Chapter 48
Kira, Denyu, and Lani follow Trell through the aquarium. “Stay close,” he orders them. “Don't leave my side.” As they slither together around the next corner, that's when they see it. Before them looms a massive, toothy, serpentine head that rests upon the edge of a large enclosure that was once sealed by an electric fence. The fence had been torn down, and now lay in twisted ribbons of scrap metal across the hall. The leviathan's broad head is big enough to swallow all three of the naga girls together without stretching. Its smooth, blue scales glisten in the light with a faint sheen of water while the beast emits yet another shrill screech. Meanwhile, a bipedal staff member wearing an official uniform is waving a fish on a stick toward it, attempting draw its attention, seemingly to no effect. Trell sighs at this poor display. “What have I told you about feeding time? You toss them by hand into the air! You don't wave things at him! Put that thing down before—”

The serpent lunges down and takes a snap at the employee, who barely manages to dive out of the way, dropping the stick and fish in the process. The fish skids across the floor to stop close to Kira's group while the slitted yellow eyes of the leviathan peer towards Kira and Lani directly. An intense, burning hunger can be seen behind the reptilian pupils.

Lani knows the creature as a Lake Serpent, a subspecies of dragon, and endemic to the country Zeymahzin which is located on Peran. It was called a Lake Serpent, but it did come from the ocean. However the name is because this species prefers to hunt near shorelines, islands, or even up rivers and in lakes, where the water is more shallow. Lani, even as bold as she is, immediately withdraws from the area, backing away to a safer distance. She even stumbles over Kira's tail to do so. “I think we should go,” Lani mutters.

Yet as Kira stares back at the beast, she hear a voice... It echos faintly in her ears, bellowing the words, “So... hungry... I just want fish...” Kira's eyes blink once, then dart between the fish and the monster's face. The beast watches Kira intently. “Please, just bring it here. I don't even like naga flesh.” Kira isn't sure what she's hearing until the voice asks, “You... The one with pink scales...” Kira's heart jumps. She realizes the serpent is addressing her directly. She mouths the words, 'you can talk?' silently, while the beast replies a simple, “Yes... I promise there is no danger. I am just sick of getting these pointed sticks jabbed into my mouth by clumsy cowards.” The creature rumbles with anger, then exhales heavily, its steamy breath sending a jet of hot air all the way out for it to lick at Kira's skin.

Kira hesitates. She worries that if she gets closer, she'll just end up the monster's meal.

Yet the creature seems to suspect that. “Look around you... The cage they think contains me; it lies in ruin. If mayhem were my intention, I would devour this entire city. If I had intentions to put you in peril, you would already be doomed...”

Kira does survey her surroundings, namely the hole in the fence. Really, there is nothing but a few scratchy bits of metal that are deterring this leviathan's escape. Those would provide a mild discomfort at most. She looks back to Trell, wanting to ask him something, but he's busy scolding the other employee. Lani meanwhile is frozen in fear, and several feet back from them. Denyu is the only one that still stands beside Trell, idly watching the beast, as well as giving an occasional glance to Kira. At last though, Kira decides that the serpent is right. He could kill them all if he wanted, so clearly, he just wants the fish. With the size of his muzzle, he must not be able to lean over and nip it off the ground to eat. It would be like trying to eat a single grain of rice off a dinner plate by grabbing it with only your teeth. That must be why he has to be hand fed. Not only is trying to feed off the ground probably very uncomfortable, it likely looks so undignified—and if this creature is sentient enough for speech, it must have some sense of dignity as well. Taking a deep breath, even as a part of her mind screams at her for what she is about to do next, Kira slithers forward, and grabs the large fish off the ground. To her startle, the fish is much larger up close than she thought it was. It's at least as big as a tuna, and she has to hold it in a bear hug to keep it from slipping out of her grasp. Kira's eyes nonetheless turn upward toward the creature, waiting for instructions.

Trell wonders what Kira is doing when she slithers ahead, deliberately disobeying his strict order to stay close. He doesn't want to make any sudden moves, for fear of spurring the serpent to action. Ever so slowly, he starts inching towards Kira. Meanwhile, the serpent directs it's gaze upon Kira, staring at her all the more intently as she holds up the massive fish while its weight strains on Kira's arms—easily a hundred pounds of meat on its bones. As Trell moves forward though, the serpentine head lowers down before Kira, its eyes remaining fixated on the pink naga.

Denyu whispers, her body tensed up, “Kira, what the fuck are you doing?”

Lani meanwhile scolds out loud, “KIRA! The fuck are you doing?!” Her far less subtle words echo Denyu's own. “I can't teleport you out of a dragon gut!”

Kira, caught up in the moment, doesn't hear a word of them as she uses all of her strength to heave the fish forward, attempting to throw it, but it's just much too heavy for her effort to be effective. She's only able to toss it a short distance, but it proves to be enough. The serpent reacts instantly to that heave. In the brief second that the morsel is airborne, the serpent's jaws snap shut over the fishy tail, then it lurches its head to scarf in the rest. Kira's heart swells with excitement. Did she just feed it?

Trell freezes in place when the beast moves, and holds Denyu back while the dragon regards Kira seriously. There is a cart of fish nearby, all roughly the same size as the first. People start taking photos of the brave act. Others even begin recording with their smart phones from afar. She's already drawing quite a crowd. Of course, they're all anticipating that Kira will be eaten next.

Denyu whimpers. “Kira, c'mon, what the fuck! Get back here!”

Yet Kira still does not hear them, or is too focused to acknowledge them. Her body is tensed stiff, watching the serpent's movements, ready to react to any danger... Instincts of Kira's own are taking over as she keeps careful eyes on the beast for the most minuscule of motions, but when she realizes she is not slipping down the leviathan's throat, she glances to the cart of remaining fish. Kira slowly falls back now. Watching the creature, and watching how its head rests so close to her, it clicks to her; there really is nothing to be afraid of. If the beast wanted to eat her, if it lied about being able to escape its tank, it already had its chance to swallow her just now. It only wants its fishy treats! Feeling that iota of bravery now building, Kira grasps another fish off the cart, and carries it back toward the sea monster. When she's close enough, she tosses it again, this time with more confidence and distance.

Lani stares in disbelief, her jaw dropped as her sister so recklessly endangers herself. Trell is just watching this display, noticing Kira's body language slowly change from potent fear to only mild nervousness. Unlike Lani however, he's starting to relax. Deciding it's safe, he slowly moves to the fish cart, and wheels it forward to be closer while Kira tosses the second fish.

The dragon, for it's part, opens it's jaws widely, showing off its pink, slime-saturated depths to Kira for the briefest of moments while it's long tongue slides forward to wrap around the tossed fish. It then drags the tuna back in and dispatches this second treat with a deep, audible swallow. With the cart so close, and Kira still present, the serpent lies it's lower jaws upon the ground, and simply open its maw widely, waiting for Kira to feed it. At this angle, Kira can see quite a distance down that deep, dripping gullet...

Kira's heart skips another beat at the view of such a soft, velvety interior. Jesus, it's like a fleshy cave, Kira thinks to herself. It's more than large enough to engulf Kira without so much as making a lump in its neck. When the cart is moved closer, Kira picks up a third fish. Fear of the creature dwindles as she picks up another heavy treat, this one too large to throw, so she simply fwumps it upon the creature's lower jaw. She avoids letting her hands go inside just in case it bites down.

Instead of biting down, the tongue lifts up under the fish and slides it toward the gullet, where an open-mouthed swallow sends the fish sinking down behind ripples of undulating esophagus flesh. Despite the fact that there are easily fifteen hundred pounds of fish present, Kira knows that such an amount should not sustain this creature for long. Of course, neither would a naga like herself. Maybe it understands that eating the hands that feed it would have long term consequences.

Trell meanwhile mutters to Lani, “Fun fact... The Lake Serpent can take up to a week to digest this much fish.” He smiles. “If we feed it every three days, it's usually very well-sated, but if you were somehow eaten by it—assuming it swallowed air with subsequent meals—you could survive two or three days in its stomach... Kira should be fine.”

Lani hisses at him. “Can you fucking not right now?”

Trell snickers. His ability to make humor at least calms Denyu's nerves, if not Lani. Still, Denyu doesn't make any quick moves, as the poor tailmouth is still wringing her hands nervously as Kira places herself right in the path of those massive jaws.

As Kira's confidence grows, she begins to feed more and more to the creature at once. Slowly, a smile builds upon her face. Sure, a part of her is still terrified, but at the same time she'd never been this close to many of even Earth's animals, let alone this! And this, this is a dragon! Not just a beast, but a mythological titan she had only ever seen in the realm of fairy tales. A hunter beyond hunters, a predator beyond predators! This creature sits among the very top of the food chain! And yet, it's eating out of her hands like an adorable puppy. Still, she contains her excitement as she keeps feeding. Any false move could send her tumbling down that massive throat, and if Lani's words about teleportation are correct, she'll be trapped there until she's digested. Though Kira's hands shake as she feeds the creature, she still continues until the cart is totally empty. At the end of it all, she reaches back to grab another fish, but there's nothing left. She looks to the beast again. It is at this moment that she also realizes that her arms are dripping with fishy flavored slime... and just like that, the smile on her face is gone, replaced again by fear. Hopefully, the serpent doesn't mistake her for dessert.

The dragon continues swallowing as each fish is deposited within it's maw, sending the limp, slimy treats slithering away down that wide gullet to be digested in a massive pile of stinking fishbits. Each exhale brings warm air over Kira's body, carrying a hint of moisture and the scent of fish-slush with it. When Kira had finally finished feeding it, there seems to be a muted sigh of relief, while some in the crowd even begin applauding to see the end of such a dangerously exciting show... but as Kira looks down to her arms, the dragon lunges it's head forward, and glomphs it's lips around Kira's entire torso, all the way to her waist! Sealed into the dark, humid jaws, that tongue begins eagerly slathering over the pink glutton, saturating her in saliva while the tongue focuses on slurping up all of the fish-flavors from Kira's arms!

Outside, Denyu lets out a loud scream as Kira's torso is engulfed, Trell having to pin her down to keep her from lunging at the dragon and potentially making Kira's situation all the worse! Kira meanwhile just freezes up. The ripping dread in her chest sends her into a moment of adrenaline-enduced shock. She can't even scream at first. As the tongue slathers her over, licking at her body, pushing up her clothes to slobber over her bare skin beneath, Kira soon begins to scream as her trust in the leviathan is seemingly betrayed. She then starts to panic, thrashing abruptly inside of that warm maw as the hot tongue slurps and suckles over her.

However, contrary to Kira's belief, this Lake Serpent isn't betraying her. In fact, it's just giving her its thanks and taking the last of that fishy taste off of her hands, while savoring the meaty, delicious flavor. As soon as it can no longer taste the fish, the dragon opens up to allow Kira to slide off it's tongue. Kira splats down on the concrete again while the Lake Serpent retreats back into it's pool.

The moment it's gone, Trell darts forward and examines Kira's waist, looking for teeth-marks, but she's unharmed. “Kira, are you all right?” That last move seems to have shaken him, but he is still doing well to stay professional.

Denyu, for her part, is slumped down and trying to recollect herself as Kira is let loose, her heart hammering in her chest. That was too much for her. Kira meanwhile, suddenly aware that she's not about to perish in a slow and agonizing death, eventually responds to Trell. “I—I, y-yeah... I... o-oh god...” Her body is still shaking like a leaf, and she's also on the verge of crying just from the sheer fright of it. She's still not sure what to make of the incident. Soon, she also realizes that she is unharmed. If the creature was hungry, it just as easily could have bitten her in half, or dragged her into the pool and finished swallowing her. It occurs to Kira, “Wait...” She says her thoughts out loud. “Was it just giving me a kiss?” She can't believe it.

Someone from a platform above shouts, “It was!!” Just then, another female naga waves down at them. Her athletic build is contained in a full body wetsuit made of a rubbery yellow material with a black underbelly.

Denyu looks up while Trell makes certain that Kira is actually all right. The woman up above then goers to the edge of the platform, and leaps, doing a swan dive straight into the beast's tank. However, rather than be devoured, the Lake Serpent doesn't mind her presence. In fact, she swims right up to it, and pets it on the nose. The aquatic dragon responds by slurping her entire torso. Denyu stares in surprise while Trell helps pull Kira back upright.

Trell then looks to the new woman as she emerges at the tank's edge. “I thought we agreed that the guppies won't feed him?” He gestures toward the employee whom he had been scolding.

The woman shrugs, and climbs over the tank's edge. “Well, somebody has to take over when I'm away.” She hops down to the floor below. “Besides, Chompy has only eaten... what, like, six interns?”

Kira blinks. “Its name is Chompy?”

The woman nods. “He's a good boy, aren't you Chompy?” She wiggles her tail to signal the beast to come up. It's a training signal, in fact. She then pats the edge of the tank with her tailtip, instructing Chompy to rest his chin on the edge. Chompy obeys both these commands, and re-emerges. The trainer rewards him with a loving scratch on his nose.

“What about Lucas?” Trell asks. “He seemed to do well with...” Trell sighs deeply. “Chompy.” It's clear he doesn't like that name.

“Chompy doesn't like Lucas,” the woman says. “He has preferences, you know.”

“Considering he hadn't eaten Lucas, I'm pretty sure he's fine,” Trell argues.

Chompy opens his mouth slightly and extends that long tongue to slurp the new girl again, clearly showing affection if the girl's explanation was to be believed. Denyu meanwhile moves over, joining Kira and Trell less than eight feet away from those massive jaws. Kira all the while continues staring up at the creature. She questions the staff, “Why not just ask Chompy?”

Lani explains for the staff, “Dragons usually have their own language called Dovah.”

Kira glances to Lani. “Wait, isn't that from Skyrim?”

“No, it's from Peran.”

“But it's in Skyrim.”

Lani scoffs. “Please, you think they made up a whole language just for a video game? Obviously they got it from somewhere.”

Trell interrupts their brief argument. “Sea dragons only communicate in low pitched sounds like whales. You and I can't hear it, and even if we could, we'd have to be in the water to hear it... Even then, we'd have no way of understanding it. It's not like Dovah.”

Kira raises a brow, somewhat confused. “What are you both talking about? It asked me for fish like a minute ago.”

“What?”

“It spoke,” Kira says. “What you couldn't hear it?”

Trell slowly shakes his head.

Lani ponders. “Do you think... telepathy, maybe?”

“I... I mean, I think so... Maybe?” Kira looks back at Chompy. “I didn't see its lips moving, so that would make sense.”

Lani now focuses upon the beast for a long moment. However, the beast stares silently back, not saying or doing anything. After a moment, Lani huffs. “If it knows telepathy, it's ignoring me.”

The dragon leans forward to nuzzle at Kira's torso, offering her another wet slurp, further saturating her clothing in his thick dragon drool, before retreating to it's original position. Denyu tenses up at this display, while the new girl giggles with glee. Trell seems impressed as well. He comments, “He must like you, Kira. Want a part time job feeding him?”

At the offer of a job, Kira hesitates at first. “I-I mean, I kind of have a job already... It's basically full time. My only days off are Monday and Tuesday.”

Lani wonders, “What's the pay like?” She peers at Trell.

“Well, by part time, we only mean maybe an hour at most,” Trell explains. “We can take care of the tank and cleaning, but you would come in and help feed him, like you did today. Maybe spend some time swimming with him. That would be it. As for pay...” He looks to his colleague in the yellow wetsuit. “What do you think, Tanya? It's potentially hazardous, but he does seem to like her, so she shouldn't be in any real danger.”

Tanya frowns lightly. “I don't know what we have for pay. That's a question for the overseer—but, don't expect miracles. We're pretty low on budget.”

That's when Kira hears that voice in her head again. <They worry too much.> Kira startles at the noise. She looks around again, but then to the beast, recognizing its presence. She tunes out the ongoing discussion around her, listening to what it has to say. It continues, <You are brave and respectful. I would not harm you. Will you swim with me?>
Kira's heart picks up at the thought of it. She's not yet sure if it's her own mind playing tricks on her, or the creature actually speaking to her. However, as exciting as that might be, Kira's hesitation causes her to back down from the offer. She's still too nervous to make such a daring venture. Plus, she doesn't want to further scare Denyu and Lani... Mustering the courage to respond, she does so, using the same mental link to send her thoughts back to the beast. <I'm flattered, but not today... I doubt they even have a swimsuit in my size.> She smiles faintly. <Perhaps another day.>

The dragon responds. <I will wait for you. Please come swim soon. I would like to remember the sea.> He then slides back into the pool, and submerges himself. After a moment more, he disappears into the dark depths of his tank.

Denyu takes a few deep breaths once the dragon departs, then looks to Kira. “You have the most amazing charisma, Kira. Not many people can befriend a hungry dragon and not get eaten.”

Kira can't help but emit a slight laugh. “I guess so... That or I'm just lucky.” She watches the tank. “I guess this side-job could be exciting.”

Lani shakes her head with a soft groan. “I've had enough excitement for one day. Can we go get lunch?”

Tanya tells them, “Lunch is on me, then! Though, you may want to shower off first.” She pats Kira's soggy shoulder.

Kira looks down at herself. She's still covered in fishy dragon drool. “Ech, yeah... uh, you have like a locker room or something? … And spare clothes?”

“Of course,” Tanya says. “Right this way.” She begins to escort Kira away from her group. “We'll catch up with your friends in a few minutes.”

Lani sighs. “We'll be at the food court. Please don't do anything else crazy, Kira.”

Kira smiles sheepishly, and waves off her companions. For now, she leaves with Tanya, very much in need of a bath.
