment. This was… abnormal. In fact, it was incomprehensible. Never before had she heard of food wanting to help the person that had eaten it. It seemed to go against every instinct, against the very nature of prey, such as she had observed it over the years. Food, she knew, never wanted to make your life easy. When you chased it, it tried to get away. When you caught it, it fought back. That was fine. It was what she expected. In fact, it enhanced her satisfaction once she had got her prey down into her stomach, and she could savour the after-effects of a successful hunt. But this…

She would have hesitated longer, but the dridder was still out there, and any delay in accepting this unexpected help might be fatal.

Why would you want to help me? she asked, cautious.

She heard the neera sigh. I would have thought that was obvious. If I help you against whatever danger is out there, I want you to let me out once it’s gone.

Oh. All of a sudden, Rivwin felt rather stupid. She also, to her surprise, felt rather relieved. Now the neera’s offer made sense. He was trying to survive. She could understand that. That was natural behaviour.

All right, she said, her tone a blend of meekness and stung pride. There’s a dridder out there. If I try to move, she’ll sense me, and catch me. But if I don’t try to move…

She’ll probably do the same.

Yes. She paused, trying not to sound too anguished or hopeful. Can you really help?
There was a smile in his voice. A smile of reassurance. Yes, actually, I can, he soothed her. 

How? Hope hammered at her heart, together with doubt, and a niggling sense of shame. She was asking for protection by the lunch in her tummy.

The fact that I’m communicating with you telepathically should give you a clue. I have a certain control over magic.

Rivwin’s eyes widened a little, and she gazed at the full bulge in her tail with some worry. An undigested magician was perhaps not a good thing to have inside oneself. But he didn’t seem to be threatening her – for now.

How was I able to eat you, if you’re a magician? she asked, a little nervous.

You caught me off guard, he said, drily. Plus, I can’t do everything with my magic. Fending off a hungry predator who’s pinned me down isn’t that easy. He paused, and, with audible reluctance, added: Well done, by the way. That was very efficient, the way you got me.

She smiled at the compliment, perking up a little. I wasn’t bad, was I?
You’re a good huntress, he conceded. Now… The matter of the dridder. Not a giant one, I presume?
No. Rivwin squirmed a little, her fear returning. Could you do your magic quickly, please? A pause, as she realised something. Oh… Do you want me to let you out first?
To her surprise, the response was a quick No. Not yet. Listen… This is what I’m doing. I’m doing it right now. I’m using my magic to make you as undectable as possible. Undetectable to the dridder’s senses. I’m projecting… well, what you might call a magic bubble. It contains, or muffles, everything coming from your body. Your body scent. The trail you left right out there. The sounds you’re making. Anything that the dridder might detect. It’s not perfect, but it will diminish her ability to sense you, or to locate you.

Oh. Rivwin absorbed that, quietly. Well… thanks. She blushed.

You’re welcome, he told her drily.

But… Why don’t you want me to let you out?
Oh, I assure you, I do want that. No offence, but your stomach isn’t the final place I want to be. But if I come out now, I’ll be reeking of your stomach juices. Your dridder friend will home in on us like a flash.

Right. She fidgeted, mildly embarrassed. Sorry, then.

There was a moment’s silence, as the neera perhaps tried to interpret that.

Sorry for what? he asked, with a touch of amusement. For eating me?
No. No, not that. Just… She sighed. I don’t know.

He smiled. Don’t worry about it. A pause. There. The bubble’s in place. 

You’re sure?

Quite sure. His tone was reassuring – almost gentle.

She breathed out a sigh of relief. Oh, thank you!
No problem.

This will keep her away, then?

Hopefully. It’s not an absolute guarantee.

She nodded, nervous. I’m sure you’ve done your best.

Strange as this may sound to you, I really don’t want any dridder eating you while I’m inside you. I can bargain with you to throw me up. But if you end up inside a dridder, that rather blows my chances of survival.

Despite herself, Rivwin smiled, just a little. Yes, I suppose it does.

So there are two things I want you to do now.

Yes?

First, roll yourself in the ground. Rub earth over yourself, and grass.

What? She blinked, confused. Oh! Right. To mask my scent?
That’s right.

OK, then… Her reluctance was merely instinctive. She liked to keep herself clean when at all possible, and bathed regularly. Rolling about in dry earth, getting dirt between her scales and in her hair, was going to itch later. But she was smart enough to know when survival trumped comfort or pride, and she quickly did as she was told, wriggling and rubbing herself against the ground, picking up clumps of earth and moss and pressing them against her bare skin and scales. As she rolled, she felt the neera shift inside her stomach, which rumbled wetly in response. Are you all right? she asked, with somewhat more concern than she would have expected from herself.

Well, I can’t pretend that was pleasant. Eugh.

Rolling around with a full tummy has made me feel a bit queasy too, she told him. If that makes you feel any better. She paused. What was the other thing you wanted me to do?
Ah, yes. If you could swallow some air, please? Just take a few big gulps. It’s getting stifling in here.

Is it? She blushed a little, mildly discomforted. Right. Of course. Just a moment, then… She composed herself, then took a deep breath. She closed her mouth, trying to hold it, and exhaled a few moments later. Um…

You need to swallow the air, the neera explained, patiently. So that it reaches your stomach, not your lungs.

Um, how do I do that? she asked, awkwardly.

I don’t know! Just try. Just make it happen. Because if I lose consciousness down here, that magic bubble is going to pop, and you’re going to be dridder lunch.

Right! Right… She cringed. OK. I’ll try. She steadied herself, trying to remain calm, even as her senses pressed her with the urgent knowledge of the arachnid predator’s proximity. She winced, and moistened her lips nervously to focus.

Her first attempts were somewhat dismal, as she could do little more than hold the breath in her cheeks, before inevitably exhaling it. Swallowing air was not a natural bodily reflex, and getting her body to comply with her tense, frightened mind was no easy task. Eventually, however, she felt a painful lump travel down her chest, and she had to stifle a small burp.

Did that work? she asked, worried.

A little bit, I think. But I’m going to need a lot more. She felt him squirm a little inside her. And don’t burp it back up!
She nodded, trying not to feel stressed, and tried again. After several attempts –and an increasingly painful feeling in her chest as the air went down–, she felt him shift once more, just slightly.

Right. I can breathe a little better now. But I’m going to need more, fairly soon.

You’re making me feel bloated, she complained. It’s going to give me indigestion. She stopped, as she realised what she’d just said, and cringed. Sorry…

That’s all right. He remained calm. As long as you let me out once the dridder has gone.

I will! I promise. It’s, um… It’s very nice of you to… Uh, well, to help me.

Self-preservation, he reminded her, simply.

Yes. I know. Another pause. Um, are you… There was no easy way to ask. You’re not being digested in there yet, are you?

It occurred to her that she knew very little about digestion, really. She knew, of course, what ultimately happened to the food she ate, once her digestive system had finished with it. But the process itself, what actually went on inside her body between the ‘in’ and the eventual ‘out’, was something of a mystery. She knew that things went on inside her stomach, because it gradually shrank after she had eaten a large meal, and because it made various noises. But she had never wished to wonder about it in too much detail.

Her question was followed by silence. Seconds passed, and she began to experience a nagging little fear.

Little neera? she urged, worried, and tapped the bulge in her tail gently with her hand. Are you still there?
Yes, I’m here. He sounded thoughtful. And yes, to answer your question, I am being digested. A little. But I’m using my magic so as not to feel it. So it doesn’t actually hurt, for now.

Did that mean digestion would normally hurt? She winced. If it did, she really did not want to know about it. She had always told herself, vaguely, that the prey she ate exhausted itself by squirming around, and simply fell asleep. It was easy to believe, since she tended to go to sleep after a large meal as well. It made sense to think that her food dozed off at the same time as she did.

So you’re all right? she insisted.

More or less. It is rather cramped, though. Your tummy’s kind of squeezing me. And it’s rather slimy.

Oh. Sorry. As an afterthought, she added: But you are food, after all. She wasn’t going to allow herself to feel guilty about this.

Yes. A faint chuckle. I suppose I am. A pause – a long one. As though he were hesitating, a little. My name’s Ched, by the way.

She absorbed that with uncomfortable silence. It was slightly more information than she would have wanted.

I’m Rivwin, she said after a moment, simply.

Pleased to meet you, the neera acknowledged with his now customary calm. Sort of.

The little naga smiled, timidly. His next question, however, wiped the smile from her face.

Is the dridder still out there?

She tensed once more, her terrible predicament returning with a slam to the forefront of her mind. Y-yes, she said, unconsciously reducing her mental words to a whisper.

Closer than before? Or is she moving away?

She’s… Rivwin gulped. I think she’s moving closer.

Maybe she sensed you earlier, and now she’s looking for you. Ched’s tone was calm and clinical. By contrast, the naga let out a low whimper.

She is coming this way! I can feel it!
Then I suggest you stay very still, and stay quiet.

She can’t hear our thoughts, can she? Rivwin was tense, her breathing quite audible, a little ragged.

No, Ched assured her, soothingly. Now, as long as you make no noise –

Rivwin burped, loudly. Her stomach, uncomfortable, had begun churning, and expelled some of the excess air she had swallowed, back up her gullet, without warning, taking her by surprise. It burst from her lips in a resounding burrrp!, and once it had passed she lay petrified, gripped with the fear of what she had just done. The noise seemed to echo round her mind, even as Ched shifted inside her stomach, with an Mmph! of protest.

She’s coming closer! Rivwin told him, panicking. She must have heard! What am I going to do? Is there anything you can do? Please!
Calm down, Ched told her sternly. The bubble will have muffled most of the sound. Just… don’t burp again! Your tummy is… nngg… squeezing me quite a lot. He wriggled, pushing at the inner walls of her stomach. They responded with contrary pressure, and he gasped. I’m going to need more air!
I can’t! she retorted, frightened. It’ll make me burp again. She… She’s looking, Ched. She’s right out there, and she’s looking for me!
So stay calm, he insisted. And I do need air, Rivwim. Or I’m going to suffocate.

No, no, don’t die! She tried not to whimper. I’ll… I’ll give you more air. She stroked the bulge in her tail, her hand trembling a little. Stay alive in there, Ched. I need you.

And I need you not to die either. So let’s both stay calm. Good, he added, as she gulped down some more air. That’s better. Now –

“Little naaa-ga?” The call was playful, in a feminine voice, from somewhere fairly close by. Rivwin stiffened with fear. “Yummy little naga?” There was a laugh. “I know you’re there somewhere. Want to come on out now?”

She-she… she… Rivwin stuttered, shivering. There were tears of fear in her eyes.

Yes, I heard. I think. Is she asking you to come out?
Y-yes…

Then that’s good. It means she doesn’t know where you are. My bubble is protecting us. OK? Rivwin, this is good news.

N-no, it’s not. She’s… really close. She’s going to f-find me. She gulped. I don’t want to die… It was a pitiful whisper, even in her mind, and she could sense the neera’s sympathy in response.

I don’t want to die either. But we’re not going to die. We’re just going to stay hidden, and wait for her to go away. All right?
Yes… Yes, all right. She nodded, trying to calm herself.

“You’re not coming out?” the dridder taunted, in a sing-song voice? “Aww… But you’re just what I want for lunch.” A pause. “I suppose I’ll just have to wait.”

What’s she saying? Ched asked, sounding a little worried.

She says she’s going to wait.

Oh. That’s not good. He wriggled a little, and her stomach groaned softly in response, with a faint squelching sound. Your tummy’s really getting to work on me.

Rivwin winced. Shall I let you out?
Nnn- He seemed to hesitate. Uh, no. You can’t. She’d smell us. The reluctance in his voice was palpable.

“OK, scrumptious,” the dridder called. “I’m climbing a tree now. I’m going to make myself a nice comfy web, and settle down to wait. I can wait all day.” Her tone was distressingly cheerful. “If I can’t have you for lunch, I’ll have you for dinner.”

What’s she saying? Ched inquired again.

She’s going to make a web, so that she can wait for me to come out.

Damn! For the first time since she had swallowed him, the neera in her stomach sounded genuinely tense.

Can you hold on in there?

No, he told her, bluntly. I can prevent myself from feeling your acids, for a while, but you’re already starting to dissolve me, and I can’t slow that down. The stress was seeping into his voice. I need to get out of here, soon!
I… She grimaced. I don’t know what to say.

There’s nothing to say. We can only wait. But we can’t wait long. If I lose consciousness, my magic will fade, and we’ll both die.

If… There was a little tremble in her voice. If I throw you up now… Perhaps we could both make a dash for it…?
Don’t be silly. His tone was kind, belying his words. If she’s big enough to eat us, she’ll be much faster than either of us.

“I’m making my web,” the dridder informed them, still cheerful. “It’ll be a very nice web. You’d like it. I’ll show it to you, when you come out.” She began to hum, singing to herself softly as she spun her silk with practiced skill.

So we… wait? Rivwin asked, in a small voice, trying to sound brave.

We wait, Ched agreed, darkly. And we hope just waiting doesn’t kill us anyway.

* * *

The dridder was true to her word. She went about weaving her web, commenting on it from time to time, no doubt fully intending to fray the nerves of her already tense intended prey. Perhaps she could still sense her, maddeningly close by, yet impossible to pinpoint. Other predators might have left in search of another meal, but this one was, as she had said herself, patient.

Rivwin’s heightened fear had abated gradually into a somewhat more bearable sense of resignation. She lay, shifting a little now and then to prevent her body from going to sleep. The weight in her stomach did little to help in that regard. She knew this was a natural time for a digestive nap. Fear, adrenaline, kept some of the drowsiness at bay, but now and then her stomach gurgled with unmistakable intent, and the warmth of her fullness seeped through her, inviting her into dangerous slumber.

In her belly, Ched squirmed, uncomfortable. She looked at the lump in her tail, concerned. The midday sun was drifting lazily into afternoon, the heat building up over the dry forest earth. She wiped a little sweat from her brow.

I’m going numb, the neera told her, suddenly. His voice had dropped to an uncharacteristic whisper. I can’t feel much of my body.

Rivwin said nothing. There was little to say. If his mind faded, he had made it abundantly clear that she was doomed. She was afraid, but she had been afraid for a while, and now she was tired, too.

A small part of her felt sorry for him, though she was barely aware of it. Feeling too sorry for a neera would have been unhealthy, counterproductive to her own survival. Her wellbeing demanded that she continue viewing them as food. And this one was, after all, in her stomach. Thus most of her concern was for herself. It was not a conscious decision ; merely instinct, and force of habit.

I need to talk, keep my mind active, Ched said. I’d like to tell you about myself.

She winced, just a little, mentally flinching at the suggestion. 

I can’t tell you much about my tribe, because I don’t want you to go looking for them, he went on, with blunt honesty. But I think I can give you some idea of how I’ve lived, without providing you with an advantage in hunting my kind. Perhaps I can tell you about the people I know. People I care about. What they mean to me.

She cringed.

Please don’t, she interjected quickly. I don’t really want to know.

Ah. He was silent for a long moment, processing that. I suppose that makes sense, yes. I wouldn’t want to distress you.

Thank you, she whispered.

But I do need a conversation, or I risk falling asleep. He did not need to add ‘permanently’. Could we talk about you?

I suppose. She was a little wary, without quite knowing why. What do you want to know about?

Anything you can say?

Is this just to hear the sound of my voice? She felt slightly irritable – again, without entirely knowing why.

No. He smiled, inside her mind. Well, not only. Believe it or not, I genuinely am interested. And it’s not often someone gets to know the person who’s eaten him.

She smiled, just slightly. All right. She paused, collecting her thoughts. As she did so, her stomach groaned, clenching, and she heard a muffled grunt from the neera. It sounded rather like pain. Are you all right? She was surprised to hear a note of caring in her own voice.

Fine, he lied, his tone strained. Just start talking. Tell me about yourself.

She nodded, and inhaled a quiet breath. 

I… can’t say I’ve led a very adventurous life. I’ve never travelled far. These have been my hunting grounds ever since I learnt to hunt.

Did your parents teach you? He was making an effort to sound calm, but the strain was audible.

Yes. Mum and Dad were very close when I was little. They took good care of me. Then Dad drifted a little, but he was still there for me too. They taught me to survive. She stopped, her mind’s voice beginning to strain as well. I want to see them again. I don’t want to die here.

You’re not going to die. Tell me about some of your good memories.

I… I…

Good memories, Rivwin. Tell me.

I… Right. Um… Trees.

Trees?

When I was little. And even into my teens. I used to love to get up into trees. You know, small ones, small enough for people our size. I’ve never known why, but there was something… almost exhilirating about scrambling up, and weaving myself round a branch, and… and just resting on it, and watching the world go by below.

Don’t you do that any more?

Not really…

Why did you stop?

I… don’t know. Maybe I just outgrew it. Or maybe I became too preoccupied with… you know, staying alive.

Do you still find time for fun?

There was silence. Then a reluctant reply:

Sometimes…

You can’t live without fun. Tell you what. The first thing you should do tomorrow, when you’re safe and you’ve recovered from today’s events, is go up a tree and lie on a branch and just enjoy it.

Rivwin smiled, despite herself. I’ll think about it. A pause. Do you want to hear my other memories?
Please. A brief pause. And if you could swallow some more air?
Oh… Yes, of course! She did so, quickly. Is that ok? She sensed an affirmative, and smiled, a little awkwardly. Anyway… One of the earliest things I can remember is being caught in a downpour.

How young were you?

Very young. I was with Mum. I’m not sure where Dad was. It was quite a dark day, from what I remember, and all of a sudden the skies just opened up and it poured. Great rushes of water coming down all over us. My mum hurried us under the shelter of some roots, and I… I watched the rain. My memory of this is… hazy, but I do remember just staying there, with Mum holding me, and… watching the rain. It felt… I can’t really describe it, but it felt special. I was fascinated. All this water, coming down from the sky… It’s my earliest memory of rain. It felt a bit magic, and it… It just stayed in my mind.

She trailed off. Again there was silence, for a long while. She listened, extended her senses, tuning them in to the sounds and smells and feels of the world around her. The scent of the earth and grass and leaves, the massive dridder close by, her awareness of other lifeforms, insects scuttling over the ground…

Ched? she queried, quietly.

Yes?

Are you all right?

No. The strain in his voice was greater than before.

Oh. A pause. I can… I think I can sense something.

There was a tinge of hope in her voice, but it took him an effort to answer.

What is it?

I’m trying to be sure, but I think… A cautious smile touched her face. It’s a giant naga. Coming this way.

Has the dridder sensed it?

She should do, if she hasn’t yet… Wait. Yes. Her smile broadened. Yes! She’s scuttling away!
Rivwin sensed Ched’s weak but genuine smile.

Good. I told you you’d survive.

We both will, Rivwin replied, her voice warm with relief. I’ll just wait until I’m sure she’s gone, then I can let you out.

Rather than relief, however she sensed hesitation coming from the neera.

No, he said, at last, with unmistakable reluctance.

No? she echoed, startled. What do you mean, ‘no’?
I mean… I mean there’s no point. His tone was surprisingly gentle. Not any more. You’ve already begun to digest me. A pause, then, even more gently: It’s a little too late now…

Her eyes widened. But…
Right now I’m putting a lot of effort into… into numbing my body, and… and staying conscious. Was it her imagination, or did even his thoughts sound breathless? Dismayed, she quickly swallowed some more air. She sensed wry gratitude. Thank you, Rivwin, but you needn’t bother. If you throw me up, I won’t survive anyway. I won’t be able to move. I’ll be in too much pain.

Oh… she whispered. Her joy at sensing the dridder leave had been suddenly dimmed. Are you… absolutely sure?
She heard his wry chuckle in her mind. Trust me, if I thought I… had a chance of… surviving, I wouldn’t let it go. I’m quite sure.

Oh… she said again. She sensed sympathy from him, which surprised her.

You’re… feeling… bad about this, he told her, the words coming with increasing effort. Don’t. 

To her surprise once more, she sniffled, touched by unexpected emotion. She had never felt much empathy for her food. She had never allowed herself to. But this… This was different. There was a sadness within her that she would not have thought possible, yet which felt entirely natural.

Thank you for saving my life, she whispered, her gratitude tinged with unavoildable guilt.

You’re… quite welcome.

She hesitated, and bit her lip, her eyes moist. Do you hate me?
For… eating me? N-no. He paused, gathering his strength. Of c-course not. I’m your… n-natural prey. It would be foolish of me t-to… h-hate the… natural order of things. I… knew it was… in-n-evitable tha… that I’d… be eaten one day. All… He grunted with the effort. All neeras are. At least I’m… b-b-being useful to you… Nourishing you…
The moisture in her eyes welled up, and she felt herself cry, just a little, quietly.

I’m sorry… she whimpered. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to eat any more neeras now.

She felt him smile, tensely. Then I’ll… have saved more lives than just yours. Good.

She gulped, against the emotion in her throat. Part of her wished she could block out his final thoughts, not have to deal with them, and with the way they made her feel. But she felt strangely compelled to listen. She owed him that much. And there was no-one else for him now…

I’m… going… to… allow myself to… fall unc-con-scious now, he told her, gasping. She felt him squirm, very weakly. He seemed to be putting every ounce of strength into his thoughts. Almost without thinking, she caressed the bulge he formed in her tail.

Goodbye, then, Ched… she whispered, misty-eyed. I’m sorry…

She felt the barest hint of his smile, then his consciousness faded from her mind, as though gently slipping away. Gone. The tears welled up again, and she tensed, gripped in unwelcome emotions. He had stopped moving – a motionless lump in her belly. She hiccoughed, tearfully, and wiped at her eyes. 

For a long moment, she remained where she was, alone now with her own thoughts and feelings.

Then she pulled herself together, slowly. He had been right, she told herself, as firmly as she could. She shouldn’t feel guilty. Eating food was a perfectly natural thing to do. She had done nothing wrong.

Even though she couldn’t help feeling bad about it…

Well… She would get over her guilty feelings, she reminded herself, in an attempt at self-consolation. She would go back to life as normal. She was, after all, alive; she had survived, and that was the most important thing. She should be feeling happy, not sad.

Happy! she insisted, as though she could drum the thought into her own mind, and persuade herself. All this guilt was just silly. Childish. As that thought came, it brought with it new memories of childhood. This guilt was childish, a throwback to the time when, as a little girl, she had initially felt a bit guilty at eating the delicious, pleading tinies that her mother brought her. She remembered her mother reasoning with her gently, soothing her, telling her there was nothing wrong, that it couldn’t be wrong to eat and enjoy something that tasted so good, and was so good for her too. She nodded, quietly, and sniffled once more, her rational mind slowly reasserting itself, surfacing from the childlike emotions that had threatened to submerge it.

She gulped, trying to dispell her lingering emotions, and felt a flutter in her tummy, a mixture of lingering discomfort and a pleasant sense of fullness, making her a little drowsy. The neera –she preferred no longer to think of him by name– had, after all, been delicious. And she had needed to eat him. Her mother was right, as she so often was. A pillar of strength and certainty, which she turned to with silent gratitude. There could be nothing wrong in that.

Her stomach rumbled, a little. There was still, within her, a nagging sense of unease. But she had no wish to dwell on it – and she was too tired, in any case. The fear and adrenaline which had kept her alert had now faded, leaving only a deep sense of physical and emotional tiredness. She sighed, weary, and rested on the grassy earth, its familiar feel as soothing against her skin as the memory of her mother’s loving warmth.

Those were the feelings she needed now.

She breathed out the faintest of sighs, closing her eyes, willing her mind to let go of all the complexity and hurt weighing upon her. It faded away, softly, as she pressed herself against the comforting earth.

Exhausted, she drifted at last into a very welcome sleep.

THE END

