Chapter 78
Don't Be That Way

The drive to New Vegas takes about an hour, but when they arrive outside of Voyla's apartment building, Amelia eagerly jumps out of the truck cabin—only to be grabbed and pulled back under the tarp by her mother so she isn't seen by anyone. Poor Amelia whines and wiggles, too excited to see Yoseph again to care about being noticed.

Jeremy gets out of the truck instead and checks to make sure the coast is clear first, then he goes into the building to locate the Voyla family. A few minutes later, Jeremy returns again, this time walking alongside of Yoseph's father. After one last check of their surroundings, Jeremy calls to his passengers, “Alright, you can come out now.”

Amelia springs out from under the tarp to dart past Jeremy and Voyla, running upstairs to sniff out Yoseph. Diana follows as well, though at much more of a leisurely pace. She smirks at Voyla faintly. “Pleasure seeing you again.”

“Dobryy den',” Voyla replies with a warm smile of his own. “You bring new friends?” He notices Jordyn and Leyla also climbing out of the truck.

Jordyn introduces herself. “Voyla, right?” she asks. “I'm Jordyn, and you've probably already met Leyla.” She gestures to the chubby scribe.

“Da, welcome,” Voyla says. “You come for visit as well?”

Leyla shakes her head. “Afraid not, we were just getting a ride back into Vegas.”

Voyla nods his head. “Well, if you want, come visit. Door is open to friends of Juno.” Voyla glances back toward the vehicle as one more figure steps out. “And who is this?”

Marin realizes Voyla is referring to her as she steps out. She keeps her tail curled against her legs, hesitant to reply to him. Instead, she watches him with an attentive stare. The fact that he's human is immediately causing some distrust, and the accent isn't helping. She has not spoken to Voyla before.

“Come, come,” Voyla invites her. “Do not be shy.” He gestures to the open door. “I am friend to your kind.” Voyla turns to go inside, but before he does, he gives Jeremy one last friendly pat on the back. “You and your wife enjoy hunting. Do not worry about us.”

Jeremy chuckles. “Thanks. We'll bring you a turkey if you'd like.”

“Spasiba!” Voyla thanks him. “Safe travels, friend.” Voyla now turns away to lead his guests inside.

Diana looks at Jeremy one last time before he leaves with the truck. Jordyn and Leyla are already walking away as well. Diana now steps into the poorly lit corridors of the old apartment building as well. Her faked smile soon fades with heavy sigh.

Voyla notices this. “Something wrong?”

“No, nothing... just...” She doesn't want to say it outright. “Sorry.” She'd make things awkward. Thoughts of earlier still linger in her mind; of how everybody has somebody except her.

Yet, Voyla does not have to hear her say it outright. He can see it in her eyes how she is upset. “Come, come. I know that look.” He takes her by a hand, pulling her along so she'll come upstairs with him. “Nothing that a drink and some shashlik cannot fix.” As they approach his room on the top floor, they begin to smell the cooking meat.

Diana flicks her tongue repeatedly at the curious scent. “What is that?”

“I said, is shashlik,” Voyla repeats with a chuckle. “Can those big ears not hear me?”

Diana blushes, her canine ears going back self-consciously. “I meant what is shash-ick.”

Voyla opens the door to his apartment, showing Diana inside. The room is filled with the smell of cooking meat. The main living room is the first thing they enter. There's even a TV with a holotape player resting beside it. The room is small, but cozy. The sofa looks big enough to accommodate three people, and there's enough space in front of it for a fold-out bed. Currently, Amelia and Yoseph are sitting together watching a movie and munching on hunks of meat served on a plate that Yoseph is holding. Marin is mostly wandering and exploring the apartment's other rooms. Voyla tells Diana, “Come, I give you tour.”

Diana begins to follow Yoseph around the house. She peers at Yoseph, her stomach growling audibly at the sight of the meat on his plate. However, she stops staring when the smell of cooking meat grows even more intense toward the back of the living room. She looks ahead to realize they're in the kitchen now, located directly across from the apartment's entrance, through a narrow doorway. In this room, there's even windows to the outside. The kitchen is tiny and cramped. Diana can't even fit through the passage between the counters and the wall without her gut pressing against one of them depending which way she faces. She decides to stay at the door. On the far side of the room, there's another door that leads outside.

Voyla explains, “This is the kitchen. Out there is balcony. On balcony is where I cook the shashlik.” He goes out the door on the far end of the kitchen, and Diana can see him out the window. A moment later he returns with a still steaming skewer loaded with meat. It's at least the length of his forearm. “Careful. Is hot.”

Diana accepts the skewer, grabbing it by one end. She takes it from Voyla and examines the food. After a moment, she inserts the opposite end into her mouth to carefully pull a morsel of meat off of it without jabbing herself in the back of the throat. She winces as the hot hunk of roasted flesh tumbles into her gullet. She swallows, then licks her lips clean. Her stomach gruwwwls needily for more, so she bites into the next bit of meat to tear it off the skewer as well.

Voyla smiles. “You like?”

Diana mprhms in approval.

Voyla chuckles. “Come, I show you my home.” He scoots past her and walks into a hallway that extends to the left of the apartment entrance (or right, from their current perspective). Its opening stands about half-way between the front and back walls of the living room. Voyla takes Diana down the corridor, then points to his left. “On this side is bathroom.” Then he points over to the right. “This is my room. You may use it if I am not home.” Then finally he points to the end of the hall, where they see an open door and a much smaller bedroom with an open window to an alley. There's a fire escape visible as well. “That is Yoseph's room.” Marin had taken it upon herself to rummage through Yoseph's toy box, and is still currently doing so when they arrive. She ignores their presence, busy pulling out a set of what appear to be tinker toys.

“Where will I be staying?” Diana asks as she munches on her food.

“You will sleep tonight in living room. It folds out to mattress.” Voyla watches Diana for a moment before asking, “You want more shashlik?”

Diana realizes she had nearly eaten all of her share so far. There's only one bit of meat left. “Oh yes, please.”

Voyla goes back toward the kitchen. “You want something to drink?”

Diana decides, “I don't see why not.” She's expecting water, or juice, maybe even milk.

Instead she sees Voyla come back with a pair of shot glasses in one hand, and what is clearly a bottle of vodka tucked under that arm. He is holding more shashlik in his other hand, which he passes off to Diana. Before she can begin eating, he retrieves the bottle from under his arm and manages to get his palm holding the drink glasses around the bottle's cap to twist it off without dropping anything. Finally, he pours into each glass, managing not to spill a drop. He offers one to Diana. “To friendship!” He holds up his glass.

Diana gives a faint smile. “To friendship.” She toasts with Voyla, then downs the shot of vodka. It burns her throat on the way down, making her wince, but she isn't about to be rude by choking or rejecting his offer. However, once the liquid lands in her stomach, the burn becomes a pleasant warmth in her belly. She blushes faintly, then lets up a steamy, rancid belch in Voyla's face! “Though, I'm still hungry.” She bites her lip lightly.

Voyla laughs. “Come, we get you more.” He takes her back toward the kitchen, but this time, instead of leaving her behind in the hall, he tells her, “Come, come,” as he moves through the narrow passage.

Diana merfs as her large hips and gut drag along the edges of the room. She does her best to suck in her belly, but it does little good. Still, they manage to slip through together, and find themselves standing out on the concrete balcony. There's a grill against the rusted metal railing, plus a small plastic table with two folding chairs next to it. Diana takes one of the chairs, which creaks under the weight of her gigantic bum. Luckily its steel frame is enough to hold her mass. She puts the empty shot glass down on the table while she nibbles on her food.

There's still one more shashlik cooking on the grill, which Voyla takes for himself before sitting across from Diana. “So I have seen you around Juno's home, but barely know your name. I am Dimitri Voyla. You?”

“Diana,” the Nightstalker replies simply.

“Pleasure to meet you, Diana.” He offers a hand to her.

Diana accepts it, and gives Voyla a firm handshake. She asks, “So how long have you been in New Vegas?”

“Only about one year, actually.” He pours another shot of vodka for Diana. “Came all the way from home in Kiev, but I was born in Krasnodar.”

“Where's that?” Diana asks.

“Are you familiar with old world country called Russia?”

“Ohhh, so that's where that sexy accent is from.” Diana smirks.

A smile breaks out onto Voyla's face, as well as a flattered chuckle. “Da, I have come long way. My son and I lived in Kiev and near Chernobyl. You see, Chernobyl was nuclear power plant that failed long before the Great War. Scavengers have been exploring that wasteland since... probably since turn of millennium. People there know many tricks to survive in radiation.”

Diana nods. “What's Europe like? I've always wanted to go to Europe... I used to hear stories about it in the vault.”

“You were a vault dweller?”

“Eh technically no, I just got adopted by one. Before that, I was on my own.”

“Adopted?” Voyla asks. “You were child?”

“I was,” Diana sighs, having not even taken her second shot of vodka. “I don't remember much before then... I remember a lab, a mountain... brains in jars... that's about it, though. I mostly just remember wandering through the Mojave.” She finally does pick up her glass, and downs the liquid with a single hard gulp.

Voyla tells her, “Well, Europe is... well, it is not safe. Before the Great War, the European Commonwealth broke down. Nations went back to historic borders and went to war. Russia, France, and England all had nuclear weapons as well. Not as many as China and America, but enough. Still, Russia had the most land and nukes. She survived the war. Her people in Moscow now live in the old Metro, while others like me survive in the wilderness and abandoned cities. Trouble is, Europe's war never ended. Today, history's oldest rivals still shed blood... Not to mention the bandits.” He swallows another glass of vodka for himself. “Is no place for a family.” He then changes the topic by holding up the vodka bottle. “Want more?”

“I'm good for drinks, but I do want more meat.” She bites another hunk of meat off of the metal rod she had been nibbling from, and swallows it mostly whole.

Voyla chuckles. “I will get you more, then.” He stands up to get more meat from inside.

After a long night of enjoying Voyla's company, Diana decides she should probably get some sleep. She comes back inside behind Voyla, though she has some difficulty again getting through the kitchen area. When she and Voyla reach the living room however, she sees Voyla looking at the sofa with an amused smile on his face. Diana, wondering what he is staring at, steps forward to see for herself.

There upon the cushions, Amelia and Yoseph had passed out together. Amelia is resting with her head nestled against Yoseph's chest, while Yoseph's head is slumped to one side, both of them sleeping. A blanket covers them keep them cozy, while the television flickers with the frozen images of a holotape that had reached the end of its footage. Diana does her best to suppress a giggle at the adorable sight.

Voyla whispers to Diana, “We should move them, yes?”

Diana tries to pick up Amelia first. However, Amelia clings to Yoseph, rumbling in protest as she's moved. The young Deathclaw barely opens her eyes to see who had disturbed her.

Regardless, Diana pulls Amelia away from Yoseph to carry her. She lets the young Deathclaw rest against her plush stomach, which gently blorps with meat digesting within. With Amelia accounted for, Diana looks around the room. “Marin?” She wonders where the other Deathclaw child had wandered off to. “Maaarrrriiiinnn,” Diana repeats, “Where are yoouuuuu?”

Voyla picks up his son as well, carrying him down the hall toward the boy's bedroom. When he enters, he notices the window is open. “Perhaps Marin went out?”

“Oh shit, I hope not.” Diana hurries down the hall, still carrying Amelia with her. “Why the fire escape?”

“It is not down she wanted to go,” Voyla replies, laying his son down in bed. “Perhaps she wanted to go up? To the roof? It is nice view.”

Amelia rumbles deeply and squirms in Diana's grip, causing her to dangle somewhat. She chirps gently and presses her face into Diana's belly.

Diana looks down at her. “Hm?”

Amelia mumbles to her, “Soft... wanna... sleep in...”

Diana blinks, then blushes lightly. “In my stomach?”

Amelia nods slightly in confirmation, barely able to open her eyes.

Diana tries not to laugh. “Heh, you sure, kid? My belly's awfully gurgly at this hour~”

Amelia presses her face into the soft flesh and mprmhs against Diana's stomach. Her head nods again.

Voyla notes, “We have antacids, if it helps.”

Diana considers her options for a moment, then decides, “Alright, fine.” She smooches Amelia on the forehead. “In you go.” She begins removing Amelia's clothes. Once Amelia's shirt is off, she pushes the girl head-first into her throat, and begins to swallow. She removes the rest of Amelia's outfit during successive gulps.

Amelia goes down without a fuss, all the way into Diana's mush filled stomach. She winces at first at the slight tingle of the acids, but she remains otherwise relaxed. Curled up snug in the warm and plush depths of the Nightstalker's belly, Amelia only bothers to make sure her head is above the slurry before she nods off yet again.

Diana slurps up the last of Amelia's tailtip and swallows it down, though her stomach hardly swells with its newest arrival. She then bends over to crawl out the open window to get on the fire escape, though her fat stomach nearly gets wedged in the opening. “I'll be back in a bit,” she tells Voyla as she wiggles out onto the balcony.

“Do not forget antacids,” Voyla warns her. “Else Momma Deathclaw will be upset.”

“I'll be alright,” Diana insists as she begins climbing the rusty steel steps.

Voyla leaves her for now, and goes to get out a bottle of antacids to leave on the bathroom sink for when Diana returns. Meanwhile, as Diana reaches the top of the building, she sees Marin sitting at the far ledge, staring out at the glowing skyline of New Vegas. She appears to be lost in thought. Her tail rests behind her, motionless.

The Nightstalker approaches from behind. She clears her throat to get Marin's attention, hopefully without startling her.

Marin doesn't respond, though. At least, not in a way Diana can detect. She doesn't perk, or jump, or even turn her head. She just keeps staring out at the city.

“Everything alright?” Diana finally decides to ask.

“Why would you care?” Marin asks very plainly. There's no anger in her voice, but no happiness, either.

Diana scoffs, “Oh come on. Just because I think you Deathclaws are tasty doesn't mean I don't give a shit.” She comes up to the ledge and kneels down behind it, resting her arms and chin upon it while her belly smushes against the roof. “Tell me what's on your mind.”

Marin hesitates at first, then takes a deep sigh. “I don't know. Sometimes I stay up at night wondering what the point is.”

“The point of what?” Diana asks.

“Everything,” Marin states flatly.

Diana's tone shifts now. She understands this kind of feeling more than she'd like to. What is the point of everything, or anything? Well, she won't lie to Marin. “Look, kid... I'm not gonna bullshit you.” She's going to tell her just how she feels about such things. “The world is pretty fucked up. Good people die for no good reason... Sometimes I ask myself the same thing you do. Truth is, I don't think there is a point.”

Marin turns her head now, looking at Diana strangely. “So why are you telling me this?”

“I'm telling you you're preaching to the choir,” Diana scoffs, “And feeling sorry for yourself? Ain't gonna accomplish a god damn thing.”

Marin frowns now, her tone turning sharp. “So what the fuck am I supposed to do then, huh? How do you know what it's like?”

“Like what's like?”

“Having your... your life just taken from you—by someone you thought was family.” She growls softly. “Don't you fucking tell me to get over it.”

“I'm not saying you have to get over it.” Diana sits up now, moving to sit with Marin on the ledge. “I'm saying that coming up here is pointless. Looking down and wondering if you should jump... it's pointless.”

“I didn't say that.”

“You didn't have to,” Diana replies. “I know what it's like.”

Marin scoffs, “How do you know?”

“I was taken away from my family, given intelligence I never asked for—never wanted. I've never seen my mother or any of my pack since then. Every day that goes by I forget a little bit more of their faces, or the memories get mixed up. When I was your age, I used to stare out at the desert all by my lonesome and ask; why bother? … But you know what? Being dead would be pretty god damn boring, y'know?”

“... It's gotta be better than this,” Marin sighs.

“Bullshit,” Diana retorts. “You think that just 'cuz you sit at home all day hiding in the garage. Hell, we found you hiding in a hole! And before that, what, where were you? Hiding in another hole, right?”

Marin's expression softens. While blunt, it's not inaccurate. Diana has a point.

“Life is an adventure and sometimes things suck, but...” She remembers something Zuzen once said to her. “You see the way things are versus the way they were, and you think the only way you know happiness is when it's gone. That's the thing about happiness. You only know you had it when it's gone, because you compare it with what comes after... But you know what else?”

“... What?”

“It works both ways,” Diana explains. “You can't know happiness without sadness, either. Look...” She shifts to better turn and face Marin. “I just spent all night talking to Voyla. Like, nothing in particular. Just chatting.” She looks out at the skyline as well. “For months I've been in this rut, and simply talking to somebody who didn't just wanna fuck, it made me realize how much I miss that. I've gotten so used to it, I don't really know any other way... but that doesn't mean there isn't one.”

“What's your point?”

“My point is living is more exciting, even if it sucks sometimes. Life is pointless. Don't be depressed by it—take it as liberation.” A slight smile comes to her face. “You do whatever the fuck you want, and in the end it won't matter. That's not a bad thing. You just stop worrying about the past or future. Sooner or later, you're gonna die.” She laughs slightly. “Hell, you're probably gonna die in someone's stomach. Maybe mine.” She can't help a smirk. “I mean, you're a pretty scrawny little thing.”

Marin blushes slightly, though frowning. “Isn't that reckless? What good is living life freely if it comes back to bite you sooner?”

“Hey, I didn't say actions didn't have consequences,” Diana replies. “Take Amelia for example.” She gives her belly a loving pat. “She asked me to eat her, and now she's gurgling with my dinner~” she muses.

Marin's eyes widen. “You didn't.”

Diana snickers. “Okay fine, she's not really gonna digest. See, the consequences of me melting her is I gain a few pounds and Juno is pissed—even though she tries to act like she doesn't mind. I know better. She just knows there's not a lot she can do about it in the long run. It's smart thinking, y'know? Don't worry about stuff you can't help. Enjoy the moment... for as long as it lasts.”

Marin goes quiet for several long moments, then looks out again at the city. “I still miss my mom.”

“That's fine, but don't dwell on it,” Diana says. “Easier said than done, I know, but seriously, you gotta stop sulking around so much. It's boring. It's... fucking depressing, really. When you sit alone in the dark, you're just stuck with your own thoughts. With people like us, those thoughts aren't usually happy ones. Well... I mean they are... but it's happiness you don't have anymore. You gotta move on.

“And what, just forget about them?” Marin sneers.

“I'm not saying abandon memories of happy times; I'm saying to make new memories.”

Marin goes quiet again... though in an effort to change the mood, she comments, “I've never heard you monologue like this.”

Diana scoffs. “Yeah, well... I've got a lot on my mind and not enough people give a shit to listen.” She shifts her body to stand back up again, letting her belly slush and glorp. “Anyway, we should head back inside. You coming? I wanna sleep.”

Marin thinks for a moment. “Yeah... I'll be back in a minute. I just wanna enjoy the night air a little longer.”

“If you say so,” Diana says, turning to leave. She returns again to the ladder and sloshes her way back down the many steps. Lastly, she wiggles back in through the bedroom window, passing by Yoseph along the way. She returns again to the living room to unfold the sofa so she can use the bed inside of it.

A couple minutes of setup later, Diana crawls up onto the mattress and sprawls out. She rests her head against the pillows, her stomach beginning to blorp against the dinner within. She closes her eyes, on the verge of passing out, but something starts nagging at the back of her mind... What is she forgetting? Suddenly, she jolts upright. “Shit, Amelia.” She forgot to grab some antacids.

Yet the moment she sits up, a hand reaches across her and holds out the bottle of the chalky white tablets that should subdue the caustic environment inside of her. Diana pauses for a moment, then looks up the arm to see who it belonged to. It's Marin. The teen Deathclaw smiles faintly. “I had a feeling you'd forget these.”

Diana takes the antacids from her. “Thanks.” She twists open the bottle and dumps the contents into her jaws, swallowing heavily to get it all down. She winces at the bitter flavor, but she has no interest in killing Amelia off at the moment. As the tablets fall into her gut, they cause her insides to bubble heavily. Diana grunts and pushes on her gut, making it squelch around Amelia. “Ugh, I hate those things. You owe me,” she complains to her sleeping occupant.

Marin then pushes Diana's belly. “Move over.” Marin climbs into the bed to get comfy alongside of Diana, then rests her head against the large stomach.

Diana rolls back again to let Marin climb over her, deciding that it's safe to sleep now. She gives her belly another gentle pat, still able to feel the younger Deathclaw settled inside of her. After a while, Diana's eyes start to flutter in the dim living room... She falls asleep soon after.
