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Chapter 1 - The Otherworld Caretaker and His First Tenant

The  last  of  the  movers  had  finished  unloading  the  seventh and  final  semi-trucks  full  of  furniture  into  the  building.  As  they  left, black  sedans  quickly  replaced  them  in  the  roundabout  parking  lot.

From  the  vehicles,  came  men  in  black  suits,  uniformed  soldiers armed  to  the  teeth,  and  one  man  whose  salt  and  pepper  hair  was turning gray from age, sported a lab coat and thick glasses.

I awkwardly saluted them as they approached me. One of the soldiers chuckled and elbowed his buddy who was admiring the view of the dormitory behind me.

"Mr.  Katagiri,  how  many  times  do  I  have  to  tell  you,  civilians don't  have  to  salute,"  Professor  Markel  said,  adjusting  the  glasses that were slipping from the bridge of his nose.

"When  you  got  a  security  detail  with  enough  ordinance  to demolish  a  city,  my  body  just  reacted  on  its  own  out  of  fear!"  I dropped  my  hands  into  my  pockets  instead,  but  the  sudden  move appeared to aggravate the men behind the professor.

"You won't last long being as skittish as you are, but Japan's prime  minister  assured  us  there  was  no  better  candidate."  He sighed.

True enough. I didn't believe it either when I first received the letter.  My  parents  always  urged  me  to  chase  greater  things  in  life.

Become  an  astronaut  and  explore  the  great  dark  beyond,  study medicine and save countless lives, or hell, become a plumber and fix shit for people.

None of those were appealing to me. For one, it sounded like hellish  work.  And  two,  my  grades  weren't  good  enough  for scholarships,  and  I  was  rejected  from  every  university  I  applied  to.

So  when  one  of  my  friends  joked  about  applying  to  become  a dormitory caretaker that paid literal millions of dollars, I jumped at the chance.

Maybe I should have seen the red flags when my application involved  being  screened  by  an  international  security  board.  Or  that the  questionnaires  were  weird  to  ask  what  genre  of  manga  I  read and anime I watched. I went with the flow and the next thing I knew, I was approved in less than a week to one of the most important jobs on Earth.

"One  more  step  before  you  become  officiated."  Professor Markel extended to me a property deed and pointed to the line at the bottom for me to sign. I tried to be fancy and sign it in cursive, but butchered the K in my last name to look like an H.

"Uh. Can I get some whiteout?" I asked them.

The  professor  shook  his  head,  retracted  the  deed,  and handed me a manila folder. "The government will keep the deed and send  a  copy  to  the  prime  minister,  as  well  as  to  the  High-King Tarcosa  of  Weyera.  Congratulations,  Mr.  H atagiri.  You  are  now  an interworld caretaker of otherworldly tenants. Your first tenant arrives tomorrow morning, and all you need to know will be in that folder. We expect great things from you."

"Hey—  Am  I  really  taking  care  of  this  whole  place  on  my own?!" I shouted, but they had already gotten into their cars.

As  I  stood  underneath  the  shadow  cast  by  the  two-story, twenty-room  dormitory,  black  sedans  revving  up  and  leaving  me  to my job, I could only sigh at the amount of work laid before me.

Today, on a scorching summer day in Vandice, California— I, Akira  Katagiri,  had  become  the  caretaker  of  a  dormitory  that  would house beings from another world.

"Alright.  No  use  getting  mopey.  I  just  gotta  take  care  of  a couple of netherfolks for a few hours out of the day, then I can retreat to my room to slack off." I hummed to myself, thinking about all the video  games  and  merchandise  I  can  buy  with  all  the  money  I  was getting paid.

A  few  years  of  this,  and  I  could  retire  as  a  multi-millionaire.

Get my folks a nice home in Okinawa, too. While they settled down there, I'd live it up in Tokyo, and find myself a city babe of a girlfriend

— maybe two.

All of these were just dreams for now. Until then, I had to put some effort into my job.

The  documents  inside  the  folder  were  like  a  dossier.  Cresta Waurassel. A single picture of a woman with shoulder-length blonde hair, deep blue eyes, and cat ears.

"Wait a minute. Cat ears?" I glued my eyes to the picture until they dried out and began to sting.

It was real. My first tenant was going to be a catgirl.

Nineteen  years  old,  just  one  year  above  me.  Occupation, former assassin—

"What?!  They're  sending  me  someone  like  this  right  off  the bat? I'm going to be safe, right?" I asked myself.

There was more about her.

149cm. Likes yarn balls and scratching posts. Preferred living arrangements are high places, countertops, or with company.

Then  written  in  bold:  Under  no  circumstances  is  she  to receive catnip. Do so at your own peril. 

I gulped hard.

"Yeah, okay. Never give catnip to the assassin catgirl." There was a whole lot more to read that could fill a book, but I didn't want to spend the whole night here.

I turned on the television and the first thing I noticed was how much  the  sound  echoed  despite  the  low  volume.  The  living  room was so large, yet cozy at the same time with all the furniture around.

Everything down to the toilet paper was meticulously and vigorously vetted  before  purchase.  Or  so  Professor  Markel  told  me.  They wanted  to  make  sure  the  netherfolks  would  be  safe  and  had everything they needed when first arriving. If not, I'd have to go out to buy things for them.

The news channel was running a segment on the other world, Weyera. Ten years ago, netherfolk mages had opened a portal into our world seeking help to fight against a demonic threat.

It  caused  quite  the  stir,  but  humanity  and  netherfolks  fought together  and  ended  that  war.  Our  alliances  continued.  Trade  and technology prospered as both worlds linked hands. Many netherfolks

expressed interest in coming to Earth, so to ease their transition, the Interworld Caretaker Act was put into effect by the United Nations.

"If she's arriving tomorrow morning, I might as well prepare a room for her," I mumbled to myself and shut off the television.

All  of  the  rooms  were  on  the  second  floor,  ten  rooms  to  a wing.  The  first  floor  had  the  living  room,  communal  bath,  a  kitchen and dining room combo, and even a gym that I'd probably never use.

My  room  was  a  master  bedroom  at  the  top  of  the  stairs  so  I  could quickly service either side if the need arose.

Since Cresta was the first tenant, I might as well assign her to Room 1. It was on the left wing, first door on the left. All bedrooms were  essentially  the  same,  but  were  only  furnished  with  a  bed  and drawer, kept mostly empty to allow tenants to do as they wished with it.  All  I  did  was  make  the  bed,  put  some  folded  towels  on  top  of  it, and nodded to myself for a job well done.

"Yeah.  Even  I  can  do  something  as  simple  as  being  a housemaid!  Easy  million-dollar  payroll,  if  you  ask  me.  Now…"  I returned to my room which had been calling me all day. Specifically on  my  computer.  With  all  the  money  that  was  fronted  to  me,  I splurged and built the best gaming computer possible. Not only that, but  with  shelves  full  of  manga  and  anime  to  watch,  a  mini  fridge stocked with junk food and soda, I was living the life. "My paradise is in full swing!"

"Ugh… maybe I went too ham on my paradise…" I splashed my  face  with  cold  water  and  checked  the  time.  It  was  8  in  the morning. I had been gaming since yesterday afternoon and felt like shit.  That  was  probably  expected  when  all  I  ate  were  jalapeno-flavored potato chips and drank soda, stared at the computer screen in the dark for over ten hours straight, and fucked up my back from bad posture.

Ding. Dong. 

Suddenly, I was wide awake.

The tenant.

They were supposed to come in today.

"Shit—  I'm  on  my  way!"  I  shouted,  quickly  fixing  my disheveled self to look as presentable as possible.

The doorbell rang incessantly, like someone was playing ding-dong  ditch  but  not  knowing  the  ditching  part  of  the  prank.  I  almost tripped  over  myself  rushing  downstairs.  After  taking  a  few  deep breaths and steeling myself to see a netherfolk in person for the first time,  I  threw  open  the  door  with  the  most  welcoming  smile  I  could muster.

"Welcome!  I'm  your—"  No  one  was  there  except  for  two suitcases in front of the door. "Hello? Did they leave?"

"Oh, now you open the door. You were taking forever so I let myself in!" an impatient and playful voice said behind me.

I  whipped  around  to  a  pair  of  twitching  cat  ears  and  a  tail swinging from behind the girl. She wore a blue buttoned-up military uniform  with  gold  and  red  knitted  chords  that  hung  from  the shoulders. Her grin revealed two sharp canines on the upper row of her  teeth.  She  cocked  her  head  to  one  side,  perplexed  at  my speechlessness. How couldn't I be?

"Cat got your tongue, huh? You probably already know who I am, but just in case— " The catgirl clicked her heels together, stood straight  as  a  pole,  and  put  a  fist  to  her  chest.  "Cresta  Waurassel, former  imperial  assassin  for  the  Empire  of  Granieda.  Looking forward to being in your care!"

"Uh… Yeah, wel… come—"

Cresta  cruised  into  the  living  room  without  her  suitcases.

Feline  eyes  scanned  every  little  detail  of  the  room  like  she  was making  a  mental  checklist,  and  her  furry  tail  swung  back  and  forth excitedly like she was a dog instead of a cat.

"Swank place you got here. I like it!" she declared joyfully.

I came to my senses and scrambled to bring her stuff in. They were heavy as hell. So heavy that the wheels didn't do jack shit to lighten the load. I had to drag them through the door one at a time.

By  the  time  I  got  them  both  in,  I  knew  for  sure  I'd  feel  sore tomorrow. Either I needed to lay off the chips and pizza, or this girl was packing some serious muscles on that slender body.

"Hey, Cresta—" Shouting her name only got my own echo to respond.  The  living  room  was  empty.  Not  a  soul  in  sight  except  for the  ones  in  the  television.  "She's  gone...?  Did  I  just  lose  my  first tenant?"

She was a cat. Where the hell could she be?

I nearly started panicking until a creaking sound alerted me to the  ceiling.  Cresta  was  on  the  ceiling  fan,  curled  around  the  five blades like she was soaking the sun on a beach chair.

"Aw, damn. You weren't supposed to notice. Maybe I'm losing my touch," Cresta said.

"Losing  your  touch?  Were  you  trying  to  ambush  me?!"  I stepped away just in case she and the fan fell.

The netherfolk girl landed gingerly on her feet without making a sound, and then peered at me with a smile.

"I wasn't going to hurt you! You're the caretaker, right? If I so much as lay a finger on you, it's back to Weyera." She threw herself onto the couch and stretched her limbs.

Weyera  was  the  name  of  the  other  world.  I  tried  to  recall  as much as I could from the papers, then mentally smacked myself for having  neglected  reading  the  rest  of  her  dossier  that  was  given  to me.

"Caretaker!"  Cresta  popped  in  front  of  me  and  gave  me  a scare.

"Oh, god— I can hardly hear you move, let alone breathe. You gotta  not  sneak  up  on  me  like  that,  or  I'm  headed  for  an  early grave…" I said, clutching my chest. Cresta was leaning in too close for my heart to handle. Shoulder-length, curly blonde hair framed a curious face with round, blue eyes. If it weren't for the ears and tail, she  could  have  passed  for  a  human.  "By  the  way,  I  haven't introduced myself yet. You don't have to call me caretaker. Akira is fine."

Cresta  mouthed  my  name  slowly.  "Ah-kee-ra.  Akira!  Human names from Earth really roll off the tongue."

Lord help me. She's too cute, treating my name like it was an assignment  to  succeed  at.  For  a  former  assassin,  this  catgirl  really

had the innocent look going for her. Maybe she wasn't all that violent to begin with? I guess my worry was completely unfounded.

"So, Akira. I've been meaning to ask since the moment I got here.  There's  something  I'd  like  to  try,"  she  began,  pressing  her index fingers together and looking down at her feet.

I swallowed hard at her sudden shift in demeanor.

Was this going to be my first flag with Cresta? All the dating sim games I played in the past led to this moment. Shit— don't be nervous, Akira. Be still my beating heart. Stay calm and answer her question properly.

"Mmmmmhh!  It's  so  good!"  Cresta  munched  into  her  Mega-Sized Special Rocket Burger like it was her last meal.

We  took  a  cab  into  the  city,  making  a  beeline  to  the  nearest burger  joint,  Rocket  Burger.  When  I  was  assigned  to  be  caretaker, Professor  Markel  gave  me  a  tour  of  the  city  and  this  was  the  first place  he  treated  me  to.  In  retrospect,  that  bastard  treated  me  here because the food was cheap. At least it was good for its price.

Ketchup  dripped  down  her  chin  like  it  was  blood  she  was dining  on.  Every  bite  she  took  was  more  than  she  could  chew, forcing her to chase it down with a big gulp of soda. Seeing her ears twitch and eyes squeezed shut with delight, hearing the squeal after each bite and the blissful sigh that followed, all made me think she was as much a gourmand as she was a glutton.

I  sat  across  from  her  and  watched  in  silence,  still embarrassed for thinking that she was going to ask about something less than wholesome.

"Are you going to eat that?" she pointed to my untouched fries since her own carton had gone empty.

"Knock yourself out." I pushed it over to her tray.

Instead  of  eating  the  fries  outright,  Cresta  sandwiched  them between her burger, making it much larger than it was meant to be.

She might as well be swallowing her meal whole.

"You  really  like  human  fast  food  that  much?  I  guess  coming from your world, this is probably a rare treat." I finally started eating

my burger in case she asked for it next.

Cresta  patted  her  chest  to  knock  the  food  down  her  pipe  so she  could  talk.  "The  first  time  I  had  a  burger  was  during  a  ten-day siege  on  the  Cascordian  border.  Soldiers  from  your  world  brought some  savoury  food  with  them  that  smelled  amazing.  I  couldn't believe my taste buds when they shared a burger with me. I swore to survive the war in order to come to earth and have some more!"

"Heh. You're in luck coming to this country. It's pretty infamous for  having  all  kinds  of  fast  food  joints  with  thousands  of  different kinds of burgers," I explained.

She  listened  with  firm  interest,  leaning  across  the  table  and with  both  ears  facing  directly  at  me.  Her  eyes  sparkled  when  I  told her— what was probably not an exaggeration— about burgers in my world.

"I  have  a  new  mission  in  life—  to  eat  as  many  burgers  as  I can in your world!" she exclaimed.

"Well… let's keep it in moderation so you can live past 40…"

Once Cresta had her fill, she begged me to buy her a couple more to eat later. It was for the best since the dormitory fridge was currently empty, and all I had was leftover pizza. Once we get back, I should order some fresh groceries delivered to the dorm.

We exited the restaurant back into Vandice, a rather calm city as long as we didn't head downtown.

"What's  this?"  Cresta  asked,  pointing  to  the  pedestrian  light across the street.

"You see all the cars passing by? It's dangerous to cross, so we  push  the  crosswalk  button  and  wait  for  the  go-ahead  once  the lights change. Why don't you press it for us?" I suggested, trying to turn what hardly registers in my head into a lesson for her.

The  netherfolk  pressed  the  button  once,  then  repeatedly tapped it like it was a game.

"The color isn't changing!"

"Okay, stop! You only need to press it once and wait!" I pulled her away from it before something broke.

A  few  seconds  later  the  pedestrian  signal  turned  green,  but just as we were about to cross, a car ran a red light and blared its

horn. I barely stepped back in time to avoid getting hit.

"Geez. Watch where you're going!" I shouted, but the vehicle was long gone. "Cresta, you alright?"

My tenant wasn't behind me anymore. She had hidden herself behind a trash can, hands pressing down her ears, fur standing on end, and trembling. I rushed over to see what was wrong.

"It's okay! You're fine. The car's long gone now," I said quietly.

She opened her eyes, saw me, and breathed a sigh of relief.

"Not used to cars?" I asked.

"I'm fine! Just… caught off guard," she answered.

A former assassin being surprised?

That  was  a  forced  answer  if  I  ever  heard  one.  Cresta  was right  behind  me,  so  I  was  in  more  danger  of  getting  hit  by  the  car than she was. Then what spooked her? The car honking? I was sure I had read this somewhere in the dossier and forgot.

There was a clothing store across the street that gave me an idea. I took her across and had her wait outside for a minute.

"Try this." I put a pair of puffy ear muffs, where the band bent into  a  good  shape  to  fit  on  her  feline  ears.  It  covered  them  a  little, and I was afraid it would be uncomfortable. She looked silly and out of place, but it should be able to dull harsh noises like horns.

"You  knew  right  away  I  couldn't  handle  loud  noises?"  she asked, staring up at me with those big, round eyes.

"Well, it didn't take a lot of thinking. I figured it wasn't a topic you wanted to get into since you brushed it aside, but I could at least do something to help. Besides, you're my first tenant. It's my job to take  care  of  you.  I  also  bought  you  some  clothes  to  fit  in  more,"  I said, hoping my tiny act wasn't being too nosy.

She  took  the  bag  full  of  new  clothes  and  giggled  to  herself, rubbed  the  ear  muffs  on  her  head,  and  swayed  back  and  forth  like how her tail swung.

"Thanks, Akira." She grinned, flashing a toothy smile.

Cresta wanted to take the long way home. Earth was a new place to her, and she wanted to take in as much of the sights as she could.  Even  if  there  wasn't  much  to  see.  The  dorm  was  a  twenty

minute walk from the city. If I wasn't walking with her, this would have been unbearable for a shut-in like me.

"What made you want to come to Earth? You can't possibly be serious about burgers being the only reason, right?" I asked.

"With  the  Calamitous  War  over  and  demons  no  longer  a threat, Granieda had no need for assassins anymore. So, High-King Tarcosa dismissed me from service," she answered.

"Wait, you served in a bloody war only to have your king give you the boot at the end?" It blew my mind because it sounded like she did a lot for her people.

Cresta  shook  her  head.  "It  wasn't  like  that!  Tarcosa  just wanted  me  to  lead  a  different  life.  Now  I'm  out  here  enjoying delicious food with you!"

Her humor was infectious. But if she agreed with her king that this was for the best, who was I to disagree?

"I  gotta  be  honest  though.  Seeing  you  stuff  your  face  with burgers made it hard to believe you could be a disciplined assassin,"

I teased.

"Hey! I was one of the best!" She pouted.

As  we  talked,  I  noticed  a  shady  dude  wearing  a  beanie  and heavy  gray  jacket  on  a  collision  course  with  me  and  Cresta.  He showed no intention of moving. Another guy behind us had snuck up close without me noticing.

Were we about to get jumped in broad daylight? Shit, I wasn't prepared  for  this  at  all.  With  Cresta  right  next  to  me,  I  couldn't  just take off running.

The guy in front of us pulled out a gun.

"Get the fuck down and give me your money!" he shouted.

"Cresta, get behind me!" I put my arms out to protect her just as both men got close.

However,  the  incident  was  over  the  moment  I  blinked.  The gun clattered to the ground in a hundred different pieces. Cresta had her nails— no, claws pressed against their jugulars. Neither of them dared breathe for fear of puncturing their throats.

"I'd  walk  away  if  I  were  you,  punks."  Cresta  growled menacingly.

"Sh-She's a netherfolk! Run!"

They didn't look back, running away. She retracted her claws and  gave  me  a  thumb's  up.  "I  might  not  have  a  king  to  serve anymore, but as long as you keep those burgers coming, I'll protect you with my life."

My  very  first  otherworld  tenant  was  a  catgirl—  who  also happened to be an assassin.

Chapter 2 - Cresta Waurassel

It  was  my  third  day  being  an  official  dormitory  caretaker  for otherworldly tenants, and my second day since I welcomed the first resident.

Cresta  Waurassel  was  a  former  imperial  assassin  under  the service of High-King Tarcosa of the Granieda Empire. She boasted a whopping  kill  count  that  numbered  in  the  thousands,  and  allegedly murdered a great many ranking demons that contributed to a speedy end  to  the  Calamitous  War.  Her  weapon  of  choice  was  her  own claws,  but  had  been  trained  in  all  manner  of  martial  weapons, including  firearms,  poisons,  explosive  ordinance,  magical armaments, and traps.

All  of  this,  and  more,  were  in  her  dossier.  I'd  only  gotten through  half  of  it  after  returning  to  the  dorm  yesterday,  figuring  I should  be  more  serious  about  getting  to  know  my  tenants.  Cresta had  some  burdens  on  those  small  shoulders  of  hers.  Some  that  I couldn't begin to fathom when it came to the terrors she faced— and the terror she had to become.

Which  was  why  the  feline  assassin  in  question,  who  was asleep  and  curled  up  on  top  of  my  chest,  not  only  had  my  heart racing,  but  scared  the  shit  out  of  me  when  I  woke  up.  I  was  too scared to wake her myself. She wasn't particularly heavy.

The problem was—

"Huu…  nngh…"  Cresta's  hands  tensed  up  and  made  her claws jut out a little too close to my chest for comfort.

"If there is a god, please have mercy. Don't let her claws snip my little buddy away," I begged, praying to a greater power for help.

Cresta  began  to  hyperventilate,  and  her  expression  grew pained. It looked like she was having a nightmare.

"Hey, Cresta? You okay?" Calling to her did nothing, and all I got were whimpers in return.

If  I  suddenly  moved  and  Cresta  panicked  in  her  sleep,  that might prove fatal. But my only tenant was suffering right now, and I

couldn't  just  ignore  what  was  happening.  Literally.  I  couldn't  ignore her because she was on my chest anyway.

What  could  I  remember  from  the  dossier?  Nothing  helpful came to mind. Damn the procrastinating me for ignoring work. All I had to do was read, but I managed to fuck even that up.

I swallowed my hesitation and reached out to stroke her head.

"There, there. You're safe. We're at a dormitory on Earth. The war's  over,  Cresta.  You  can  sleep  easy."  I  whispered  these  words repeatedly like a manta, hoping to get through to her.

Eventually,  she  calmed  down  and  retracted  her  claws.

Breathing  had  even  returned  to  normal.  That  was  a  hail  mary  if  I'd ever done one. She could have shredded my hand to ribbons if that didn't work.

"Prrr…  prr…  prrrrrr…"  Cresta  was  purring  instead  of whimpering now.

This was definitely a lot cuter and less scary. She was like an actual cat the way her tail swung playfully even while asleep.

Emboldened  by  her  positive  reaction,  I  began  to  scratch behind  her  ears.  It  startled  me  when  she  gently  grabbed  my  hand, but it didn't look like an aggressive act— until she bit my palm.

"NNGGHH….!" I quickly covered my mouth with my free hand and suppressed the scream, hoping to not alarm her.

"Hmm… Akira? What are you doing in my bed?" Cresta asked groggily.

"C-Cresta… we're in  my room," I said.

She saw the two puncture wounds from where her fangs sunk into and jumped out of bed. "I'm so sorry!"

My injury was nothing some ointment and bandages couldn't handle. The rest was up to time. It stung, and the pain pulsed every once  in  a  while.  I  wouldn't  be  able  to  play  games  or  flip  pages  as effectively, but it was more of an inconvenience than anything else.

However, Cresta took the incident to heart and hadn't stopped apologizing since morning.

"Akira…  Are  you  mad?"  she  asked,  peeking  in  from  the hallway while I was cleaning up the mess we left in the kitchen last night.

"For the hundredth time— I'm not mad at you. It was my fault for… uh, not locking my door," I answered.

There  was  no  way  I  could  tell  her  I  was  petting  her  when  it happened.

Cresta's ears drooped, and her tail tucked between her legs.

For an assassin, she sure was overly apologetic. I wondered if she had a gap moe of apologizing after every assassination. That would be a sight to witness.

After I finished cleaning the kitchen, she hadn't moved an inch except for the eyes watching my every move. If I let the status quo remain unchanged, it was going to be awkward as hell from now on.

How was I going to convince her it was fine?

The  doorbell  cut  through  the  silence.  Cresta  went  right  into assassin mode. Her claws shot out, pupils dilated. I thought she was going to run out and kill whoever it was, but she stayed as still as a statue with her eyes focused on the door.

"Relax.  Anyone  that  comes  by  has  to  go  through  multiple security checkpoints. We're as safe as can be here," I said.

Cresta followed close behind as I went for the door.

"Delivery  for  Akira  Katagiri!"  The  delivery  man  dropped  off  a rectangular box as large as himself.

"Perfect  timing."  I  signed  the  electronic  tablet  that  I  received the package. "Cresta, help me bring this into the living room."

"But  you're  hurt!  I'm  strong  enough  to  carry  this  on  my  own and then some. Just let me do it," she said.

"Look, I'm fine. Come on, this isn't going inside by itself." Even though she could probably carry this on her own, I had to show her I was alright despite being injured.

When  we  brought  it  inside,  Cresta  orbited  the  box  like  a satellite.

"What is it?" she asked curiously.

"It's  for  you,"  I  said,  cutting  open  the  box  and  pulling  out  a tree-sized scratching post.

"F-For  me?  Even  after  I…  "  The  guilt  from  what  she  did  this morning was still tormenting her.

The only words that came to mind were to repeat that it wasn't her fault, but I knew it wouldn't help. Just telling someone that wasn't going to get through to them. Especially just yesterday, she promised to  protect  me,  only  to  find  that  she  hurt  me  the  next  morning.  That must have messed her up.

I plopped my injured hand on top of her head. No amount of reassuring was going to convince this girl. What she needed was to move  forward.  Clearly  the  trauma  she  sustained  during  the Calamitous War had taken a greater toll on her. It made sense why the  dossier  was  so  large.  My  job  was  to  learn  everything  I  could about her.

I was beginning to understand that my role wasn't just to be a glorified house servant, but to also be their very first friend in a world they knew nothing about.

After all, we're going to be living together.

"As  your  caretaker,  I  have  to  see  to  my  precious  tenants'

wants and needs. An idiot like me can tell you came out of that war with more scars than I ever will from a bite wound. You don't have to apologize for everything. We're friends, which means we've got each other's back." My fingers moved on their own to scratch her head.

The teary-eyed Cresta began to purr.

"Thanks, Akira. I'm glad you're my caretaker." She grinned.

"You bet! Now that we're past that. How about you give your present a try?" I suggested, returning the smile.

"Yes!" Cresta shoved the scratching post out of the way and dove  head-first  into  the  cardboard  packaging  box.  She  had  an extremely blissful look on her face. "Fnnnyaahh… Cramped spaces are the best~"

If only I could see the look on my face. "  That's what you go for instead? What about the scratching post?!"

"I'll  try  it  out  later…  but  this  is  the  real  prize!"  The  assassin giggled from her box.

Chapter 3 - Cat in the Bath

"Ow!  What  the…?"  A  piece  of  coarse  sisal  rope  from  the scratching  post  stung  my  foot.  The  entire  hallway  leading  into  the living room was littered with the stuff.

When I got into the living room, I realized why. The scratching post  that  I  had  only  recently  purchased  was  in  shambles,  torn  to shreds down to the wooden post. All the rope that was supposed to have been wrapped around it was cut to snippets on the ground.

And the perpetrator was lounging inside the cardboard box.

"Cresta, this was supposed to last you months!" I put a hand on the post and felt the claw indentations she punctured into.

"I couldn't help it. As soon as I started scratching, it just came apart," she said.

I gulped hard.

Those  were  some  serious  claws  she  got  there.  At  least  she had  the  box.  Buying  the  scratching  post  turned  out  to  be  a  two-in-one deal. It wasn't too bad. Aside from the mess she made, the rope was easily replaceable. It would just take some time putting it back together.

Cresta watched as I swept the shredded pieces of rope. Her tail whipped back and forth, eyes trained on the broom like she was about to pounce on it. I distinctly remembered cats having a habit of shaking  their  hips  right  before  lunging—  which  Cresta  was  doing right now.

"No… Stay. The broom isn't a toy, Cresta. I need it to clean," I scolded.

Her ears drooped and tail went limp like a wet noodle. I guess that  would  be  her  bored  demeanor.  She  sat  up  in  the  box  with  a frown.

"Now  I  feel  bad  for  making  the  mess  to  begin  with.  Do  you need help cleaning?" Cresta asked.

"I appreciate the offer, but I wouldn't be doing my job if I let my tenants work," I said.

"Hehe.  Your  busybody  nature  reminds  me  of  Tarcosa.  He's always got to be doing something or he'll get restless. Too bad he's getting  old  and  can't  do  too  much  anymore."  She  shut  her  eyes, reminiscing about the past and other world.

The few times Cresta spoke about Tarcosa, it was with a mix of  reverence  and  affection.  For  a  king  and  an  assassin,  they sounded particularly close. Not that I was jealous or anything.

From  what  little  I  was  briefed,  Tarcosa  was  Mage-Lord  and High-King  of  Granieda,  a  being  who  was  as  powerful  as  he  was benign. I pictured a tall and imposing man, with a face full of white hair,  holding  a  magic  staff.  Like  something  right  out  of  an  anime.

Stern  and  terrifying  as  his  visage  appeared  in  my  mind,  Cresta's loyalty to him was a testament that he was a good and hardworking ruler.

A stark contrast to me.

"He  sounds  like  someone  I  can  learn  a  lot  from,  given  my uh… lazy past. To be honest, I wasn't always like this. I'd rather be in my  room,  playing  games  from  morning  until  I  knock  out.  Having  to look  after  people  might've  changed  me  a  bit."  I  finally  got  all  the shreddings into the dust pan, but just as I was about to dump it into the  trash  bin,  Cresta  came  over  to  open  the  lid  for  me  to  empty  it into.

"'It's a good thing people can change,' is what Tarcosa once said to me. You remind me a lot about him," she said, radiating an infectious smile.

"If you put it like that, I guess I have no choice but to accept the compliment." I grinned in return.

As I deposited the trash into the bin, she kept her head low in front of me. I moved left, and she darted left. I juked right, and so did she.

"Pet me!" Cresta demanded.

"Seriously? This is embarrassing for me, you know!" I put the broom and dustpan aside, but my hand refused to move despite the invitation.

Cresta pouted, grabbed my hand, and forced it onto her head.

"Ah~  It's  relaxing  to  have  your  hand  on  my  head.  Okay,  I'm done. Thanks, Akira!" She dove right back into the box like nothing was out of the ordinary, leaving me with a racing heart and a million thoughts racing through my head.

Damn cats. Couldn't read their minds at all.

After  taking  care  of  the  routine  chores,  I  retreated  to  the bathroom  for  a  nice  rinse  and  soak.  The  dormitory  was  originally designed with a western style in mind. I just couldn't get used to the jarring change in culture. Professor Markel was kind enough to allow renovations  to  be  made,  and  I  was  able  to  get  a  Japanese-style bathroom constructed. Now I had a shower space separate from the bath for me to rinse first, then take a nice, leisurely soak afterwards.

They were also willing to transform the communal bath in the same way. One side of the bath was lined with showers, and on the opposite  side  was  an  enormous  pool,  steaming  with  water.  It  had become the spitting image of a sento bathhouse. I thought it would be a great way to introduce my tenants to a bit of my culture. There were even shower stalls for those who wanted more privacy.

Sure it was more work on my part to clean every other week, but I couldn't feel more right at home.

So,  while  Cresta  was  enjoying  her  nap  in  a  cardboard  box after eating another fat meal of burgers, I went to avail myself of the communal bath. Now was a better time than any before the dorm got anymore  tenants,  and  I'd  have  to  go  back  to  using  my  own bathroom.

As  I  sat  down  next  to  a  shower  to  begin  rinsing  myself,  the door leading into the baths slid open.

"Akira!  I  wanna  take  a  bath  with  you,  too!"  Cresta  shouted, naked from head to toe.

"Cresta?!" I turned away and covered my eyes, but her chest and  the  blonde  stubble  between  her  legs  were  already  burned  into my mind. "Why are you in here, and why are you naked?"

I could hear her giggling and didn't need to see to know she put her hands on her waist.

"It's a bath! Of course, I am! What's the matter? Never seen a girl  naked  before?"  she  teased,  hovering  above  me  and  so  close  I felt her emanating body heat.

"If  you  need  the  bathroom,  I'll  shower  later—"  I  got  up  to leave, but powerful hands pushed me back into the seat with ease.

"C'mon,  what's  the  big  deal?  I  hear  you  mumble  to  yourself about having someone wash your back all the time," she said.

This was definitely a big deal to me— Wait a minute.

"What  do  you  mean,  you  hear  me  mumble  to  myself?  Have you  been  watching  me  bathe?"  I  asked,  turning  around  to  face  her but getting an eyeful of her chest instead.

I whipped back to face forward, but the damage was already done. My little buddy was reacting, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

Cresta  began  massaging  my  shoulders,  loosening  all  the knots I had and making me too weak to resist. My head was still in full control, but another part of my body wouldn't at this rate. I had to hold strong. I shouldn't be having filthy and lewd thoughts of my own tenants. That could only lead to trouble.

"I like sneaking into your room. It's fun. Sometimes you don't even know I'm there!" she said.

What. 

"No,  Cresta—  You  definitely  shouldn't  be  sneaking  into  a man's room! There's no telling what you might see," I fired back.

"Oh? And what might that be?" Two hands suddenly began to lather  my  back  with  the  cold  gel  of  body  wash.  Waves  of  static shocks coursed through me as I tried in vain to keep my  other head in  check.  Then  two  mounds  of  fat  pressed  against  my  back  when she moved onto my front.

Her deft, feline fingers worked through every nook and cranny on my body. I kept my hands and towel firmly over my groin, hoping she didn't accidentally invade there. But it was a double pincer move with a pair of breasts and hands assaulting me. I wasn't going to last Then  the  shower  head  hissed  on  and  sprayed  me  with freezing cold water.

"Sorry! I forgot to turn the dial," she said.

"No need to be sorry. Everything worked out fine." I let out a stale breath and sighed.

A sense of relief washed over me along with the frigid water.

My  little  buddy  had  settled  down.  I  had  become  enlightened  and reached nirvana. Nothing could lead me astray anymore.

…Until Cresta sat up straight on the adjacent seat and looked at me expectantly.

"What  are  you  waiting  for?  Get  to  it  and  return  the  favor, caretaker!" the assassin ordered.

I  didn't  see  Cresta  properly  when  she  first  walked  in  naked.

Now that I was sitting right behind her, the scars that blemished her entire backside were old and many. One in particular was a large cut that went diagonal across her back. It wasn't a scar from a whip or the like, but an enormous gash that at some point must have almost taken her life.

"What's  the  matter?  Too  afraid  to  touch  little  ol'  me?"  Cresta flexed her back and shoulders, signalling for me to get on with it.

Damn it. Now my pride as a man was on the line. I might be a caretaker, but I was a man first before anything else.

After squeezing some body wash on the sponge and soaping it up, I finally started scrubbing her back.

Cresta started purring.

"This is so good! Ahhh~" She purred and squirmed everytime I ran the sponge down her back.

"I'm  glad  this  is  stimulating  for  you…"  I  said.  Because  it  is certainly stimulating me! 

"You curious about that big scar back there?" Cresta asked.

"N-No. I most certainly am not staring at your scars— or back for that matter," I answered.

She giggled. "In my line of work, I know when someone's got their  eyes  on  me.  It's  like  a  survival  mechanism.  I  gotta  be  able  to discern whether or not those stares are filled with suspicious intent or not."

"And,  uh…  what  have  you  discerned  from  me?"  I  asked, gulping hard.

"Suffice to say, I feel safe around you!" she said.

That… made me really happy.

Cresta  wore  her  emotions  on  her  face  and  sleeves.  She wasn't afraid to say things out loud either. If it weren't for the scars on  her  back,  it  would  have  been  hard  to  believe  she  was  an assassin.

"In that case, I am kind of curious," I said.

Cresta  took  a  deep  breath  before  telling  what  might  have been the most tragic moment of her career.

"My target was performing a ritual to summon a dread dragon.

I  underestimated  him.  It  was  my  first  and  only  mission  I  ever  failed and was captured because of it. I'd have been okay dying right there, crushed  in  the  jaws  of  a  dragon,  but  Tarcosa  and  Pesha  wouldn't leave me behind. We lost a lot of good people trying to save me that day, and… I lost a really close friend. I vowed to see the war through and live on for their sake."

This girl was only nineteen. She was only one year older than me and went through such atrocities that could break anyone.

Meanwhile,  I  spent  most  of  my  teenage  life  for  granted, playing video games and wasting it away slacking. At that moment, I wished I was a good talker so I'd know what to say. Maybe I didn't need to. Just being here seemed to be enough for her.

"Thanks  for  sharing  that  with  me.  For  what  it's  worth,  I  was able to meet you thanks to them," I said.

"Yep! I can't thank them enough. I get to eat delicious burgers and be pampered by a great caretaker." Her gushing was making me embarrassed.  She  threw  her  arms  out  to  the  side.  "Now  get  on washing the rest of me!"

Chapter 4 - The Second Tenant

The  groceries  were  delivered  promptly  to  the  house.  I  made sure  to  buy  extra  since  we  had  a  large  enough  fridge  to accommodate it.

As much as I adored Cresta and wanted to fulfill her wants, I desired  nothing  more  than  to  eat  something  other  than  burgers everyday. So to expand her palate, I decided on another meal, using a nikujaga recipe from my mom's side of the family.

"I  want  to  help!  Is  there  anything  I  can  do?"  Cresta  asked, orbiting around the kitchen to get my attention.

Having  her  help  would  cut  down  on  the  preparation  time  I'd normally spend on the ingredients. "If you insist, how about chopping the onions and dicing the potatoes into cubes for me?"

"Sure  thing!"  She  went  right  to  washing  the  onions  and potatoes.  It  wasn't  until  she  got  to  the  cutting  that  I  started  getting worried.  Especially  since  she  didn't  use  the  knives.  She  used  her claws instead. "Just you wait, Akira. I'll get this diced up for you in no time!"

"Wait, you want to be gentle!"

I was too late to stop her.

Cresta's  sharpened  claws  shredded  into  the  ingredients  in  a matter of seconds, but much to my surprise, she cut them perfectly.

Maybe  a  little   too   perfectly.  I  picked  up  one  of  the  diced  potatoes which had been made into a perfect square.

"Hmmm… They will certainly cook evenly like this," I said.

"Did I do good? Praise me! Praise me!" She lowered her head in front of me, ears twitching with eager anticipation for my hand.

I  sighed  and  stroked  her  head,  even  scratching  behind  the ears. She was just like the cats around my neighborhood from when I used to live in Japan.

The nikujaga was finished in less than half an hour. It wasn't much. Beef stew was easy to make so a beginner like myself had a lot of room for error.

Cresta's  mouth  was  watering  the  whole  time  like  an  open faucet.  The  smell  of  mirin  and  soy  sauce,  as  well  as  the  glistening sight  of  thinly  sliced  brisket,  made  the  apex  predator  of  the  house weak to the knees from hunger.

She squealed with delight as soon as the first piece of meat and  potatoes  were  stuffed  into  her  mouth.  Seeing  her  enjoy  my cooking  was  a  great  feeling.  I  couldn't  thank  my  mom  enough  for nagging me to learn to cook.

"This  is  so  good!  I  can't  believe  you  cook  so  well!"  she exclaimed.

"It's  one  of  the  few  recipes  I'm  familiar  with,"  I  replied, scratching  my  nose  out  of  embarrassment.  "Besides,  give  yourself some credit for helping, too."

Though I couldn't deny after tasting it myself that it was pretty damn good.

Ding. Dong. 

I went to the terminal and Professor Markel appeared on the screen. Both of us went to meet him at the door together.

"Akira, Cresta. I hope you two are doing well," he greeted.

"Took some time getting used to, but we hit it off really quick,"

I said.

"That's  wonderful!  Because  you  will  be  receiving  your  next tenant  tomorrow.  This  one  came  right  from  the  top  brass  of  my superiors  as  well  as  Tarcosa.  They  want  to  see  how  well  the  new addition  will  ease  into  Earth.  First  of  their  kind  to  come,"  the professor  explained  with  an  air  of  caution.  He  handed  me  another folder  tucked  under  his  arm.  This  one  was  another  thick  stack  of papers but significantly smaller in comparison to Cresta's.

"You make it sound like they're dangerous," I remarked.

The  professor  cleared  his  throat.  I  opened  the  folder  to  a photo of a woman with long, black hair, pinkish skink, horns on her head,  bat-like  wings,  and  a  tail  in  which  the  tip  was  shaped  like  a spade.

In all the fantasy books I'd ever read, there was no mistaking what she was.

"Angeline Varcaz. Your next tenant is a demon succubus," he said.

"Thanks…  I'll  get  to  reading  this,"  I  said,  feeling  a  piercing glare at my back.

"I'm not okay with this at all!" Cresta yelled as we went back inside the house. She followed me into the living room where I was beginning  to  have  second  thoughts  about  reading  the  new  tenant's details.

"Like it or not, Angeline is going to be living with us. It isn't my choice,  but  the  government's  choice.  There's  no  fighting  their decision," I said.

As soon as I put the folder on the coffee table, Cresta took a seat on it.

"Cresta, get your butt off the documents." I crossed my arms.

"No." She pouted.

Fortunately, I had something for this very occasion. I went into the kitchen and came back with a spray bottle, with which I used to spray a mist of water in her face. Cresta hissed and darted out of the room.

With her gone for the moment, I could read the documents in peace. There wasn't a lot to read. Ten full pages of text was cake in comparison to Cresta's lengthy twenty pages. Though, it was kind of strange for there to be so much less to read.

The first page was all basic information. Angeline Varcaz was 28  years  old.  Quite  the  big  gap  between  me  and  Cresta.  I  half-expected  to  be  receiving  a  lot  of  younger  netherfolks,  but  I  guess anyone could have dreams of visiting another world.

Angeline  was  a  succubus,  one  among  many  subraces  of demons—  which  was  why  Cresta  had  been  so  vehemently  against her coming here. Was that really okay? I thought the Calamitous War was  the  result  of  demons'  power  hungry  struggle  to  dominate  the other world. Yet Professor Markel said it was fine for her to be here.

The  longer  I  stared  at  the  succubus'  matronly  and  fiendishly attractive features, it was like a bewitching spell was taking over me.

Because god damn, if the long black hair and seductive eyes weren't

enough, her obscenely large breasts were something to behold. For a succubus to be living with me could only mean one thing, right?

No— What was I thinking? It happened again. I was staring at my  soon-to-be  tenant  with  pervy  eyes  and  less  than  wholesome intentions. There was no way this was okay.

"I  mean…  Sending  a  succubus  here  didn't  change  that  they still needed to have sex to survive. Maybe all the sexual stuff about fictional  succubus  is  just  blown  out  of  proportion."  I  shook  the thoughts from my head and flipped to the next page.

Written  in  bold  text  at  the  top,  just  like  how  Cresta's documents  warned  me  about  feeding  her  catnip,  it  read:  As caretaker,  you  will  most  likely  have  to  satisfy  the  succubus' 

sexual needs to keep her in check. This is extremely important so that others outside of the dormitory do not fall victim to her lust. If you are not keen on this, seek alternatives such as hiring prostitutes or purchasing sex toys. 

"N-No,  way…"  I  gulped  hard,  a  mixture  of  bated  excitement and fear welled up within me.

The  shadow  of  a  pair  of  ears  casted  over  the  paper  I  was reading. Cresta was behind the couch, peering over my shoulders. I quickly swapped to the next page.

"Did  you  finally  come  around  to  getting  to  know  about  your new  dorm  mate?"  I  asked,  clearing  my  throat  and  setting  aside  my perverted thoughts.

"Don't  mind  me.  I'm  just  reading  to  see  if  she  has  any weaknesses for me to exploit," she answered.

I sighed and sprayed her with the bottle again.

"Is  it  really  too  much  to  ask  you  to  try  and  get  along  with Angeline?" I put the papers down and faced Cresta, who dove into the cardboard box to hide from the spray bottle.

"You weren't there. Succubi are possibly the most dangerous of  demons.  They've  lured  and  magically  charmed  hundreds  of people  with  the  promise  of  sex,  and  then  cut  their  throats  in  their sleep.  My  world  has  no  place  for  people  like  her,  and  neither  does this world!"

Suddenly,  the  idea  of  having  sex  with  a  succubus  dropped harder  than  a  bowling  ball.  I  doubted  Professor  Markel  and  the government  would  send  someone  who  would  commit  wanton murder.  After  all,  what  was  worse  than  a  highly  trained  assassin?

Cresta turned out to be just fine.

I  knelt  down  next  to  Cresta  and  started  scratching  her  ears.

The pouty face quickly turned into one of bliss as she began to purr.

"I understand your apprehension. Angeline's probably shitting bricks  about  living  with  a  demon-slaying  assassin  like  you.  If anything, she won't act out with you here. At the very least, try to get along with her for my sake." I patted her on the head and stood up.

As  I  was  heading  back  to  the  couch,  I  heard  a  very  meek,

"Okay…"

I  finished  reading  the  rest  in  my  room.  Not  that  I  didn't  trust Cresta,  but  giving  her  less  of  a  reason  to  be  on  edge  while  I  read about Angeline was for the best. On the other hand, I was curious as to what Cresta had to say about the last page of the documents.

Angeline was no ordinary demon. She was a turncoat. During the  Calamitous  War  in  Weyera,  she  betrayed  her  race  by  handing over strategic battle plans to the Empire of Granieda. Her actions led to the deaths of thousands of demons, and pretty much robbed them of a major advantage they had over the allied races.

I  couldn't  imagine  selling  out  your  own  people  was  an  easy decision. Then to make matters worse, no one welcomed her on the other side despite her heroism.

No use getting worked up about it now. The new tenant was coming  tomorrow.  That  was  set  in  stone.  Might  as  well  get  some early sleep for tomorrow.

◆◆◆

 

Knock. Knock.

"Akira!  You've  been  in  there  for  hours!"  Cresta  yelled  from outside my room.

"Just a minute!" I called back, checking myself in the mirror.

Freshly ironed shirt and pants, check. A clean shave, check.

My hair… not much to comment there, so check.

I sniffed my armpit and was graced by the crisp, clean smell of men's body wash. Though it could use a little bit of cologne.

The doorknob jostled a bit and in came Cresta despite having locked it beforehand.

"Did you just pick my lock?" I asked, appalled by the flagrant invasion of privacy.

"Meh.  I  can  pick  every  lock  in  this  house  in  my  sleep.  More importantly, what the is that smell?" Cresta pinched her nose as she walked up to me.

"It's  the  cologne  I  put  on.  You  don't  like  it?  Did  I  put  too much?" I asked, sniffing myself again.

"Somehow… It bothers me that you didn't put this much effort in for me…" She pouted.

Had  I  really?  No,  this  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  succubus tenant. I just wanted to look good was all. It was only natural to want to make a good impression.

Cresta  was  wearing  casual  clothing.  The  crop  top  and  jean shorts made her out like a gyaru. If it wasn't for the ears and tail, she would  fit  right  into  human  society.  The  black  choker  collar  on  her neck was a nice touch.

"You… You're really rocking that outfit," I complimented.

"Hehe. You think so? The imperial uniform's too stiff to wear all the time, so I tried on some of the clothes you bought for me," she said.

My  mind  began  to  wander.  Cresta's  medium-length  hair  and toned  body  made  her  a  perfect  candidate  for  wearing  clothes  that showed  off  the  midriff  and  shoulders.  I  bet  she'd  look  great  in  a sundress, too.

"Hmmm?  You're  staring   really  hard.  Everytime  I  sneak  into your  room,  you've  got  a  tent  pitched  between  your  legs.  Is  it  really that  tough  controlling  yourself  over  a  pretty  girl  like  me?"  Cresta teased.

"Don't  joke  like  that.  I'm  perfectly  in  control  of  my  body  and mental faculties. And stop entering my room whenever you want!"

She  giggled  and  whipped  her  tail  back  and  forth  excitedly.

"You're too fun to mess with!"

The doorbell chimed across the house, causing Cresta's ears to perk up straight.

The new tenant was here.

We rushed downstairs, but as I put my hand on the doorknob, I turned to Cresta with a serious look. "Don't forget— you don't have to  like  her.  Tolerate  her  if  you  must,  but  absolutely  no  fighting.

Understood?"

"Fine.  But  any  funny  business  from  the  succubus,  and  she's getting the claw," Cresta said, dragging a thumb across her neck.

When I threw open the door it wasn't a face I saw, but a large pair  of  breasts  mere  inches  away  that  were  tinted  a  light  shade  of pink.

The  succubus  wore  a  strange  kind  of  clothing  I  couldn't describe, like if lingerie had a savage appearance. They clung to her body like a shadow and so, too, did the wispy skirt fluttering behind her.  The  photo  didn't  do  Angeline  justice.  Or  maybe  seeing  her  in person  dawned  on  me  that  I  was  really  in  the  presence  of  a bombshell succubus babe.

"I'm  Angeline  Varcaz,  but  you're  welcome  to  call  me  Ange."

The succubus leaned down to look me in the eyes like love at first sight.  Her  voice  was  sultry  and  oppressively  seductive.  She  put  a finger to her cheek. "And you, my delectable appetizer, must be the caretaker of this dorm? A pleasure to meet your acquaintance."

Chapter 5 - Angeline Varcaz

"I'm  Kira—  AKIRA!  I  meant,  Akira.  Ugh…  But  you  already knew that. Of course you did. You just said my name—" I slapped a hand over my mouth to shut myself up.

Two  seconds  into  meeting  the  new  tenant  and  I  was  a doddering  mess.  The  succubus  didn't  seem  to  mind.  Instead,  she giggled  at  my  embarrassment,  which  served  to  unnerve  me  more than I already was.

"You aren't the first human on earth to react like that. I'm sure once we get to know each other more… intimately, you will become more comfortable around me." Angeline winked.

I blanked out for a moment, but not too late to shake it off and recompose myself.

"Please, come in!" I said, stepping aside for her to enter. She carried a single suitcase that didn't look too heavy. It was my chance to  shine.  "May  I  carry  that  for  you  to  my  room—  YOUR  ROOM.

Damn it."

The  succubus  grinned  and  let  go  of  the  suitcase  handle  for me to take. "Mmmh. I love when they are bold. By all means, lead the way."

A  cupid  had  shot  an  arrow  through  my  heart.  I  felt  like  a middle  schooler  just  discovering  what  love  was  for  the  first  time.  It didn't feel like she put a spell on me or anything, yet I was already head over heels for her. Was it just because she was a succubus?

But she was forbidden from using magic as part of the condition for coming to earth.

Angeline  was  incredibly  busty.  Her  chest  bounced  with  each step.  The  fabric  clinging  to  her  skin  formed  an  outline  of  a curvaceous body more erotic than if she were naked, leaving a lot to the imagination.

Be still, my beating boyish heart. There would be time for this later. For now, I must be the diligent caretaker that I was hired to be.

Not some lovestruck teenage kid with horny intentions.

As  I  stepped  back  into  the  house,  dragging  the  suitcase behind me, I noticed something missing that I couldn't put my finger on. Oh, well. Whatever it was could be dealt with later.

"So, Angeline— what the?" The succubus was already at the top of the stairs. I spun around to where she had been a second ago, but now no longer.

"I  can  fly,  sweetie."  She  pointed  to  her  wings  and  flapped  a gentle  gust  in  my  direction.  "Also,  you  need  not  be  so  formal  by calling me by my full name. As I said before, Ange is fine."

"Oh! Sorry, Ange. It's just… you're older than me, so I should be saying your full name to be respectful," I said, catching up to her on the second floor.

However, as soon as I reached the landing, she put a warm and gentle hand on my chest that made my head spin.

"You  don't  have  to  be  respectful  to  me.  I  happen  to  like  it rough," she whispered.

My brain went blank again as her breath brushed against my cheeks and the scent of her body filled my nose.

When  I  finally  found  my  voice  again  it  came  out  squeaking.

"L-Let's not keep your room waiting!"

Ange's  room  was  the  first  door  on  the  right  wing,  room  11.  I put her on the opposite side of Cresta's wing just in case. Sure they were  going  to  be  living  together,  but  I  didn't  want  to  create opportunities for them to run into each other more than they already would.

Speaking of which…

That  itching  feeling  at  the  back  of  my  head—  It  was  Cresta.

She was missing. Just where did that cat go?

Ange  threw  open  the  curtains  and  windows  the  moment  we went into her room. Fresh air flooded in, and the warm breeze that bordered summer and autumn made the room much cozier.

Just  like  Cresta's  room,  it  was  furnished  with  the  bare necessities. The tenants, from what Professor Markel told me, were given  a  small  stipend  at  the  start  of  every  month  and  a  lump  sum upon  arrival.  It  was  like  a  socialized  basic  income  for  them  to  do what  they  wish,  but  not  intended  to  serve  them  for  the  rest  of  their

life. The other part of my duty in helping them integrate into life on earth was to eventually introduce them to jobs.

After all, the States of all places was a tough country to live in if  you  didn't  have  a  well-paying  job.  So  much  for  being  one  of  the wealthiest nations on the planet. The only credit I could give the US

was  that,  unlike  Japan,  people  weren't  committing  suicide  because of their jobs. I was luckier and more fortunate than most people.

Netherfolks were already beginning to integrate into society. It was always a big deal when they entered the workforce, since it was seen as a sign that our worlds and people could coexist. But if either Cresta  or  Ange  went  out  to  live  on  their  own,  they  might  end  up causing chaos faster than I could snap my fingers.

"Hey, Ange? Where would you like me to put this—" I turned around and bumped into two blissfully soft mounds of fat.

My instinct was to apologize, but Ange took my breath away putting  her  arms  around  my  neck.  Because  she  was  a  head  taller than me, her eyes stared down at me with lascivious intent. It was as though I'd been trapped in the jaws of a venus fly trap, the nectar of her scent drew me in and cast away any desire to flee.

"The  way  you  have  been  looking  at  me  is  a  sure  sign  that you're  a  virgin.  Are  you?"  Ange  asked  with  a  smile,  tightening  her grasp on me.

"I, uh… it's, erm… rude to ask a guy if they're inexperienced, you know? Maybe now isn't the best time! I still need to give you a tour of the dorm!" My eyes were spinning, and my head was getting hot.  Was  this  really  happening?  I  was  definitely  being  seduced.  It was thrilling yet emasculating at the same time.

She dragged a finger down my cheek. "Tour the dorm— for all the private places to have fun in?"

I gulped hard, surprised at myself for searching for a way out of this clear invitation to graduate from my virginity. As her lips drew closer  to  mine,  a  predator's  glare  sent  shivers  up  my  spine.  Ange and  I  both  glanced  to  the  door  where  Cresta  was  standing,  arms folded across her chest and unamused at how close we were.

"This isn't what it looks like! She definitely didn't charm me!" I exclaimed.

The  succubus  let  me  go  and  gave  her  attention  to  her assassin dorm mate. "You must be the imperial assassin. I'm—"

"I know who you are, Angeline Varcaz. You'll keep your hands off Akira if you know what's good for you." Cresta pulled me out of the room and slammed the door on our way out. Next thing I knew, I was  in  my  room  and  sitting  on  the  bed,  being  scolded  like  a  child having done a naughty.

"What did you do that for?" I asked Cresta.

"That  demon  was  about  to  have  her  way  with  you!  They're scheming  creatures.  You  can't  let  your  guard  down  around  them,"

she said.

If it wasn't for the genuine concern in Cresta's voice, I might have snapped at her.

That would have been wrong of me. She meant well, even if it was  misguided.  I  let  my  base  instincts  get  the  better  of  me.  Cresta merely brought me to my senses.

I  took  a  few  deep  breaths  to  calm  my  nerves.  Once  again,  I couldn't  thank  my  mom  enough  for  raising  me  well  in  spite  of  my shortcomings.

Treat  others  the  way  you  want  to  be  treated.  You  couldn't blame someone for having a bad day. There was always more than what's on the surface.

These  simple  tenets  my  mom  drilled  into  me  always  helped me see the other side of things.

For Cresta and Ange, they had just come out of a gruesome war.  Cresta  especially  had  her  biases,  but  they  were  something  I could  help  work  out.  Ange  was  an  opportunity  for  me  to  bridge  a friendship.

Professor  Markel  and  High-King  Tarcosa  were  sly  dogs  for sending  these  two  to  me  first.  Whatever  their  reasoning  was  must have to do with Cresta and Ange being from opposite factions.

Was this to test me? A pretty damn hard test if I had a say in it, but one I had to tackle nonetheless.

"I  understand  you're  not  too  fond  of  Ange  being  that  she's  a demon.  But  gotta  you  agree  that  even  a  demon  has  to  try  the

glorious  taste  of  burgers.  What  do  you  say  we  grill  some  with  the groceries we bought yesterday?" I suggested to the angry kitty.

Cresta's ears twitched with excitement. "F-Fine. I'm not doing it for her, but I guess everyone deserves to eat some good food in their life!"

◆◆◆

 

"Ugh… The last few days have been so intense…"

I rolled over in bed and was beginning to lose all willpower to work despite having just woken up. The thought of facing Cresta and Ange  gave  me  a  headache.  I  wished  they  would  become  friends already.

It also didn't help that my libido had been increasing day after day. I had to empty my trash bin multiple times with all the tissues in there. Even my little buddy was getting sore. The idea of living in the same place with a real succubus was too much for me to handle.

"Okay, Akira… get a hold of yourself…" I clapped my cheeks a few times to wake up.

After  splashing  my  face  with  cold  water,  I  was  revitalized  to start the day.

However…

Right out the door, I walked into Ange butt naked and slightly moist, floating up the stairs on the way to her room.

"For  the  tenth  time,  I  told  you  to  change   in  the  bathroom!"  I covered my eyes.

"Oh,  my  apologies.  I  had  neglected  to  bring  a  change  of clothes or towel because I can dry myself with magic," she said.

I sighed, focusing hard not to let my imagination run wild and pop a boner.

"That's fine, but you can't just walk— er, fly around naked." As I  took  a  step  forward,  something  wet  underneath  my  foot  sent  me skidding straight for the stairs.

Ange scooped me into the air and held me in her arms. The smell of fresh body wash filled my nose. I'd found myself in a state of absolute bliss, yet in an incredibly dangerous situation.

"Are  you  alright?"  she  asked  with  worry,  but  her  eyes  went wide as they traveled down to my crotch and left her giggling. "Hehe.

Is that what I think it is?"

There was no doubt what it was.

"You  can…  put  me  down  now…"  I  said,  utterly  embarrassed at myself and covering the tent I just pitched.

She  ignored  me  and  whispered,  "How  about  I  take  care  of that for you? I can make you  feel really good. "

"It's  fine!  I  can  take  care  of  it  myself!"  I  wriggled  out  of  her grasp, landed on my feet, and raced back into my room.

Chapter 6 - Caretaker and Mediator

"Whew…" I came out feeling a lot more refreshed in my post-nut clarity.

Fortunately,  Ange  was  nowhere  to  be  seen.  I  saw  now, glancing at the floor, it wasn't because I just slipped on water. There was  a  fist-sized  hairball  on  the  ground  just  a  few  paces  away  from my door.

"Cresta,"  I  muttered  under  my  breath  as  I  picked  up  the saliva-coated ball of fur.

I  went  downstairs  in  search  of  the  feline  perpetrator  only  to find her and Ange at each other's throats again.

"You're flaunting your body on purpose, demon! I see through your ruse of innocently walking around naked like an airhead. You're trying  to  seduce  our  caretaker,  aren't  you?"  Cresta  was  in  the succubus' face, poking her chest with a sharp finger.

Ange  was  indignant,  standing  her  ground  and  defiant  before the  demon-slaying  assassin.  "I  have  no  idea  what  you're  talking about.  Akira  is  a  grown  man,  and  he  may  do  as  he  pleases.

Especially with me. Perhaps you're just jealous of your own lack of sex appeal?"

"Ahem." I cleared my throat to get both of their attention. Ange detached herself from the confrontation and ran behind me, pressing her chest up against my back.

"Cresta is bullying me again," she said in a meek manner.

"N-No, I'm not! She's lying!" Cresta exclaimed.

This  was  all  juvenile.  It  was  hard  to  believe  these  two  were veterans  of  a  war.  I  dragged  them  to  the  couch  and  crossed  my arms, but they immediately scooted to the opposite ends.

"I'm  not  here  to  pick  sides.  As  your  caretaker,  I  have  to  be impartial or everything falls apart in this dorm. What's it gotta take for both of you to work out your hostilities?" I asked.

Not only were they as far as they could be from one another, but  they  faced  away  and  sat  scowling  in  silence.  How  do  I  get  a demon and demon-killer to get along?

"I only have a high school diploma and CPR certification… I'm not  qualified  to  be  playing  therapist  to  a  pair  of  netherfolks…"  I groaned, rubbing my head in anticipation for a migraine.

Okay. Let me review. Cresta was an assassin in the Empire of Granieda.  She  killed  high  ranking  demons  during  the  Calamitous War.  Ange  was  a  succubus,  but  she  betrayed  her  own  kind  and possibly  led  more  demons  to  their  deaths  than  Cresta's  kill  count.

Traitor  or  not,  living  with  an  enemy  was  still  a  hard  pill  for  them  to swallow.

"How  about  an  exercise?  Each  of  you  says  something  nice about the other person. Cresta, you start," I urged.

Cresta  sighed,  then  turned  to  Ange  and  said,  "Your  tits  are big, but you'll ruin your back by the time you're 30, hag."

"That's not a—"

"You're  a  skilled  assassin,  but  you  can't  face  even  the weakest demon unless they're distracted," Ange fired back.

"Damn  it,  you  two.  Everything  after  the  'but'  was unnecessary!" I yelled over them.

This wasn't working. All of the night time reruns of Dr. Phil and Jerry Springer weren't doing jack shit for me.

"You think I'm weak, huh? How about we just settle this with a duel?" Cresta asked.

"Fine by me. You won't find me an easy prey," Ange replied.

"Er…  Wait  a  minute.  That's  not  what  I  mean  by  working  out your  hostilities.  Guys?"  I  watched  as  they  exited  the  house  via  the sliding door in the kitchen which led into the backyard.

Ange and Cresta stood about ten feet away from each other, standing  their  ground  in  an  offensive  manner.  But  a  fight  like  this could ruin the backyard, or worse, the dormitory. The flower garden, fire pit, and jacuzzi cleared for me to buy by Professor Markel were going to get caught in the crossfire.

"Y-You guys can't be serious? I forbid this! You two get back in the house this instant!" I demanded, but my pleas fell on deaf ears.

"The assassin won't be satisfied unless we settle this," Ange said. Somehow, it didn't sound like she was doing it out of a benefit for anyone. The succubus' eyes were almost blank, lifeless even.

Or was it just my imagination?

Cresta,  on  the  other  hand,  was  raring  to  go.  Her  claws protruded from her nails, ready to draw blood. Things have suddenly gotten  out  of  hand.  They  were  only  insulting  each  other  before  I came  into  the  picture,  and  now  it  looked  like  it  western  movie showdown.

If I got in the way of two otherworldly entities, creatures who waged war with powerful magic and inhuman strength, I was sure to get  hurt.  However,  both  of  them  were  going  to  seriously  hurt  each other  if  I  didn't  jump  in.  I  was  supposed  to  protect  them.  How  did  I not see this coming?

Cresta's  knee  bent  an  inch.  I'd  seen  enough  cat  videos  to know that was when they were about to pounce. I threw caution to the  wind  and  jumped  in  as  she  launched  herself  towards  the succubus.

Four sharp claws glistened in front of me. They were so close, I  could  make  out  the  point  that  was  mere  centimeters  away  from gouging out my eyes.

"Akira?" The cat quickly retracted her claws.

My heart was racing so fast, it might be pumping a gallon of blood a second.

"Cresta,"  I  began,  putting  on  my  scolding  voice.  "Go  back inside  and  reflect  on  what  you  were  about  to  do.  Otherwise,  we're not having any more burger adventures."

"I wasn't actually going to hurt her anyway…" she mumbled, returning to the dorm with her tail tucked between her legs.

My  knees  buckled.  The  blood  coursing  through  me  went straight to my brain.

I almost died.

Then  I  realized  there  was  one  more  person  here.  I  whipped around to a succubus in shock.

"You're  not  hurt,  are  you?"  I  asked  Ange,  shaking  her shoulders to bring her back to her senses.

The  succubus  blinked  erratically.  She  sucked  in  a  quivering breath like she had just forgotten to breathe.

"That  should  be  my  line!  Why  would  you  put  yourself  in danger for the likes of me?" Ange asked.

"The likes of…?"

The relief in my chest boiled into anger and spilled out to the surface.

"What  do  you  mean  why?  You  didn't  even  bother  to  defend yourself! Do you have any idea how worried I was? If you had died, Cresta  would  have  been  deported  back  to  Weyera,  and  your  life would have— You were looking for a quick death, weren't you? Who better to do that than by Granieda's greatest assassin?"

The weight behind my outburst and accusation caught her by surprise.

Hell.  It  surprised  me,  too.  I  thought  I  was  too  selfish  to  put myself  in  front  of  danger.  Honestly,  I  shouldn't  have  jumped  in because  if  Cresta  hadn't  stopped,  I  would  have  been  a  human skewer.

Ange fell silent for what felt like an eternity. She bit her lower lip, agonizing over what I just said, then chuckled that I had caught her red-handed.

"If  you  knew,  then  why  didn't  you  just  let  it  happen?  As  my caretaker, you're supposed to look after my needs. You should have just  let  me  die,"  she  said,  taking  a  sidelong  glance  across  the backyard and avoiding my gaze.

Damn.

I  liked  it  better  when  all  I  felt  was  horniness  around  Ange.

Now, all I felt was disappointment.

"I think you got my role wrong. As caretaker, I'm supposed to look after you and make sure you enjoy your stay here. That's why I can't let you throw your life away so easily." I grabbed her face and forced her to look me in the eyes, returning the gaze with the same conviction she gave Cresta when resigning herself to an execution.

"I'm your caretaker. Don't let me be your gravedigger."

For the first time, it seemed by her somber expression, I put the succubus at a disadvantage.

Ange suddenly smirked. "Did you save me hoping to have sex with me after this?"

"Yes— I MEAN, NO!" I let go and put some distance between us. It took a few deep breaths to recompose myself after she ruined the moment. Now I'd become conscious of my embarrassing tirade.

The succubus had returned to her usual demeanor, filled with life again and the desire to tease me to no end.

"I'm sure you read my files. You must understand why Cresta reviles me so much. Not just her, but every single one of my kin back in Weyera wants me dead," she said.

"Forget that. You're here now. There's so much more you can live  for  after  surviving  the  war.  After  all,  someone  like  Cresta  was able  to  find  happiness  with  something  as  simple  as  eating hamburgers," I explained, hoping she would see reason.

Ange stared hard for a second, then turned her back to me to head  into  the  dorm.  She  stopped  at  the  door,  and  without  turning around  she  said,  "I'll  give  what  you  have  told  me  some  thought.

And… Thank you for stepping in when you did."

A wave of relief washed over me.

I wished she was facing me as she said that, then I might be more  at  ease.  Though…  I  could  have  sworn  her  ears  were  red.

Everyone dodged a bullet today. Thank god for that.

As I began to make my way back inside, my foot stepped on something squishy.

Another wet fur ball was stuck to the bottom of my slippers.

"Goddamnit. Cresta, I still need to talk to you!"

Chapter 7 - Netherfolks at the Arcade

"Oooh!  So,  this  is  an  arcade?"  Cresta  raced  ahead  of  us.

Blinking  neon  lights  from  the  many  gaming  stations  reflected  from her  eyes,  and  ears  twitched  to  every  sound  bite  of  GAME  OVERS

and  pings and  dings of successful combo hits. She was wearing the ear muffs I bought her to help dull the noise. Otherwise, she would be having a miserable time here.

At first, I was worried arcades in the States wouldn't compare to the SEGA centers in Japan. What they lacked in style was made up  for  with  just  as  much  a  variety  in  games.  Shooters  and  racers, modern and retro, the sound of 16-bit video game soundtracks were music to my ears.

Ange flew in close behind me, appearing no more indifferent than a steak enthusiast at a vegan restaurant.

"Your  kind  wastes  away  their  wealth  playing   this?"  The succubus poked at a glass dome in which the purpose of the game was to match a spinning light to a colored tile.

"Stop it. You're going to make me conscious about how I live my life.Come on, playing games is fun. You get to turn off your brain and just enjoy the thrill of being able to kill ghosts," I said, picking up a gun from its station and firing it into the screen.

"I know a better game we can play. It involves how long you can last." She hugged me from behind and made circles on my chest with her finger.

Electricity ran up my spine and sent back powerful shocks to my  groin.  I  pulled  away  from  Ange  and  was  met  with  dozens  of glares from lonely and jealous men alike.

"C-Can we keep the flirting to a minimum? I feel like I might lose my life in here to a tragic accident," I pleaded.

"You  aren't  in  danger  as  long  as  I'm  nearby!"  Cresta exclaimed,  returning  to  us  with  a  cup  full  of  arcade  tokens.  She noticed  how  close  Ange  was  to  me  and  pouted.  "I  guess  I  have  to keep a closer eye on you two after all."

We were about to go find some games to play when a couple of  playboys  stopped  us  in  our  tracks.  All  three  of  them  were  a  lot taller  than  me,  possibly  college  students  from  another  city.  Even though  other  women  were  in  the  arcade,  they  likely  singled  us  out because of what Cresta and Ange were.

"Sorry,  guys.  We're  just  here  to  play  games,"  I  said,  hoping they would be understanding.

"Buzz off, kid."

"Yeah, we're talking to the horned chick and cutie with the cat ears."

"You  two  are  from  that  other  world  we  hear  so  much  about, right? How about you hang out with us instead of this kid?"

Time  slowed  down  for  me.  I  wasn't  used  to  this  sort  of confrontation  and  wanted  to  just  bow  my  head  and  leave,  but  they had us surrounded and pinned against a wall.

Cresta seemed like she was used to this sort of attention and tried to turn them down gently.

"I  think  you  guys  should  try  your  luck  elsewhere.  I'm  not interested," she said.

But none of them were interested in giving up.

"Maybe  the  demon  chick  is  a  succubus?  We're  giving  you  a free pass to hang out with us. You people like sex, don't you?"

Ange  turned  the  other  cheek,  unamused  and  unwilling  to humor their advances. Another guy wanted to try his luck with Cresta again.

"Aw. Don't be like that. I bet you'll like how I stroke you, little kitty." He reached out to pet Cresta, but my hand moved on its own and grabbed his wrist.

"I don't think that's a good idea, she's an as— unngh!" I was shoved hard against the wall.

Cresta's  lips  peeled  back  to  reveal  her  fangs  and  Ange stepped between us.

"Get out of my sight," she said, and as though on command, the three of them straightened up.

"As you wish," they said at once and left.

What just happened? No way they would leave that easily.

I pulled Ange aside and asked, "What did you do?"

"They  were  getting  on  my  nerves,  so  I  kindly  asked  them  to leave," she answered.

I knew that as much. The problem was her blatant use of her magic.

"I  shouldn't  have  to  tell  you  this,  but  if  you're  caught  using your powers on Earth, that's a fast-track back to Weyera," I warned her, but received a shrug and smirk in response. "If you understand that's fine… but you're a succubus, aren't you? Wouldn't they have made for an easy snack for you?"

"They don't interest me." The succubus frowned, fingering her hair.

I was pretty sure there was a flag here but didn't want to take the bait just yet. As I tried to get my bearings, I realized Cresta had disappeared  and  was  no  longer  by  our  side.  Instead,  she  was  at  a boxing machine game.

"Akira! Watch me knock out a new high score!" Cresta yelled as she winded her arm up for a punch.

"That's not a good idea—!"

It  happened  in  a  split  second.  Hell,  it  already  happened  the moment the first word came out of my mouth.

Cresta's inhuman strength quite literally knocked it out of the park—  crashing  out  of  the  building  and  into  the  parking  lot  like  a meteor to be exact. Luckily, no one was in the line of fire and broke nothing but the punching bag machine game and door.

It  went  to  show  how  on  another  level  a  netherfolk's  strength was  in  comparison  to  humans.  Cresta  and  I  were  both  made  to apologize  to  the  arcade  manager,  but  thankfully  their  insurance covered  otherworlder  mishaps,  and  we  weren't  forced  to  leave  as long as we behaved going forward.

Professor Markel certainly wouldn't be happy with me though.

It was my fault for letting Cresta out of my sight to begin with. I had her  sit  on  her  knees  while  we  go  over  some  new  ground  rules  for whenever we go out.

"You  set  the  record  for  the  highest  score,  but  the  game's broken.  From  now  on,  we're  implementing  a  system  like  an  indoor

voice  for  your  strength.  We'll  call  it  'indoor  strength',  and  it'll  be  in effect if we're outside the dorm," I said.

"Does that mean I can use my full strength  inside the dorm?"

she asked, tilting her head to one side.

The  gears  stopped  turning  inside  my  head.  Somehow,  this was a good idea as a thought but sounded stupid when I explained it.

"Never mind… Just control how you exert your strength. This world is a lot more fragile than yours. For example— you'd survive a fireball  thrown  at  you,  but  I'd  turn  into  a  human-sized  charcoal,"  I said.

Her  mouth  hung  open  in  apparent  shock,  like  she  really believed  I  had  otherworldly  resilience.  "Wait,  really?  You  wouldn't survive?"

"Your misconceptions are all over the place!" I put a hand to my face and groaned. "This goes doubly for you, Ange. I'm already aware  that  demons  have  an  affinity  with  magic,  and  being  a succubus means stronger magic."

"You  needn't  worry.  I  can  resist  using  magic.  At  least  I  won't be  destroying  things  with  obscene  physical  strength  like  a  certain assassin." Ange rolled her eyes.

"Say that again to my face!" Cresta growled.

After  the  playboys  and  punching  bag  machine  incident,  no one bothered my tenants for fear of getting hurt. It was too bad a few things  had  to  break  in  order  to  come  to  that.  I  found  Cresta  again after we split up to do our own thing. Her face was plastered against the glass pane of a crane game for stuffed animals. She was teary-eyed and whimpering.

"The  assassin's  met  her  match  with  one  of  the  most  rigged games  an  arcade  has  to  offer,  huh?"  I  came  up  behind  her  and noticed her cup devoid of any tokens.

"It's  rigged?  Why  is  that  allowed?  I  just  wanted  a  stuffed animal…" She banged her head lightly against the glass and sighed.

"That's just how it is. Let me give it a go. Which one were you trying to get?" I asked, taking my position at the controls.

Cresta pointed to an incredibly fat, goofy gray cat with a bow tie  and  face  significantly  smaller  than  its  body.  The  stuffed  animal was  lying  on  its  side,  unlike  the  rest  which  were  sitting  up  straight.

She must be really keen on getting that plushie if she spent all her tokens on it.

The question was, how would I grab the fat cat? Given its size and weight compared to the claws, it would be encumbersome to go for it normally.

As  I  moved  the  claw  into  place,  Cresta  stared  with  bated breath  and  furrowed  brows.  If  looks  could  kill,  this  machine  would have forked over the prize already. I just needed to get the claw hook around the bow tie's loop—

Got it.

Cresta jumped with joy when I presented the plushie to her.

"Thank  you,  thank  you!  It's  so  damn  cute!  I  think  I'll  name  it after you." Cresta hugged it to her face and started purring.

"Naming it after someone you know is a bad omen! You better take  care  of  him,"  I  said  and  made  a  silent  prayer  for  little  Akira  to stay safe from her claws.

Cresta and I played a few shooting games until something on the  other  side  of  the  arcade  caught  her  attention.  I  stayed  behind and  lost  track  of  time  playing  a  Jurassic  shooting  game.  A tyrannosaurus ate all of my lives and with it, twenty dollars worth of tokens.

"Holy shit, I need to reevaluate my priorities in life. But… you win some, you lose some…" I scolded myself, turning the token cup upside down only to see a piece of lint drop out of it.

As  I  got  up  to  leave,  two  arcade  employees  pulled  their baseball  caps  low  and  dipped  into  a  staff  entrance.  It  could  have been  my  imagination,  but  I  swore  they  had  an  unnatural  skin  color like  Ange.  Did  the  States  begin  employing  netherfolks  out  in  the open?  Part  of  me  wanted  to  go  ask  the  front  desk  just  to  be  sure, but...

"No, it had to be my imagination. Been staring at a screen for too long." I rubbed my eyes and stumbled next to a photo booth.

A  hand  emerged  from  the  curtains  and  yanked  me  inside.

Once  again  I  came  face  to  face  with  Ange's  glorious  breasts.  She had me pinned against the cramped space and straddled my waist.

The  succubus  was  red  up  to  her  ears,  lips  curved  to  a  wicked  grin oozing with lustful intent.

"I've  been  holding  back  for  a  whole  week.  I  need  an  outlet.

You'll satisfy me, won't you?" Ange asked between shallow breaths.

"Let's talk about this… Maybe splash some cold water in your face?  We're  in  public,  and  I'm  not  mentally  prepared  for  this  yet—

mmrrphh?!"  My  mouth,  along  with  my  entire  face,  was  muffled  as she hugged me tightly.

Ange was ready to eat me, but the strain on her face showed of resistance. Was she holding back for my sake? Did succubi even have table manners when it came to sex?

A  succubus  needed  to  have  sex.  It  was  how  they  survived.

Her  files  noted  that  the  unique  way  in  which  this  particular  race  of demons  fed  was  still  under  study,  a  hotly  debated  topic  amongst magisters  in  Weyera.  Scholars  and  succubi  alike  described  it  as  a hunger,  but  how  the  act  of  sex  translated  to  sustenance  remained unknown.

Those documents read like a National Geographics magazine about  rare  animals.  To  be  honest,  it  was  all  boring  and  infuriating.

They  talked  about  her  like  she  was  a  species  to  be  studied  and experimented on. As though she didn't have feelings of her own.

Angeline  Varcaz  was  a  living,  breathing  person.  Not  some wild animal. She demonstrated restraint from submitting to her base instincts.  Between  and  underneath  those  incredible  breasts  was  a good heart. Good enough to realize and act against the injustice her race was inflicting upon their world.

Sure,  I  wanted  to  have  sex  with  her.  There  was  no  denying that. More than anything, however, I'd like for her to know she didn't have to struggle.

"If you need to, you have my permission." I cupped her face between my hands to look her in the eyes. "I didn't mean to starve

you.  I'm  just  a  coward  when  it  comes  to  this  sort  of  thing.  So…I'm trying to say… Sorry for making you suffer for as long as you did."

Like  some  magic  lingering  over  Ange's  eyes  had  been dispelled, her expression softened along with her grasp on me. The grip loosened to a more gentle embrace, and she rested her chin on my shoulder.

"Why must you be so considerate?" Ange asked, chuckling to herself.

"Am I? As… As far as I know, I'm ready to lose my virginity to a succubus. I like to think I'm as selfish as can be," I replied with a nervous laughter.

"When you said 'if', you gave  me  the choice." Then in a much quieter  whisper,  but  not  so  inaudible  that  I  couldn't  hear.  "It's  the second choice I've ever had as a demon."

I  suddenly  heard  the  sound  of  coins  being  slotted  into  the photo booth. Ange scooted to my side and kissed my cheek as our picture  was  taken.  She  then  exited  the  booth,  leaving  me  alone inside and stunned.

"Th-That's cheating!"

Her hand passed through the curtains from the other side and pressed a finger to my lips.

"That's  all  you  get   for now.  Allow  me  to  share  a  little  secret about my race that won't be found in those papers of yours: though rare, if a succubus takes particular interest in someone, they are less inclined to lose control."

The  hand  retracted  entirely.  When  I  peeked  outside,  Ange was long gone. Left behind in the dispenser was a photo strip of the moment she kissed my cheek, one piece of which was clearly ripped and taken.

I  must  have  spent  an  hour  in  the  booth.  Mainly  because  the erection  in  my  pants  wouldn't  go  down.  Who  needed  viagra  when you had a succubus making passes on you like that?

"I'm an idiot. Aahhhh! I'm such an idiot!" I started banging my head against the console.

What  kind  of  fool  threw  away  the  best  chance  he  had  at getting freaky with a woman like Ange? Me. That fool.

On the other hand, things worked out just fine. It looked like she was about to lose control until I got through to her. But what the hell was that last thing she said? Was she referring to me?

The  photo  striphad  gotten  warm  from  me  holding  it  for  so long.

"I should frame this." I nodded to myself. "Gold frame. Next to my computer. I shall look at it from now on as a source of inspiration.

Yes. Good idea, Akira."

"Akira!" The curtains flew open to reveal an impatient Cresta, holding the plushie version of me under her arm.

"God—  holy  crap.  Your  footsteps  are  way  too  silent!"  I exclaimed, clutching my throbbing heart.

She glared with discontent. "If you're thinking about making a new rule for how I walk, you can forget it."

On  the  way  home,  the  three  of  us  agreed  to  pick  up  some food  while  in  the  city.  The  decision  came  down  to  a  meat  lover's pizza. The monstrous thing was topped with pepperonis, sausages, ham,  bacon,  beef,  pork,  anchovies,  and  chicken  until  it  was  no longer a pizza, but a platter of meat.

"Just looking at this thing is giving me heartburn… I've never in my life wanted to see something green instead," I said, trying to fit the extra large pizza through the taxi door.

"I  now  understand  why  so  many  people  in  this  world  are  as round as the planet," Ange remarked.

Cresta drooled from both corners of her mouth, ears twitching with  such  excitement  that  the  earmuffs  might  fall  off  any  moment.

Just before she got into the car, her back straightened. Those ears of hers went stiff. She even took off the earmuffs, then glanced up and down the street.

"What's wrong?" I asked her.

"I thought I sensed a malicious presence… Maybe it's just my imagination after playing in the arcade for too long," she said, finally joining us in the back seat.

Cresta wasted no time digging into the pizza and eating most of  it  as  soon  as  we  got  home.  It  was  a  surprise  that  her  stomach stayed so lean.

"Fuaahh~ So many different flavors of meat. I'm in heaven…

but  why  do  I  feel  so  tired  now?"  Cresta  asked,  swaying  back  and forth half-conscious in her cardboard box.

"That, my dear feline friend, is called a food coma. Consider yourself lucky it isn't indigestion from all that greasy food you stuffed down your throat." I rubbed my bulging stomach full of pizza.

Cresta was beginning to fall asleep. I wanted to ask her about the  reaction  she  had  outside  of  the  pizza  restaurant.  That  was  an assassin's intuition. She did say it might have been her imagination.

Something  still  felt  off.  Like  those  two  arcade  employees…  They didn't look like they belonged there.

Unfortunately,  Cresta  was  already  snoozing  with  little  Akira tucked under her chin.

"Oh, well." The day was still far from over. We're only well into the afternoon. I might as well take out the trash while it was still light out. But when I opened the door, two people in construction uniforms and a cap pulled low to hide their faces greeted me at the door. "Can I… help you?"

It  was  an  awkward  hallway  moment  where  you  didn't  know which way to turn to pass them. My initial thought in that brief second was that they were sent by Professor Markel to check something in the house. Then I noticed the fangs, red-tinted skin, and fiery eyes when one lifted his head.

Demons.

The  blood  in  my  veins  turned  ice  cold.  How  did  they  get through  the  security  checkpoints?  When?  A  hundred  questions raced through my head in a split second. As I was about to raise my voice to alert Cresta, an obsidian and jewelled dagger was raised to my throat to silence me.

"Not a word, human. It's not you we're after. Give us Varcaz and you live," the demon said.

I swallowed hard.

These  netherfolks  before  me  were  responsible  for  the Calamitous War that killed millions. I was just a kid from Japan with no training in combat whatsoever. What was my play here?

"Or step aside," the other offered, like he was trying to sell me on a bargain. "She's upstairs, isn't she? Just let us pass by, we'll do our thing and be on our way."

"Who's at the door?"

The voice that made my hair stand on end belonged to none other than Ange. She reached the bottom of the stairs and gasped.

The demons at the door paused when they saw her and tried to push through.

"Damn it…" I muttered under my breath. "You aren't touching a hair on my tenant!"

They faltered. Perhaps they didn't expect me to resist. I took advantage  of  their  surprise  to  slam  my  body  into  one  of  them  and pinned his dagger against the wall. The other tried to push past me, but the doorway was already plenty crowded.

Fortunately, neither of them were anywhere near as strong as Cresta, but the three of us were stuck in a tangle. It took every ounce of strength to keep them from getting in.

"Ange, run! Get out of here and find Cresta!" I screamed.

She stared at me in shock, frozen in place.

"Pathetic  human!"  The  demon  whose  waist  I  clutched  onto started beating his elbow into the back of my head. My vision flashed white with every strike, threatening to rob me of my consciousness.

But I had to hold on until Ange escaped.

"I-I can't just leave you!" Ange cried.

"Change  of  plans."  The  demon  put  me  in  a  chokehold  and pressed the cold metal tip of his dagger under my heart. "Your life for his!"

The look in Ange's tearful eyes told me all I needed to know how this would go down. She was going to throw her life away again like she almost did with Cresta. As much as I liked living, I made a promise to help her.

"Those assassins are after me. I suppose it was too much to hope  they  wouldn't  follow  me  into  this  world,"  she  said,  shoulders

dropping as though resigned to her fate.

I wished so much to be stronger, but all I could do was blow hot air out of my ass.

"Just  go,  damn  it—  You  deserve  a  chance  to  live.  Stop beating yourself over what you did in the war. They call you a traitor, but you're a hero in my book! B-Besides… I… for some reason, I just really  want  to  say  it—  I  still  really  want  to  have  sex  with  you!"  I shouted at the top of my lungs.

The  flames  in  Ange's  hands  fizzled  out,  but  the  tear-stains steamed off her cheeks as though the heat went to her face instead.

"How am I supposed to leave after hearing that? I refuse to let you get hurt—"

"Only ones getting hurt here are the demons at the door!"

A small gust of wind blew past me, and I was freed from the chokehold. Both of the demons were caught in Cresta's clutches at the bottom of the dormitory steps.

"Sorry for being late. They had two more try to sneak in from the  backyard."  The  feline  assassin  raised  both  of  them  by  their collars.  She  snarled  with  a  bloodthirsty  fury  I'd  never  witnessed before, but looked about right for someone of her occupation.

"Don't  rough  them  up  too  bad.  I  have  to  call  Professor Markel!" I said in time before she gutted the one who had a knife on me.

"Please,  don't  turn  around  yet,"  Ange  said,  holding  me  from behind and wrapping her arms around my stomach. The nape of my neck was quickly getting wet from her tears.

Cresta rolled her eyes at us and shrugged.

"Lucky for you," I began, "humans in this world love keeping their eyes on their phones."

Mere  minutes  after  ending  the  call,  Professor  Markel  and  a small army swarmed the roundabout. They even called in a tank and two apaches.

"Isn't  this  an  overreaction?!"  I  screamed  over  the  sound  of spinning chopper blades and tank engines.

The professor didn't seem to think so. He shrugged like it was another  Tuesday  for  him  and  the  soldiers.  They  apprehended  the

four demons that had been tied up and in a pile with Cresta sitting atop them.

"Someone at the portal is getting fired for this… I don't know how  they  got  through  our  checkpoints,  but  you  can  bet  we'll  be beefing  up  security  and  revamping  protocols.  We'll  also  check  the arcade where you thought you saw them. Funny how things worked out… an assassin tenant taking out assassins who were after the life of another tenant," Professor Markel said.

"Do you think King Tarcosa knew this was going to happen?" I asked.

"Hard  to  say…"  The  professor  rubbed  his  chin  thoughtfully.

"Not  really  someone  you  can  read  by  expression  alone.  I  question his  choices  as  a  sovereign,  but  his  intentions  are  always undoubtedly for the greater good."

He and the army left as quickly as they came. Relative peace returned to the dormitory.

What a surreal moment. My life was in danger just a moment ago. This was my reality now.

"Thanks for coming in clutch." I patted Cresta on the head. "I believe someone wants to say something as well."

Ange  had  her  hands  clasped  together  and  quietly  meeked out,  "Thank  you  both.  No  one  has  ever  risked  their  life  for  me before."

"I only did it to save Akira. I still don't trust demons, but kudos to  you  for  not  tucking  tail  and  running.  If  I  so  much  as  whiffed  you charmed  Akira  to  sacrifice  himself  for  you,  I  would've  given  you  a worse beating." Cresta turned the other cheek, but I could tell by the twitching ears she was glad for Ange's safety, too.

Ange  walked  up  to  Cresta  and  towered  over  her.  In  spite  of their  height  difference  it  was  clear  who  the  stronger  one  at  that moment was. Ange scooped the smaller girl into her arms for a hug.

"H-Hey!  Stop  getting  so  chummy  all  of  a  sudden!  I  still  don't like you!" Cresta struggled under her grasp.

"My sexual preference also extends to women. I'm more than open to a threesome to… better our friendship." Ange grinned.

"You're gross! Let go already!"

"You might be the first demon to ever hit on Cresta." I sighed.

A  first  step  to  getting  them  to  be  friends  was  a  first  step nonetheless.

Chapter 8 - Spending the Night with Ange After today's scare it was time to hit the hay and forget it ever happened.  Everything  worked  out  fine  in  the  end.  Security  had heightened in the vicinity around the dorm for the time being just in case.  Professor  Markel  promised  to  revamp  and  reevaluate  the security checkpoints.

I couldn't help but be worried that those demons slipped in a little too easily. Still, that 'heroic' act of sacrifice I thought I was going to do scared the living shit out of me.

Just what the hell was I thinking?

Even  now,  in  the  comforts  of  my  bedroom  and  increased military presence, I couldn't stop shaking. Fear gnawed at my mind.

This job wasn't as safe as I thought it would be.

If  the  demons  had  been  about  as  strong  as  Cresta,  it  would have  been  over  for  me.  No  amount  of  heroics  would  have accomplished anything.

At  the  end  of  the  day,  we  were  safe  thanks  in  large  part  to Cresta.

Although  Ange  was  laying  on  the  fraternizing  a  little  too strongly, she and Cresta were showing signs of warming up to each other.  It  might  be  too  hopeful  that  they  would  become  fast  friends, but slow progress was progress nonetheless.

My  door  creaked  open  the  moment  I  climbed  into  bed.  It spooked  me  into  throwing  the  covers  over  my  head,  thinking  more assassins  had  come.  But  it  would  have  been  suicide  for  anymore demons  to  try  and  breach  the  premise.  The  only  other  assassin  I could think of was our resident kitty.

But Cresta usually came in the middle of my sleep, so it was unusual for her to do so while I was awake.

"Cresta? Is that you over—" I choked on my next word, seeing it was Ange who entered my room instead. She shut the door behind her, pressing a finger to her lips to shush me.

"Sorry to disappoint you, but Cresta fell asleep downstairs in her  litter  box.  Don't  worry,  you  will  find  me  a  much  better

replacement as your bedside partner." Ange climbed in after me, her immaculate  breasts  swaying  as  she  crawled  on  top.  The  succubus didn't  wear  her  usual  lustful  grin,  but  a  tender  and  warm  smile  that one only gave someone they had affection for.

"K-Kyaaa! What are you doing in my room?" I exaggerated a scream and threw the sheet over my head.

There  was  only  one  reason  why  the  succubus  entered  my room. I knew the answer. I just didn't expect it to happen this soon.

My  mind  wasn't  mentally  prepared  for  this,  and  I  was  scared  to disappoint her.

"Toys  aren't  enough,  and  you  must  have  known  this  was  an eventuality."  She  picked  up  on  my  apprehension  and  ran  a  finger down my chest, pulling the sheets down along with it.

"I-I'm  a  virgin…  Please,  be  gentle."  My  voice  came  out squeaking, eliciting from her a laugh that dispelled the tension.

However, it quickly became embarrassing when her laughter wouldn't  subside,  and  she  lowered  herself  until  her  entire  body weight  was  on  top  of  me.  My  internal  shame  meter  spiked,  and  I suddenly became less horny and more flustered instead.

"Most  people  don't  open  with  confessing  to  being  a  virgin,"

she said, wiping a tear from her eye.

"Okay, okay. Get your laugh off and just let me hide under the bedsheets," I pleaded.

Ange  propped  herself  up  on  two  elbows.  Silky  hair  draped around me, and her face was inches away from mine. The beams of moonlight  that  entered  past  gaps  in  the  curtains  illuminated  and bounced off her pink-tinted skin. It made her so much more attractive than what my highschool educated mind could put words to. If I tried, it  would  be  a  disservice  to  her.  Maybe  this  was  why  succubus  in fiction only came at night.

"I don't want to force you. If you don't want this, tell me now.

At  least  with  you  of  all  people,  I  want  to  be  honest  with.  You protected  me  twice  without  hesitation  and  cherished  my  life  when  I was  willing  to  throw  it  away—  just  who  does  that?"  the  succubus asked.

Ange was laying her heart out, eyes no longer welling up with tears from laughter, but from a deep-seeded hurt yet to be revealed to  me.  It  was  only  right  that  I  should  answer  her  with  the  same confidence.

I  looked  her  in  the  eyes,  demonstrating  my  resolve  to  get through  to  her.  "I'm  too  young  and  naive  to  think  I  can  counsel someone.  There  are  therapists  for  that,  and  no  way  do  I  have  the willpower  to  slog  through  college  to  get  there.  But  it  doesn't  take  a genius to see you're a good person. As for 'who does that,' well, you should know I'm kind of a fool anyway."

A  teardrop  splashed  onto  my  cheek.  My  mind  didn't  process what  happened  next.  Everything  moved  so  fast,  then  slowed  so much that I was hit with a mental whiplash.

Ange pressed her lips to mine. It was my first kiss and felt just as magical as her existence. I always dreamed of it taking place in a picturesque  setting  like  on  a  beach.  I  even  practiced  it  a  thousand times  in  my  head  and—  I  would  never  admit  this  to  anyone—  with my hand, hoping that I wouldn't mess up the day it happened.

The kiss I shared with Ange was nothing complicated, no hard maths  and  science  behind  it.  Our  lips  simply  touched  in  a  single moment  that  lasted  an  eternity.  When  she  pulled  away,  her  cheeks were  redder  than  a  tomato.  Who  knew,  for  a  succubus,  she  could appear as bashful as a teenager experiencing their first kiss. I was sure my face was just as red.

"May  I  be  your  first?"  Ange  asked,  returning  the  agency  of choice I had given her at the arcade's photo booth.

"Only  if  you  promise  not  to  drain  too  much  of  me  with  your whole succubus thing," I answered.

The succubus pulled my pajama pants down and marveled at the  penis  that  sprung  out.  It  was  so  embarrassing,  more  so  than when  Cresta  entered  the  communal  bath  with  me.  I  wasn't particularly  large  or  small,  but  of  modest  size  that  I  could  be  proud of.  Yet  as  she  gripped  it  in  her  fingers,  my  entire  body  shuddered.

The hesitant side of me was worried she might be turned off or find fault, but her glazed look told a different story.

"How  absolutely  wonderful…"  She  cooed  at  it  like  a  baby  in her arms.

Ange fixed her eyes on me as she wrapped the same lips that I was kissing moments ago around the tip. An uncontrollable shiver reverberated through me. Her mouth was so hot, sticky and wet from saliva. The way she rubbed it against the inside of her cheek left me wanting more, but the feeling was too intense for a first-timer like me to last.

"Ange… I'm— nngh!" I couldn't hold back any longer and let it out into her mouth.

The  succubus  kept  her  lips  firmly  clamped  around  my  dick and  sucked  up  every  drop  like  a  vacuum.  My  head  was  spinning.  I was ready to throw in the towel because of how much that took out of me, but my body didn't want to stop.

"In having sex with a succubus, the moment of climax is when the  transfer  of  energy  occurs,"  she  said,  while  dry  humping  her crotch against the shaft of my penis and coating it in her juices. "My kind  lets  loose  a  pheromone  to  intensify  a  partner's  orgasm, encouraging  them  to  keep  going  in  spite  of  the  exhaustion.  Surely you must have read this in my profile?"

"I  did…  and  you're  right  that  I  was  hoping  for  this.  I  never dreamed  I  would  ever  have  sex  with  someone  like  you,  let  alone  a succubus," I said.

Ange  giggled  into  her  palm.  "You're  sweet,  but  compliments won't get you anywhere with me—"

Mustering what little courage my virgin self had, I reversed our positions by pushing Ange onto her back and surprising both of us.

"I-I still have my pride as a man!" I exclaimed.

"Why be a man, when you can be my little boy instead?" She licked her lips and grinned. Even though I took the initiative, it felt like she  was  still  in  control.  Her  legs  wrapped  around  my  waist  and pulled me in. My senses lit up like fireworks going off in my body. I looked down to see that my dick had entered Ange's vagina.

It was in. We were having sex. I finally… graduated from my virginity.

The sensation was incredible. My mind blanked out trying to come up with the words to describe it— warm, welcoming, pleasantly wet.  The  folds  of  her  fleshy  interior  massaged  my  dick  like  it  was trying to milk me.

I  lost  strength  in  my  arms  and  found  myself  held  in  her embrace, my face buried between her soft breasts.

"Is this… really sex? It feels like I'm going to lose my mind," I said, trying to stay conscious.

Ange  stroked  my  cheek  and  whispered,  "That's  right.  Don't think about anything else. It's just you and me, with your lovely dick right where it belongs— inside my pussy."

She drew me in for another kiss, this time a much more lustful one. Her tongue invaded my mouth, making circles and coaxing my own tongue to life. My male instincts took hold. I began to thrust into her, savouring the hot, enveloping warmth that clenched around my member.

Everytime  I  pushed  in  and  our  hips  clapped  together,  a  wet shlicking sound was followed by her sweet moan.

"Mm… aahh! Oh, you're so sweet. You asked me to be gentle with you, but aren't you the one being gentle with me?" She teased.

I was reminded of when she said she liked it rough. Spurned by  her  urging,  I  picked  up  the  pace.  The  wet  sounds  and  clash  of flesh grew louder, echoing in my room. Ange gasped and sighed with pleasure  as  she,  too,  reciprocated  the  intensity,  raising  her  hips  to meet my thrusts.

"Yes—  Akira,  more!  You  can  keep  going,  can't  you?  I  know you love the idea that we can have sex like this whenever we want.

Doesn't  your  cock  feel  good  in  my  pussy?"  she  asked,  but  I'd become too engrossed, indulging in her body to answer.

A feeling of extreme euphoria built up in my crotch the more I pumped into her. Every moan she uttered between our kisses, each comment  she  made  about  our  lustful  state,  chipped  away  at  my consciousness. All I could focus on were her lips and pussy.

"Ange… I think I'm… nnh…"

"The  rules  state  I  cannot  use  magic,  but  I  want  you  to experience this bliss no matter what." She lifted my chin and stroked

my head with her free hand. In the next moment, my body began to quiver  uncontrollably.  This  was  no  orgasm  I  ever  had  before  when masturbating. It was something greater.

"What did you… do to me…? Guh… crap, I'm going to cum.

Should I pull out?" I asked, worried about what might happen.

"Nnngh— aahh! No, don't pull out! Keep pumping into me. Fill me up. Cum inside me!" she pleaded. That was the straw that broke the  camel's  back  for  me.  I  came  so  hard,  body  wracked  with  such pleasure that I passed out on top of her.

I  awoke  in  Ange's  arms,  and  my  morning  wood  quickly growing into a large sequoia tree from seeing her naked.

"I…  I  had  sex  yesterday…"  I  buried  my  face  into  my  hands.

"But  I  barely  lasted  and  passed  out…  Forgive  me,  dad.  I'm  a disgrace…"

Although for some reason, after I had fallen asleep, it was like sex hadn't ended. I vividly recalled going into a marathon with Ange in  my  dreams.  She  might  have  drained  some  energy  from  me,  but this was the most restful sleep I'd ever gotten in ages. It had to have been that magic she casted on me right before I climaxed.

"Is my little boy having a masculinity crisis?" Ange awakened and pulled me in for a hug.

"Absolutely emasculated," I answered, but being buried in the comfort of her mammary cushions was washing away my grief.

"As  long  as  I'm  living  here,  you  can  have  me  whenever  you want," she said.

I swallowed hard and cleared my throat. While the thought of having  a  succubus  at  the  ready  for  action  whenever  I  wanted sounded great, it seemed like a dangerous rabbit hole I wouldn't be able to climb out of. Ange was dangerous in more ways than one. If I wanted  to  stay  a  sane  human  being,  I  might  have  to  abstain  from time to time.

"You  think  you  can  hide  your  thoughts  from  me?  There's  no need to hold back. Wouldn't you like to go for a morning round right now?" she asked.

Sweat  beaded  on  my  forehead  as  I  was  losing  the  will  to resist.

Then the door swung open. Cresta flew in, red in the face and tail tucked between her legs.

"Cresta?!"

"Okay, stop! The agreement was that you can have sex with him once a week!" she declared.

Ange clicked her tongue.

"Wait, what agreement?" I asked them.

"Cresta and I came to terms that my natural needs should be met. She would turn a blind eye to our sexual escapades one night out of the week," Ange answered.

If  I  was  anymore  of  a  deviant,  I  would  have  said  Cresta cockblocked  me.  However,  this  worked  out.  Thank  goodness  for Cresta  looking  out  for  me,  otherwise  I  might've  been  stuck  in  bed with Ange all day.

"Alright  so…  Can  you  guys  get  out  of  my  room  so  I  can change  already?  Professor  Markel's  expecting  a  report,  and  I  can't work if you girls are in my room and I'm still naked!" I complained.

The  succubus  wrapped  her  arms  tighter  around  me.  Cresta stomped over to my bed and tried to pry her away.

"Come on, Ange! Your night is up. Wait for next week like you agreed!" she said.

"I  think  you're  just  jealous.  The  offer  still  stands.  How  about you join us for a three-way?" Ange asked.

"Separate  yourselves  before  I  separate  you  myself!"  Cresta stuck out one of her claws.

Chapter 9 - Netherfolks' Interests Several days had passed since Ange and I became intimate. I still  hadn't  come  down  from  that  high  yet.  My  first  time  was  with  a succubus  of  all  things.  If  it  took  a  sex-craved  demon  for  me  to  get laid, did that mean I was going to be a virgin my whole life?

Ah, whatever.

As  caretaker  of  the  dorm,  I  deserved  as  much.  What  made this arrangement even better was Ange being so carefree about it. I thought my friendship with her would become awkward after the act.

I was afraid of jeopardizing our connection. If one day I had to give up sex with her in order to continue being her caretaker, then so be it. However, the fact that everyone was so casual about it made me even more at ease after the fact.

Ange  and  Cresta  seemingly  had  a  deal  going  on  about  the arrangement.  Although  I  was  skeptical  about  it  initially,  this  gave them a chance to be on decent terms with each other.

"Speaking of the two… Where did they go?" I asked myself, alone  in  the  kitchen  and  staring  into  the  empty  living  room  where Ange  and  Cresta  usually  lounged  in.  Even  the  cardboard  box  was empty.

Neither  of  them  were  anywhere  to  be  found.  Not  the communal bathroom, not their rooms, not the backyard. Their shoes were at the front door. That was about it.

I thought both of them were lost to some cosmic phenomenon until I went upstairs a second time. The door to my room had been left  ajar.  I  always  kept  it  closed  when  I  wasn't  inside,  which  meant the missing persons in question turned out to be invaders instead.

"How many times do I have to tell you two not to trespass the caretaker's room?" I swooped in with a fury, but both of them were glued to my computer screen.

"Look,  Cresta.  You  see  how  the  humans  view  your  kind  so lecherously?" Ange asked.

It was then that I noticed the erotic sound of moaning coming from the headphones. I raced up to see what they were watching—

porn.  Of  the  hardcore  variety  from  my  bookmark  stash.  Of  a  feline monster girl getting railed.

"Why are you showing her that?!" I screamed, taking over the computer to exit the tabs. Unfortunately, there were more than one.

Dozens of tabs had been opened on various porn and doujin sites.

"Have you guys been watching porn in my room this entire time?"

"Why do those guys keep pulling on that girl's tail like it feels good? If you pull on my tail, it just hurts. You aren't going to pull my tail,  are  you?"  Cresta  asked,  red  as  a  tomato  and  giving  me  a judging look.

"I won't be pulling anyone's tail!" I fired back.

"You were tugging on my tail when we were in bed that night,"

Ange teased.

"Now you're just making things up— Quit distracting from the fact  that  you  guys  are  trespassing  in  my  bedroom.  Shoo!"  It  took some  corralling  to  get  them  to  leave.  I  wasn't  sure  if  this  was  a netherfolk  thing,  or  I  was  just  unlucky  enough  to  get  tenants  who didn't respect my privacy.

As  soon  as  the  troublemakers  were  gone,  I  changed  the bookmark folder's name of my porn stash to something boring.

"  Weather Patterns should do it," I said, nodding to myself. "No one would care to look this up."

Not like kicking them out of my room would do much anyway.

Cresta  had  demonstrated  she  could  pick  locks  with  her  claws,  and Ange could probably fly through my window if she wanted to.

Downstairs, the scene had returned to normalcy. Ange was on the  couch  and  Cresta  was  lying  in  her  box,  both  watching  a  reality dating show on the television. It occurred to me they were beginning to pick up bad habits that all humans succumbed to during times of peace— laziness. At this rate, they would be no better than me in my early teenage years.

"Alright,  everyone.  What  say  we  go  to  the  mall?"  I  asked them.

Cresta  was  the  first  to  take  interest,  sitting  up  in  her  castle.

"What's the mall?"

"I  believe  it  is  like  a  bazaar,  where  many  merchants  and traders sell their merchandise," Ange answered for me.

"That's  about  the  gist  of  it.  You  two  have  a  stipend  from  the government, right? No reason to leave that money sitting around. It's a good chance for you both to interact with the outside world, and I already have the professor's approval," I said.

The  plan  was  set.  Professor  Markel  cleared  it  with  his superiors  and  sent  a  taxi  to  pick  us  up.  Vandice  wasn't  the  most populated  city.  The  best  that  I  could  describe  it  was  retirement central or bus stop city. The young flocked to Los Angeles instead, where  bars  and  clubs  were  a  dime  a  dozen.  This  suburban  city's downtown  paled  in  comparison  to  other  southern  California  hot spots.

Cresta and Ange glued their faces to the windows of the taxi.

We  hit  a  stoplight,  and  a  car  on  Cresta's  side  rolled  down  their window for a child to wave.

"Hi, kitty!" the kid yelled.

The feline passenger rolled down the window, stuck her head out, and meowed. Both of them giggled at each other before the light turned  green,  and  the  vehicles  went  in  opposite  directions.  I  pulled Cresta back in before the wind could blow off her earmuffs.

We were dropped off at the mall and immediately became the center of attention. Hundreds of eyes burned into us, particularly on Ange and Cresta. Groups of people whispered amongst each other.

Some  urged  one  another  like  teenagers  peer  pressuring  them  to make contact, others moved right along as though trying to get away as quickly as possible.

"Ground rules first— No wandering off. We'll take turns going to  wherever  you  want  to  go  as  we  walk.  If  you  want  to  buy something,  spend  at  your  own  leisure.  Ask  me  if  you're  unsure.  Is that  understood?"  I  asked,  addressing  them  like  an  adult chaperoning a bunch of kids on a field trip. It wasn't entirely incorrect to  refer  to  them  as  children.  Ange  and  Cresta  were  taking  in  the sights like a tourist. This was all new to them after all.

The  mall  had  so  many  stores  we  could  be  here  all  day browsing  if  that's  what  they  wanted  to  do.  A  handful  of  the  larger

outlets might even take up to an hour. My goal for the day was just to let them have fun and assess how they interacted with things outside of  the  dormitory.  Since  the  mall  was  an  ovular  shape  with  a  linear path, there was a foreseeable end of the day after going around the place once.

"Ah— Excuse me, ma'am? Sir?" A security guard rushed up to  us,  his  cheeks  tinted  a  shade  of  red.  "I  know  she's  a  netherfolk, but we can't have her walking around in such… sparse clothing."

The  guard  was  clearly  referring  to  Ange,  the  succubus  who walked into public wearing something similar to lingerie.

Ange  grabbed  a  handful  of  her  breasts  and  asked,  "Is  there something obscene with the way I'm dressed, little man?"

"Eh… uh… the mall has… a… dress policy…" he stammered, doing everything he could to not stare at her chest.

"Would it be alright if we went to a clothing store to buy her a change in clothes?" I asked the guard, who quickly agreed as long as we made it quick.

We  picked  the  nearest  place,  a  wholesale  clothing  store ranging  from  brand  name  apparel  to  obscure  start-ups  from someone's  basement.  The  aesthetics  of  the  store  wasn't  very appealing. It was like someone lined a bleak warehouse with racks of clothing, shelves were stuffed with unfolded outfits tossed back on by customers who manhandled them.

"I  don't  understand  what's  wrong  with  what  I'm  wearing?"

Ange frowned.

"You  can  flaunt  your  breasts  at  home,  but  there  are  prudes outside  who  can't  handle  those  milkers  swinging  around.  Let's  just find you something decent to wear," I said.

Cresta pointed to a trash bin at the corner of the store. "How about that?"

"Ha-ha,"  the  succubus  quipped,  then  began  browsing  the many options available to her.

Unfortunately, none of the styles interested her. Cresta and I chipped  in  to  help  look  for  outfits  a  succubus  might  like,  but  she brushed aside everything we picked out. It got to the point where an

employee  diligently  folding  clothes  nearby  dropped  by  to  check  on us, so I explained to her our situation.

"Oh, I'd be happy to help! I've never picked out clothes for a netherfolk before, let alone a succubus. This is kind of exciting." The young lady who introduced herself as Grace put her hands together with joy and was eager to please.

"Something  that  can  bring  out  my  curves  and  cleavage, nothing  too  tight  so  as  to  restrict  my  breathing.  If  I  fly,  it's  alright  if people can see my underwear." Ange winked.

The  employee  flustered.  She  brushed  her  curly  blonde  hair from her eyes and recomposed herself. We were told to stay by the changing  room  as  she  went  around  the  store  selecting  and combining outfits, then returned to us with a pile in her arms.

"Women  sure  are  terrifying  when  it  comes  to  clothing…"  I muttered to myself.

Ange's  interest  was  already  piqued.  However,  when  she licked her lips staring at Grace instead of the clothings, it sent a chill up my spine.

"I may need a little help. My outfit is so finicky, you see?" she said, beckoning the employee into the changing room with her.

"Wait— I'm not so sure that's a great idea," I warned.

"Don't  worry!  I'll  make  sure  she  looks  great!"  Grace exclaimed, disappearing into the changing room with Ange.

"That girl's aware Ange is a succubus, right?" Cresta asked.

"I  want  to  say  I  trust  Ange  but…  We'll  come  back  in  a  few minutes," I suggested.

I  took  Cresta  to  the  other  side  of  the  store  to  browse  the clothing for myself and returned twenty minutes later to find Grace in a  state  of  undress,  slumped  in  the  seat.  An  expression  of  absolute euphoria  written  on  her  face.  Ange  emerged  from  the  changing room,  licking  her  tail  that  was  dripping  wet.  She  was  no  longer wearing  her  original  clothing,  but  a  black  and  white,  floral  printed sundress.

"How do I look?" she asked.

"How  do  you  look?  More  like,  what  did  you  do  to  her?!"  I pointed  at  the  employee,  then  pulled  Ange  aside  to  scold  her  in

private.  "I  get  that  where  you  come  from,  things  worked  a  little differently. Here on earth, you can't just be touching anyone because you  want  to.  The  last  thing  I  want  is  someone  reporting  you  and having you get sent back to Weyera."

"I… I understand. I apologize for misbehaving." She cast her gaze to the floor, wings furling inward on her back.

◆◆◆

 

Cresta  was  a  feline  netherfolk.  Her  antics  were  a  daily reminder to me of what she really was. So when she started darting all over the house, swatting at things, and yeowling, I knew it couldn't be good.

"Cresta. Get down from that tree!" I shouted.

"No!"

"Damn  it.  Get  down  here,  or  so  help  me  god,  I'm  cutting penta-stacked grilled burgers out of your daily diet," I threatened.

"You can't make me!" she fired back childishly.

The  assassin  was  clinging  to  a  branch,  staring  at  a  nest  of finches  with  the  eyes  of  a  predator.  Her  instincts  were  going  out  of whack. Just this morning, she raced around the house like a cat with too much zoomies to work out. Now Cresta was climbing from tree to tree behind the backyard, hunting the wildlife to extinction.

"Still no luck?" Ange asked, flying down to me from her room on the second floor.

"Perfect timing. Could you… I don't know, use your succubus hoodoo to charm Cresta down?" I asked.

"I'm sorry to disappoint you, sweetheart. She has been trained and bolstered with resilience to magic. I can't so much as whisper in her ears without getting my eyes gouged out. Besides, what's wrong with letting her have some fun out here?" she suggested.

"You  don't  understand.  Regular  stray  cats  can  slaughter  an entire population of birds. What do you think a trained catssassin the size  of  a  human  can  do?"  I  answered,  clutching  Ange's  shoulders and imagining the worst possible scenario. "Think of the poor birds!"

The  succubus  giggled  at  me,  then  looked  at  Cresta  and sighed. She wrapped her arms around me, smothering my head into her chest.

"Wait… Now isn't that time for this…" I protested.

"Cresta, dear! The caretaker and I shall be retiring to my room to have some  hot, steamy, unprotected  sex. Don't you dare interrupt us, you hear?" Ange yelled.

Cresta hopped out of the tree and landed right next to us. Her entire face was blushing red.

"I-Is  it  that  time  of  the  week  again?"  she  asked  timidly, pressing her fingers together.

"You baited her down? How and why did that work?" I glared at Ange.

She returned the gaze and cocked her head sideways. "Who said it was a bait?"

My  ears  were  suddenly  assailed  by  the  beating  blades  of  a helicopter that grew louder until it came into view, and proceeded to land in the roundabout parking in front of the dormitory. The three of us  raced  out  to  find  Professor  Markel  with  a  hand  over  his  mouth, looking like he was about to hurl.

"What's the occasion, Professor? New tenant?" I asked as he was helped down by a soldier.

"No, we're still working out the fine details. It will be a bit more time  before  the  next  one  arrives.  I'm  here  to  give  you  this."  The professor handed me a catalogue.

Cresta  and  Ange  crowded  around  to  see  what  was  in  my hands. Inside it were pictures and descriptions of items from Weyera like  magic  tools,  enchanted  clothing,  and  more.  It  was  like  one  of those  booklets  a  big  retailer  would  send  you  to  advertise  their products,  but  this  was  from  the  other  world  and  not  from  my  local Target or Walmart.

"Am  I  to  assume  you're  letting  us  purchase  things  from  the other  world?  Including  magic  items?"  I  stared  at  the  professor  half-expecting him to say 'April Fools!' in the middle of August, but there was no punchline.

"That is correct. In time, everyday household items in Weyera will be commonplace on Earth. It works both ways. We've taken the liberty  of  removing  anything  that  may  potentially  cause  mass destruction.  Everything  in  there  has  been  thoroughly  vetted,  and should  be  mostly  geared  towards  your  tenants  and…  their  tastes,"

he said carefully, the latter word of which I didn't like one bit.

When I was about to give the catalogue another once over, it was snatched from my hands. Cresta and Ange had made off with it, faces buried into the pages and searching for the things they wanted most from home.

In  all  honesty,  I  was  hesitant  to  let  them  pick  up  things  from the  catalogue.  If  things  go  wrong,  I  wouldn't  know  how  to  handle them. I wasn't versed in their world's technology after all. Professor Markel  essentially  gave  them  a  bomb,  and  I  had  to  keep  the  fuse away.

On the other hand, both of them must be homesick after being on earth for some time. Having a physical item from their world was a  good  way  to  lift  their  spirits  and  turn  their  attention  elsewhere.

Cresta especially, after this morning's show of force with all that built-up energy.

"Alright,  Professor.  What  about  stuff  that  I  want  to—?"  I  was cut  off  by  the  helicopter  starting  up  and  the  deafening  boom  of  its spinning blades drowned out my question.

"The  catalogue  itself  is  made  of  magic  parchment.  Simply check that which you want, and we will receive the data on the other end! It comes out of your paycheck, by the way. Consider what you want to buy with caution so as to not bankrupt yourself!" he shouted over the motor.

As the helicopter disappeared into the distance, I returned to my tenants who were mulling over the catalogue like kids in a candy shop. We looked over it together in the dorm while I fixed up lunch for  them.  Cresta  was  a  lot  more  calm  now  that  her  attention  was occupied.

"Remember,  you  two.  It's  coming  out  of  my  pocket,  so  you need to clear it with me first," I said, but my warning went in one ear and out the other.

Both  of  them  sat  shoulder  to  shoulder  on  the  couch,  the closest  they  had  ever  been  to  each  other.  Before  this,  they  would have been at one another's throat first thing in the morning. The only thing they bickered about now was each other's interests.

"Whaaaat?  You  want  something  like  that?  Doesn't  this  world have plenty of those already?" Cresta asked the succubus.

Ange shook her head. "Tsk, tsk. The magic enchanted into the gag can simulate a male phallus. Humans on earth couldn't possible recreate such an invention from Weyera."

"Male  phallus?  What  the  hell  am  I  hearing?"  I  asked, interrupting their conversation.

"I've already made my choice," she said with a smile, pointing to a BDSM bondage set.

I choked on the water I was drinking. It was an entire package that  came  with  four  different  kinds  of  whips,  a  black  latex  suit,  ball gags, rope, nipple clamp, strap-on, and more I didn't want to know.

If  Ange of all people was getting this, there's only one person I could imagine she was planning to use it on— me. What made this worse  was  that  it  came  from  Weyera,  so  there's  got  to  be  magic flowing through them.

"That's, uh… that's a no from me," I said, shooting her down.

"Please?  I'll  make  it  worth  your  while.  I  can  do  the  tongue thing next week you like so much," Ange cooed, rubbing a finger on my chest.

"G-Go  with  the  lite  set,  and  it's  a  deal…"  I  offered  in compromise. It cut out the strap-on, nipple clamp, latex suit, and left only one whip. Ange nodded in agreement and grinned with devilish intent.

In  fairness,  I  wouldn't  have  expected  a  succubus  like  her  to get anything else. I should be glad this was all she wanted. Cresta was another story.

"I  want  this,  this…  oh,  definitely  this…"  She  pointed  to  a punching bag, two enchanted steel dumbbells, weighted gloves with claw attachments, an enchanted karambit, catnip—

For probably the first and last time ever in my life, I snatched the catalogue faster than Cresta could react.

"No. Catnip. The documents had it in bold print NOT to give you  any.  Why  the  hell  did  Professor  Markel  leave  this  in  here?"  I wondered, scratching my head.

"That's not fair! Tarcosa limited my nip stash in Weyera, now you're going to do the same? Booo! The caretaker's a tyrant. Boo!"

Cresta cried.

Ignoring  her  complaints,  I  started  marking  all  of  the  things both of them wanted. As I marked the final checkbox to complete my purchases,  the  enchanted  parchment  glowed  with  energy  for  a  few seconds and then became inert.

"You  might  want  to  double  check  everything  you  have bought," Ange said, hiding a laugh behind her hand.

"What?  Why…?"  I  did  as  she  said.  All  the  items  mentioned were in place— as well as the catnip. "How?!"

I  glanced  up  to  see  Cresta  twirling  the  pencil  I  was  just holding between her fingers, taunting me with an excessively prideful grin.

The order we placed came in two days later in the morning. I took  Cresta's  sneakily  ordered  catnip  and  hid  it  in  my  room  for safekeeping. The container it came in was a metal can the size of a shampoo bottle. I dared not open it to check the contents inside for fear  that  she'd  come  running.  Who  knew  how  long  it  would  stay hidden  for  a  highly  trained  assassin.  We  came  to  an  agreement  I would give some to her occasionally and under direct supervision.

Later in the day, we renovated the room adjacent to her room into a makeshift gym, moving the furniture out and replacing it with the  weights  she  asked  for.  It  took  five  grown  men  to  carry  a  single weight, and there were ten to bring upstairs. Many of the equipment looked  like  something  I'd  find  at  my  local  gym.  Dumbbells, kettlebells,  a  bench  with  adjustable  incline,  a  punching  bag,  and  a single multipurpose machine that worked the back, legs, and arms.

Cresta  wanted  it  closer  to  her  room  to  use  it  whenever  she wanted. Putting it in the downstairs home gym was 'inconvenient' for her.

"Well… Now we have a second gym in the house…" I sighed.

"Not exactly  we," Ange said.

I  went  for  the  smallest  dumbbell  and  learned  real  soon  I couldn't  lift  it.  At  all.  It  wouldn't  budge  an  inch  off  the  floor.

Meanwhile,  Cresta  was  pumping  iron  doing  bicep  curls  with  two dumbbells the size of her head like they weighed nothing.

The succubus giggled at my expense.

"Have you forgotten these are enchanted? It is meant for us who  can  add  or  subtract  weight  to  it  by  channeling  magic  through them." Ange bumped me with her butt to scoot me aside. She picked up the small dumbbell with some effort and directed my attention to the face of the weight which began to glow.

"That's some crazy cool magic inventions you guys got going on in your world."

"Lifting weights is a silly thing. If I ever want to train my body, there's only one way to do it." She winked.

Cresta suddenly closed the door on us.

"It's time to break in these weights, and you guys are going to be my spotters. I hope you're ready to work those wimpy bodies of yours!" she exclaimed gleefully.

Chapter 10 - Remmy, the Third Tenant

"Ugh…  My  arms  are  going  to  fall  off…"  Bathing  in  hot  water was  the  only  barrier  I  had  against  the  sore  and  aching  muscles.

Cresta's intense training sessions were brutal. I humored her at first, because why not?

If I could get some muscles on my bones, then it would have been worth it.

Too bad the three days that followed after the first session left me  unable  to  lift  so  much  as  a  frying  pan.  I  pulled  a  muscle  just opening the bathroom door.

The  results  wouldn't  be  immediately  obvious,  and  I  wasn't expecting  muscles  to  pop  out  overnight.  My  sleep  became  more restful,  I'd  been  waking  up  without  trouble  lately,  and  Ange  even complimented scent one night.

I might actually become a hunk one day.

All  things  considered,  taking  this  job  was  the  best  choice  of my  life.  I  wondered  what  kind  of  person  the  next  tenant  would  be?

Hopefully, they would be as easy to care for as the first two.

A month and a half had passed since Cresta and Ange came into  my  care.  It  was  the  middle  of  September  now,  and  fall  had arrived with a new sense of beginning. Trees outside the dormitory were slowly becoming yellow and orange. Piles of leaves gathered at the  bottom  of  each  tree  and  layered  the  yard  a  beautiful  color, waiting to be raked.

Professor Markel hadn't notified me with news of a tenant for quite some time. This was normal though. The screening process for applicants was strict, and ambassadors from both worlds looked into more than just someone's background to determine compatibility.

I only learned recently from a slip-up by the professor that one of several determining factors of why Ange became my tenant was because I was a virgin. Never could I have imagined marking the box for 'Are you a virgin?' question during my assessment would lead to them giving me a succubus.

I felt almost insulted. Grateful, yet insulted.

As for Cresta, it wasn't just because I had a soft spot for small animals and pets. No. Apparently, they found buttloads of catgirls in my digital data and thought I was their guy.

Every  little  thing  about  me   and  a  prospective  tenant  was scrutinized.

Which  was  why  when  Professor  Markel  showed  up  one morning  with  a  blue  slime  girl,  it  had  me  questioning  what  point  or aspect of my life dictated her arrival.

"Isn't  this  a  little  too…  sudden?  I  didn't  even  get  a  briefing about her," I said, scratching my head.

Ange and Cresta were behind me, eager to find out who their new dorm mate was. The slime girl in question was about as tall as me. Her entire form, including the hair and humanoid features, was composed  of  slime  that  oozed  down  her  body  like  sweat  and  was reabsorbed at the legs. Given what she was, she wore no clothes or shoes.  There  was,  however,  a  round  crystal  the  size  of  a  marble inside her chest.

"Remmy is actually a special case. She has been in our world for  a  year  now,  but  she  and  her  caretaker  have  recently  become unsuited  for  each  other.  You  will  be  her  new  caretaker  for  the  time being, and if things turn out well she will be a long term resident," the professor explained.

"I'll  do  my  best  to  make  your  stay  better  than  the  last  place.

It's  nice  to  meet  you…  Remmy…?"  When  I  stuck  my  hand  out hoping  to  shake  the  slime  girl's  hand,  she  walked  past  me  and  the others without so much as a greeting and went upstairs on her own.

"Maybe  she's  shy?"  Cresta  wondered  aloud,  watching  the new tenant take a hard left at the top of the stairs and subsequently entering a room.

Professor Markel seized the opportunity to put a folder into my hand that was left hanging.

"She used to be more energetic. Hopefully a change of setting is all she needs," he said, patting my shoulder and returning to the black sedan he arrived in.

Cresta,  Ange,  and  I  went  upstairs  to  hopefully  try  and introduce  ourselves  to  Remmy,  but  the  door  was  closed.  She  had

taken the room across from Cresta's, and we were only able to tell it was occupied from the sound of things being unpacked.

"Our new dorm mate is kind of…" Cresta's brows furrowed as she tried to find the right words without sounding mean.

"Slimes  aren't  known  to  be  reclusive  creatures.  If  anything, they  are  one  of  the  most  sociable  and  outgoing  races  of  Weyera,"

Ange said, putting a hand to her cheek in thought.

"You  two  give  her  some  time  to  warm  up.  She's  in  a  whole new place with new faces after all. That goes for me, too. We'll give her  all  the  time  she  needs  to  adjust.  That  means…"  I  had  them follow me back down to the foyer so Remmy wouldn't overhear. "No picking the lock on her door, and no soliciting the slime girl for sex."

Both of them winced and reared back like I had insulted their ancestors.

"Just because I can, doesn't mean I will!" Cresta protested.

"What do you mean? You do it to my door all the time!" I fired back, chopping her on the head.

"Slimes  make  for  rather  interesting  sexual  partners.  I'll refrain… until I get the urge." Ange grinned.

"Damn troublemakers all around…" I grumbled.

By the end of the day, Remmy had never left her room since entering it.

Her  profile  wasn't  all  too  detailed.  She  was  a  sentient  slime, differentiated from their amorphous variation by the marble jewel in their bodies which formed from condensed mana. It served as both heart  and  brain,  as  well  as  allowed  slimes  to  take  on  humanoid forms. Without it, or if it ran out of juice, Remmy would be reduced to a formless blob and so required consistent nutrients.

As a slime, she was able to duplicate herself for a short period of time, change her bodily proportions at will, and could control the acidity level to digest even bones.

Unlike  my  first  two  tenants,  Remmy  wasn't  an  active participant  in  the  Calamitous  War.  She  was,  however,  a  slave  to  a sect of alchemists that used her slime to fuel their experiments. The

members  had  since  been  executed  by  High-King  Tarcosa,  and  her previous caretaker worked out that trauma in the first few months—

by introducing her to video games.

"A video gaming slime, huh."

I  could  think  of  a  few  alternatives,  but  video  games  were  a solid choice for escapism.

What's  next?  A  cat  girl  dog  walker?  A  succubus  receptionist at  a  love  hotel?  Maybe  Remmy  would  become  the  first  netherfolk esports  pro.  Given  enough  time,  our  worlds  would  see  an  influx  of immigrants  going  both  ways.  Netherfolks  would  want  to  come  to Earth, while humans would want to visit Weyera. The natural course was the eventual assimilation into each other's society.

I put Remmy's folder into the desk along with the other two. It had gotten late. Cresta and Ange were sure to be asleep by now.

The  tray  of  food  I  had  left  in  front  of  Remmy's  door  was spotless, like she had eaten everything bone and all, then washed it herself. As long as she wasn't starving that was my peace of mind, but I needed to find a better solution to get through to her.

Part of me wanted to knock on her door. Even though it was past midnight, she was still awake by the sound of it. Room light bled underneath  the  door,  and  the  sound  of  keyboard  and  mouse  clicks were  plenty.  She  must  be  playing  games.  But  this  late?  Did  slimes even need to sleep?

I figured I'd speak with her tomorrow and head to bed instead.

It was late anyway.

The trip downstairs was supposed to be a quick one. Drop off the tray and bowls in the sink and wash them tomorrow. However, I came  down  to  Remmy  who  was  in  front  of  the  open  fridge  and drinking milk right out of the carton.

"Hey,  Remmy.  Having  a  midnight  snack?"  I  asked,  trying  to make small talk. Our first meeting didn't go so well, and our second was just as weird running into her in the kitchen past midnight.

With her thirst slaked, she placed the milk carton back into the fridge and sighed.

"Whole milk next time," Remmy said.

"Whole milk?" I stood there dumbfounded and absentmindedly echoed her words.


"Low-fat milk tastes bland. Can you buy whole milk from now on?" she asked.

"Of course! If you have any other requests, feel free to bring it up to me!"

Satisfied that I had taken the request to heart, Remmy left the kitchen, her footsteps growing faint as she ascended the stairs.

"Hmmm."  Although  I  was  happy  we  spoke  at  last,  the conversation was hollow at best. She didn't even thank me.

I put the tray into the sink and checked the milk Remmy had put back into the fridge. As I suspected, it was empty. For someone who  had  lived  in  a  shared  living  environment  for  a  year,  I'd  have expected her to have some semblance of etiquette— like not putting your lips on milk that was shared by everyone in the dorm.

After tossing the carton into the trash and putting in an online order for whole milk and groceries on my phone, I too left the kitchen but  again  ran  into  Remmy  just  now  emerging  from  the  communal bathroom.

"Remmy…?  But  I  thought—  you  were  just…  What?"  My attention  whipped  back  and  forth  between  her  and  the  top  of  the stairs.

"Excuse me," she said.

I stepped away to let her go up the stairs for what I was pretty sure  the  second  time  in  the  past  minute.  Unless  I  was  imagining things? I could have sworn…

"I  need  to  go  to  bed  before  I  start  seeing  things  again…"  I groaned.

Chapter 11 - A Bratty Slime

"Remmy? Remmy, damn it. Come out so I can talk to you!" I shouted at her door.

"Nngh…  What's  with  the  ruckus?"  Cresta  asked,  emerging from her room and yawning.

"I woke up early to get a head start on cleaning the communal bath, but guess what? The entire place was slimed up. There's slime on the ceiling! How does someone even achieve that?"

The  thought  of  cleaning  up  that  apocalyptic  scene  was enough  to  give  me  nightmares.  It  would  take  at  least  half  the  day.

Calling a clean up crew or asking the tenants for help was a big no-no since it was my job, and I doubt Professor Markel would approve of that.

"If you want, I can unlock it for you." She stuck her pinky claw out.

Those sharpened claws of hers were skeleton keys. Although I really wanted to have a word with Remmy, breaking into her room was  the  wrong  way  to  go  about  it.  She  seemed  distrustful  of  us already. There was no worse way to justify her misconception than to unlock her door without her permission.

"No, let's not. I have the master key anyway, but I'd prefer she speak to us on her own volition." I sighed.

"What are you two doing in front of my room?"

My heart nearly leapt out of its ribcage. The blue slime I was looking for walking up the stairs.

"Morning,  Remmy!"  Cresta  greeted  her  and  was  promptly ignored.

"What the— Weren't you inside your room?" I asked, glancing between her and the door, on the other side of which I clearly heard the clacking of a keyboard.

"I  am  inside.  I  was  also  outside."  Without  further  explaining what  she  meant  or  giving  me  a  chance  to  interrogate  her  further, Remmy's  humanoid  form  melted  and  slipped  through  the  crack under her door.

That  was  her  slime  splitting  at  work.  No  matter  how  many times  I'd  seen  it,  the  multiple-places-at-once  thing  freaked  me  out everytime.

"Aww. I wanted to talk to her more." Cresta's ears drooped in disappointment.

"Come  back  out.  I  need  to  talk  to  you  about  the  bath!"  I knocked twice on the door before it opened.

"So  annoying…  What  do  you  want?"  Remmy  asked  in  the most bratty teenager-way possible.

Forget  the  bath.  Her  room  was  a  mess.  Clothes  she  didn't wear lay strewn on the floor. The trash bin was stuffed full of empty cup  ramen.  Bags  of  chips  and  soda  cans  crowded  every  available surface, including the floor.

Remmy had split herself into multiple places. One was at the desk playing games on the computer, a second was reading manga on the bed, a third tapped on a tablet on top of her own clothes, and the fourth answered me at the door.

For some reason, one word screamed at me. I knew this word well.

Hikikomori.

Was Remmy a shut-in?

My fury vanished, replaced with sympathetic pity as the sight of her multiple selves partook in the very actions I once did.

"The  bath  has  your  slime  all  over  it.  Did  you  do  that?"  I calmed myself down before asking.

"It's cleaned. Go check it again," all of them answered at the same time. "Is that all? Can you leave me alone now?"

Remmy  shut  the  door  in  my  face  without  giving  me  even  a second to respond.

"Looks  like  she's  doing  fine  in  there."  Cresta  chuckled nervously.

As  Remmy  suggested,  I  returned  to  the  communal  bath  to double-check its state. She was right. It had been cleaned. But how?

There was slime dripping from the walls and ceiling earlier. It was  spotless  and  sparkling  now,  not  so  much  as  a  spec  of  gunk anywhere.

"You  sure  you  weren't  imagining  things?"  Cresta  asked, entering the bath after me.

"I'm dead sure. Did she clean it herself?" I wondered out loud.

Whether  I  imagined  it  or  not,  I  yelled  at  Remmy  when  I shouldn't  have.  The  mature  thing  to  do  would  be  to  apologize,  but after that last interaction, she didn't seem interested in talking at all.

While  I  was  lost  in  thought,  Cresta  had  grabbed  a showerhead and pointed it at my face.

"What do you think you're doing?" I squinted at her.

"This  is  an  ambush  for  all  the  times  you  sprayed  me,"  she answered mischievously.

"I'm 100% sure the ambusher doesn't announce that they are doing the ambushing. Put the showerhead down. Cresta—!" I didn't so  much  as  get  another  word  out  before  a  jet  of  water  soaked  me from head to toe.

The  assassin,  having  successfully  neutralized  her  target, made a mad dash out of the baths in laughter.

"You're too stiff! Lighten up a little!" she shouted in the midst of her escape.

I  echoed  what  Cresta  had  said,  then  double-checked  the baths to make sure it was clean. Even the space between ceramic tiles  where  gunk  normally  collected  had  been  removed.  Cleaning those parts was the worst because it took some effort to scrub.

Was Remmy using her slime to clean the place for me?

"I'll be damned. I feel like an asshole now," I muttered.

The  moment  I  thought  to  leave  the  baths,  Ange  floated  in wearing  nothing  but  a  towel  slung  over  her  shoulder.  We  locked eyes, and I froze in place.

She licked her lips and smiled. "It appears I have come in at a good time. Won't you be a dear and scrub my back?"

The succubus refused to let me go and  strongly insisted that I accompanied  her  until  she  was  squeaky  clean.  Now  I  had  found myself stuck for the time being, washing the back of another tenant.

It was going to become a tradition at this rate.

"Mmm.  Knead  my  lower  back  harder.  Yes—  there,  aahh!"

Ange  moaned  loud  enough  to  be  heard  a  second  time  from  the

echoes.

"You're doing this on purpose. I'm not even touching you yet!"

I put my hands in the air to proclaim my innocence.

"It's  hard  to  resist  when  you're  so  easy  to  tease,"  she remarked.

Cresta  probably  felt  the  same  way.  If  our  relationship  was more  professional,  I  doubted  she  would  open  fire  with  the showerhead.  Well…  if  my  relationship  with  my  tenants  were professional to begin with, I wouldn't be having sex with Ange.

All  of  this  was  unusual,  not  something  a  regular  landlord-tenant relationship should be.

My  role  as  a  caretaker  was  more  than  just  that.  But  when someone  like  Remmy  came  along  to  test  my  social  limitations,  I couldn't  help  but  begin  to  doubt  my  own  effectiveness.  What  if someone more unruly and less cooperative dropped into my hands one day?

"How  long  are  you  going  to  make  me  wait  for  your  tender touch?" Ange asked, glancing over her shoulder.

"Sorry!"  I  started  lathering  her  back  with  a  soapy  towel.  She outstretched  her  wings  so  they  wouldn't  be  in  the  way.  I  should  be overly  stimulated  right  now.  Especially  since  I  was  alone  with  a naked  succubus  who  could  attack  me  to  sate  her  appetite  at  any moment.

Yet I felt nothing. It seemed like such a small thing, but when I thought  back  to  how  I  banged  on  Remmy's  door  and  seeing  her react  negatively,  the  compounding  incidents  left  me  feeling…

disappointed in myself.

"Still troubled about Remmy, I see. Perhaps you should follow your own advice. Don't forget that you were the one who asked us to be patient with her," Ange reminded me.

"I'm only human. How would you get through to her?" I asked, hoping to receive advice from someone that also lived in the same world as Remmy.

"I would bed her. A slime being's split form allows one to have an  orgy  at  any  given  time.  Selfcest  is  quite  common  among  their kind," she answered.

"It was a mistake asking the  succubus." I groaned.

Since I was already wet, Ange returned the favor by helping me  wash  up.  We  bathed  and  fooled  around  for  a  bit,  but  it  was mainly her teasing my inexperienced self. She didn't tell me anything profound, but our exchange did make a lot of sense.

We could only do the things that were within our powers to do.

"I've  been  meaning  to  ask,"  I  said  to  Ange  while  we  were dressing  in  the  changing  room  after  a  nice  soak  in  the  bath.  "You don't have to answer me if it's too personal, but I was curious about why you switched sides in the war?"

The  succubus  folded  her  arms  over  her  endowed,  slightly moist  chest  and  leaned  against  the  wall.  Something  about  her expression  told  me  it  was  an  obvious  answer  that  I  should  have known from the start.

"It is no heroic answer. I simply wanted to live."

"Even  though  you  were  about  to  let  yourself  get  gutted  by Cresta  last  month?"  I  raised  a  brow,  wondering  if  I'd  been  cheated out of an answer.

"True,  being  turned  away  at  every  corner  hurts  at  first.  Not anymore.  Thanks  to  you,  I  feel  wanted  again."  Ange  flew  forward, cupped my cheeks between her hands, and gave me a light kiss on the  lips.  She  winked  on  her  way  out,  leaving  me  beet  red  and embarrassed.

◆◆◆

 

"Whew!"

I spent the entire morning raking fallen leaves into piles in the yard. If I knew it was going to be this much work, I would have had the  trees  uprooted  from  the  start.  Five  piles  the  size  of  haystacks now decorated the front yard really gave it an autumn season feel.

The aesthetics it brought to the dorm looked really nice.

Landscapers  should  be  coming  around  next  week  to  collect the piles. Hopefully the wind wouldn't blow them into a mess.

"You've  been  out  here  all  morning.  Couldn't  you  have  just burned the leaves instead?" Cresta asked.

"I'll forgive you for not knowing, but we live in California! One stray cinder and this whole state goes up in flames," I explained.

Cresta wasn't listening. The assassin walked up to one of the piles, taking particular interest in the leaves that crunched under her feet.  When  the  wind  knocked  loose  a  few  from  the  branches,  she swatted at them on their way down.

"I haven't seen leaves in this color in ages," she said, bending down to grab a handful of orange and yellow leaves.

"Why's that? I can't imagine trees in Weyera are too different from Earth." I leaned on the rake, watching her crush the leaves in her grasp for fun. The simple act of hearing them wrinkle excited her, eliciting  a  smile  as  warm  as  the  sun.  It  must  be  nostalgia  she  was feeling.

She threw the handful back into the stack and sighed. "Most of  Weyera's  lands  were  charred  black  and  red  from  the  war.

Civilizations  like  the  empire  live  on  lands  raised  into  the  sky  by magic."

I swallowed hard.

It  sounded  like  they  had  their  own  version  of  a  nuclear holocaust.  In  this  world,  technology  had  improved  so  much  that  a war would cause untold destruction.

From  what  I  understood  in  declassified  documents  from  the United Nations was that we came into the picture when Weyera was mostly  in  ruins.  The  desperation  from  seeing  their  lands  destroyed spurred  them  to  take  drastic  actions,  culminating  in  them  tearing  a portal  to  our  world  in  search  of  help.  It  felt  strange  that  I  was  glad humanity,  for  how  destructive  we  were,  came  together  to  help  a foreign world.

"Hm? Cresta?"

My tenant had her back facing me. She was trembling. I was about  to  reach  out  to  her  thinking  she  needed  comforting  when suddenly—

"Hup!" Cresta dove headfirst and disappeared into the pile of leaves.

"Don't you dare make a mess of that! I spent hours tidying up th yard!" I shouted into the pile.

Cresta's  tail  stuck  out,  whipping  back  and  forth  like  a pendulum.

"It's  so  comfy  and  dark  in  here.  I  love  it!"  Her  voice  came through muffled from within. The tail retracted inside and in its place emerged her head. "Can we gather the piles into one big stack?"

How  could  I  resist  when  it  looked  like  she  was  having  so much fun?

"You're going to break my back, but fine." I plucked a leaf from her head and went to rake the piles together.

Combining the stacks didn't take long since it was all mostly in the same place. The mega-pile ended up being taller than my head and eventually became the size of a toolshed.

Cresta couldn't be happier. If I didn't know better, she was a dog and not a cat.

It  might  just  be  that  bestial  netherfolks  like  her  were  more inclined to seek out enclosed spaces. Whether it made her feel safe or  the  result  of  a  whim,  as  long  as  she  was  happy  that's  all  that mattered to me.

"Damn,  my  arms  are  pooped.  Yard  work  is  no  joke.  I'd probably  be  worse  off  without  those  weight  training  sessions,"  I remarked, wiping the sweat from my forehead.

It  had  gotten  eerily  quiet  aside  from  the  rustling  leaves  that still  clung  onto  their  branches.  A  slightly  stronger  gust  might  dump more hard labor on me by tomorrow.

Pushing  aside  a  handful  of  leaves  part  way  up  the  stack revealed  a  rather  blissful-looking  Cresta,  lying  on  her  back  and snoozing.

"Don't mind me… just going to take a little catnap…" she said, dozing off.

I returned to the dorm after reburying her face.

A  sweet  smell  lured  me  into  the  kitchen  where  Ange  sat  in front of an oven, watching whatever was cooking within more intently than if she were sex-starved and in search of prey.

"  Ahem.   What's  cooking,  good-looking?"  I  asked  from  the entrance,  putting  on  as  deep  of  a  voice  as  I  could  to  act  suave.

However, the succubus took one look at me and made a face so full of judgement that I henceforth vowed never to do that again.

"I  adore  you,  but  not  when  you  act  like  that."  She  chuckled, then  returned  her  attention  to  the  oven.  "You're  always  cooking  for us, so I thought I'd return the favor."

"This is the first time I had a woman other than my mom cook for me." I couldn't hide the joy in my face even if I tried.

A cookbook had been left open on the counter that showed a recipe  for  cupcakes.  The  mess  in  the  kitchen  was  evidence  to  her working on this for as long as I was in the yard. I instinctively went to start cleaning up, but she placed a hand over mine.

"Oh, no. I'll clean my own mess, thank you very much." Ange tried to usher me out of the kitchen.

"Aw, come on. You're nice enough to make some cupcakes, I have  to  pitch  in  somehow  with  a  bit  of  cleaning,"  I  contested,  then thought  about  my  role  for  a  moment  and  realized  this  wasn't  a winnable argument.

Rarely do I ever let them help me. On the few occasions that it  happened,  the  tenants  pretty  much  forced  themselves  into  the picture. I just didn't want them to feel inclined, otherwise it'd become a regular occurence when it was my job to care for them.

Wait  a  minute.  Have  I  become  hardworking?  Am  I  a respectable,  contributing  member  of  society  now?   I  wondered  to myself with a bit of pride.

Ding! 

"They're done!" Ange exclaimed with uncharacteristic childish glee. She pulled out two batches from the oven. They were just the bread  base  in  the  pan  for  now,  but  appeared  like  tiny  golden  suns waiting  to  be  frosted.  She  pointed  to  one  pan  in  particular  in  which the color was a bit darker than the other. "This batch is for Cresta. I made sure to add her preferred flavor of salmon and ground beef."

"Excuse me— what?!" I eyed them suspiciously.

I reached for one but Ange slapped my hand.

"W-What was that for?"

"They  need  to  cool  down  in  the  fridge,  at  which  point  I  can add  frosting  and  toppings.  Why  don't  you  wash  up  first?  You  must have worked up a sweat in the yard," she said.

This fluffy and warm feeling in my chest… It was like having a sweet marital life with Ange. I had an attractive woman cooking for me,  a  pet  playing  around  outside  the  house,  and  an  ungrateful teenager upstairs.

Not a bad life so far. Not bad at all.

I  took  Ange  up  on  her  suggestion  and  took  a  nice,  hot  bath until the water turned lukewarm.

The  issue  of  Remmy  remained.  I  needed  to  get  through  to her, but slowly so as to not turn her away from us. Maybe Ange and Cresta had suggestions to give. They had all lived in the same world after all, and I didn't know the first thing about Weyera.

Freshened  up  and  ready  to  enjoy  Ange's  home  baked cupcakes,  I  skipped  downstairs  with  a  spring  in  my  step.  When  I entered  the  kitchen,  neither  the  succubus  nor  frosted  cupcakes awaited me. Remmy was there, holding both platters. Ange came in just in time to witness the slime tip every single one into her gooey body.  They  floated  around  in  her  slime  form  for  a  moment  before disintegrating.

"My… My cupcakes…" I mourned the lost opportunity.

Ange gazed forward in disbelief.

"I worked so hard to make those…" she said, hands trembling and wings going limp.

"You made them to be eaten, so I don't see the problem. Just make more." Remmy shrugged.

Her lack of decency left me too speechless to be angry. I was appalled.  Had  Remmy  always  been  this  discourteous?  Even  at  the other caretaker's dorm?

This  job  had  me  living  with  people  other  than  family  for  the first  time  in  my  life,  but  even  I  knew  taking  someone  else's  food without  asking  was  a  big  no-no.  Like  the  worst  unspoken  rule between roommates you could ever break.

If Ange could get any redder she might have lit a fuse. As the slime exited the kitchen, I had to put myself at the entrance to keep

Ange from acting out on her anger. Sure I was peeved that I didn't get to eat her cupcakes, but my feelings on the matter— especially by  the  troubled  look  on  Ange's  face—  paled  in  comparison  to  how she must be feeling, having that hard work taken away.

I'd never seen Ange so bothered before.

"Step  aside.  I'm  going  to  have  a  word  with  her,"  she  hotly declared.

"I'm  sure  they  were  delicious!  I  don't  mind  that  Remmy  ate them at all," I said, guiding her over to a seat.

My foot kicked something hard. It was the trash can. I pressed the handle to reveal a full load of failed creations and ingredients.

It only now dawned on me. Making cupcakes shouldn't have taken  more  than  an  hour.  I  had  been  in  the  yard  all  morning,  and Ange had told me she was making these since I was out there. She had to have poured her heart and soul perfecting them.

"I made them for you…" Ange muttered quietly.

"You know, not even Cresta's tried making something for me to  eat  yet.  So,  it  makes  me  really  happy  that  you  were  thoughtful enough to spend your whole morning on this. Seriously, Ange. Thank you," I said as sincerely as I could from the bottom of my heart.

Ange perked up, if just a little. She glanced over to the island counters that still had yet to be cleaned.

"All  that's  left  of  my  attempts  is  a  mess."  The  succubus heaved a sigh.

"What  say  we  clean  this  up  together?  Then  I'll  go  talk  to Remmy. It's high time I try to get through to her before she ruins this family we've got going on," I said.

Ange  hugged  me  tightly  and  pressed  me  to  her  chest.  "Very well. But only because you asked."

Chapter 12 - Grocery Shopping with the Tenants

"Remmy,  we're  going  grocery  shopping!"  I  shouted  at  her door.

A day had passed since the cupcake incident. Ange was more bummed  out  than  angry  to  have  her  handiwork  eaten  by  a  single person.

We had reached the point where ignoring Remmy could only get  worse.  She  clearly  had  issues  acclimating  to  communal  living arrangements. I was confident she wasn't all bad. If she truly didn't care,  she  would  have  left  the  bathroom  downstairs  in  a  mess  that time.

First, I needed to get her out of the room.

"We're  out  of  whole  milk.  So  if  you  want  your  beloved  white beverage, then you gotta come with!" I bargained, and received an audible sigh from Ange in response instead.

"Beloved white beverage?" Ange raised a brow.

"Okay. In retrospect, that might not have been the best thing to say— I was trying to make it sound as appealing as possible!" I put a hand to my face in embarrassment.

The door cracked open just enough for Remmy and I to meet eye to eye. I could just make out the duplicates behind her in various states of hikikomori-dom.

"If we're out then just buy more. Don't bother me…" Remmy groaned.

She tried to shut the door, but her mistake was in opening it to begin with. I wedged a foot in the opening to keep her from closing it completely and was met with her glare.

"We're all going shopping together. You can even browse for things you personally want. What do you say?" I asked, meeting the glare head on with a smile.

She clicked her tongue. "What happened to just buying things online?"

"Nope. Not today. And since I'm the only one who can make that  happen,  either  you  come  along  or  you  might  not  get  what  you

want." I crossed my arms to let her know I wouldn't budge in either direction.

Remmy  sighed.  As  a  slime,  she  didn't  need  to  breathe  to begin with, so it was clearly done in indignation.

"Fine," she said.

A breakthrough at last.

The  slime  came  out  alone,  leaving  her  duplicates  inside  to play games and watch television.

"Oh, no.  All  of you will be coming with," I demanded.

All four Remmys rolled their eyes and one by one merged into a single slime girl.

Going  grocery  shopping  wasn't  exactly  the  best  bonding place.  As  roommates,  I  only  needed  to  get  all  of  us  moving  in  the same direction. If left unchecked, chaos would reign and at worst I'd lose  my  job  or  tenants.  Forcing  Remmy  to  come  with  might  have been a heavy-handed tactic, but the choice was hers at the end of the day.

While  waiting  for  our  ride  to  pick  us  up,  I  couldn't  help  but scrutinize my tenants' choice in clothing.

Remmy  wore  a  gray  hoodie  and  baggy  sweatpants.  Her wardrobe was designed entirely for lazy and comfy living. Hardly an appearance worth praising, but at least she wouldn't draw attention.

On the other hand, Ange…

"Where on earth did you get a 'SUGOI DEKAI' shirt from?" I asked,  scratching  my  head  and  wondering  where  I'd  seen  this before. The fabric along the chest area had been so stretched due to her bust size that the letters really popped out at me. And that wasn't an exaggeration.

"From earth. Obviously," she answered as a matter of factly.

It was definitely a 'sugoi, dekai' moment.

We arrived at Vandice Supermarket, a massive grocery store that had taken their tech to the next level with automatic checkouts and  self-service  terminals.  Fresh  produce  and  meat  were  sourced both locally and far, as well as provided greater selection of foreign

foods  than  a  single  dedicated  aisle.  The  only  time  I'd  see  an employee was when they came out from the back to restock shelves or help a customer in need.

Most  of  my  online  grocery  deliveries  came  directly  from  this supermarket. In fact, it was how they kept up with not laying people off  due  to  increasingly  better  automation,  transitioning  from  an  in-store  employee  based  establishment  to  delivery  service  oriented.

The convenience was great, but sometimes returning to the old brick and mortar browsing of goods in person made for good therapy.

"Alright, ladies— uh?" As soon as I turned around to address my tenants, they were gone. "Why do I keep losing my tenants?!"

Hopefully they knew not to eat things on the spot, otherwise that would rack up quite the bill.

I grabbed a shopping cart in which a metal device attached to the wheel beeped and turned green. No sense in actively searching for  them  in  a  place  this  big.  It  would  take  all  day.  I  just  needed  to focus on buying groceries and would run into them eventually.

What I wanted to do was to make some hotpot for tonight and have  Remmy  join  us.  No  better  way  to  bond  than  to  sit  around  a table and eat together. But she had assumed the role of a bratty and spoiled  teenager  pretty  well,  so  there  was  a  good  chance  she'd decline  and  stay  in  her  room.  In  that  case,  I  had  to  make  a  good enough meal in which she couldn't resist.

The asian foods section made up a whole fifth of the store. I found most of what I needed to get from there alone. They even had a white soy sauce brand native to a remote region in Kanto. Never imagined I would have found something like that here.

I  scooted  out  of  the  way  for  a  bin-sized  robot  cleaning  the floor  rolling  past  me.  It  was  like  street  cleaning  vehicles  but miniaturized  for  the  store.  Maybe  it  was  just  me,  but  the  machine appeared to be fleeing in haste with its gears spinning and whirring in overtime.

When I turned around, I realized why.

Cresta  bodied  into  me  with  the  force  of  a  train.  We  both tumbled to the floor and skidded to the end of the aisle.

"You were chasing that cleaning robot, weren't you?" I asked, unamused and sprawled on the ground with her on top of me.

"Nooo…" She cast a glance off to the side.

We helped each other up, and she was immediately drawn to the items in my half-filled cart. Her eyes scanned each product, and her tail flicked back and forth, excited about what we were going to have for dinner.

The  troublemaking  cat  frowned.  "I  happen  to  think  there's  a severe lack of meat in here."

"Well,  you're  just  in  time.  I'm  about  to  head  to  the  store's butchery to pick up some."

Cresta  tagged  along  because  meat  was  her  favorite ingredient in everything. They had to be juicy and worth tearing her fangs  into,  which  was  why  hamburgers  happened  to  become  her favorite  thing  to  eat  in  this  world.  When  we  got  to  the  fresh  and frozen meat section, her mouth began to water with the intensity of a raging river.

"Have  I  died  and  gone  to  heaven?  Can  I  start  eating  now?"

she asked, shaking my shoulders.

"No! Control yourself until we get home!" I yelled.

The  carnivorous  predator  plastered  her  face  against  the partition,  fogging  up  the  glass  with  her  breath.  If  it  wasn't  for  that barrier, even though she could shatter it like wet tissues, the whole place would be cleaned out in no time.

While  the  butchers  sliced  up  briskets  and  lamb,  one  of  the men who was amused by Cresta's hunger struck up a conversation with us.

"So  it's  true.  This  city's  got  their  own  resident  netherfolks, eh?" the man asked in an unnaturally hoarse voice. He looked to be in  his  golden  years,  with  wrinkles  at  the  corner  of  his  eyes  that marked  a  lifetime  of  happiness,  but  rough  hands  that  showed  he worked hard for it.

"Three, in fact. They're a handful," I replied.

"Why  don't  you  take  a  little  on  the  house?  Couldn't  hurt  to feed  her  some,  and  the  people  upstairs  don't  care  one  bit."  He handed me a few thick slices on some wrapping paper.

"Is  it  really  okay?"  Cresta  asked,  astonished  and  just  barely holding back from attacking me for the meat in my hands.

"If the guy says it is, then I guess so. Can you really eat raw meat?"  I  stared  at  the  cuts  glistening  with  fat  and  blood.  The marbling on it was top quality for sure.

Cresta stuck out her pinky claw, wrapped all three slices like spaghetti on a fork, then then sunk it down her mouth. She squealed with delight, bouncing on her feet and ears twitching.

"Mmmmh!  Seconds  please!'  she  exclaimed,  extending  her hand out to the butchers.

I  pinched  her  bloated  cheeks  and  pulled.  "Where  are  your manners? Not even a 'thank you' to the nice man?"

"Aah!  Thank…  you…  My  cheeks  are  stinging!  They're stinging!" she cried.

The charitable meat man belched a hearty laugh.

"I  guess  they  aren't  too  different,  are  they?  I  got  a  little  kitty back home, and she's as greedy as she can be cute. Fill their tummy up with food and they come cuddling after," he said.

"You're  a  caretaker,  too?"  Cresta  asked,  completely misunderstanding what was said.

He  looked  me  in  the  eyes  and  appeared  to  catch  on,  then laughed even harder until his throat began to irritate him to the point of noticeable pain.

It only now came to my attention the wound on his neck, an old  scar  the  size  of  a  ping  pong  ball  and  a  vertical  line  that  once appeared to have been from stitches. Cresta was focused on it with an empathetic gaze.

"Does that still hurt?" Cresta asked flatly, pointing to her neck where the man's scar was.

I  elbowed  her  arm.  "Hey,  it's  rude  to  just  ask  someone  you don't know about—"

"It's  alright."  He  waved  his  hand,  then  leaned  forward  and reared  his  head  back  to  give  us  a  better  look.  "Damn  right  it  still hurts.  Everyday  since…  fourteen  years  ago?  Bullet  passed  right through, and I was medically discharged for it."

A wound like that should have made him a goner, and Cresta knew that well. This was the first time since coming here she met a military personnel that wasn't part of the otherworld army. These two were veterans of their own wars and shared a lot more in common than just scars.

Cresta looked like she wanted to inquire more. She turned to me  for  permission,  but  the  retired  military  man  was  the  one  who gave the okay with a big grin.

"How did it happen?" she asked with genuine interest.

"Ambush. IED managed to flip our M-ATV onto its side, then we were hit by gunfire from the hills. I lost five brothers and sisters that  day.  Thought  I  was  going  with  them,  but  woke  up  two  weeks later.  You  a  survivor,  too,  aren't  you?"  The  man  pointed  directly  at Cresta.

Her eyes went wide. "How did you know?"

"It's  all  that  guilt.  I  know  about  the  war  in  Weyera.  Wasn't there, but it sounded ugly." He frowned.

"A lot of people died because they tried to save me. I lost my commander  who  was  also  my  best  friend.  I  miss  her  a  lot…"  she mumbled.

The  first  part  I  knew,  but  the  second  was  new  to  me.  She never  told  me  that  she  was  close  to  her  commanding  officer.  This must  be  the  effect  of  talking  to  someone  who  shared  the  same experiences. Cresta was feeling more open, like she could talk about this sort of thing without being judged.

In a way, it hurt that I couldn't be that way for her. But this was good nonetheless.

"They miss you, too, kid. What's your name? Say it like you're telling it to your commander," he said.

Cresta brightened up, straightened her back, and put a fist to her  chest.  "Cresta  Waurassel,  imperial  assassin  of  the  Granieda Empire!"

"Master sergeant Joseph McInnes of the United States Marine Corps." The man named Joseph stood straight and saluted.

Both of them cracked a smile at each other, then returned to a more casual and relaxed stance.

The  man  handed  me  the  paper  bag  filled  to  the  brim  with meat, but it was heavier than I had asked for. He winked, as did the other two butchers behind him.

"Thank you," I said as sincerely as I could.

As we left the butchery and back into the domino aisles of the store,  Cresta  grabbed  ahold  of  my  shirt  once  we  were  out  of  sight.

Her hands trembled and lips quivered as she breathed. A mixture of relief and remorse kept her feet anchored where she stood.

"You  were  brave  to  talk  it  out  like  that.  I'm  proud  of  you."  I turned to stroke her head, and she buried her face into my chest.

The kind butchers' charity left us with a ton more briskets and lamb than I had asked for. I wouldn't be so ungrateful as to look a gift horse in the mouth, but one could only put so much meat into a hot pot. Since we had extra and Cresta was hungry, I figured it couldn't hurt to let her munch on some, and so she had been popping them into her mouth like popcorn.

"It boggles my mind that you can eat raw meat like candy," I said to Cresta as we walked down an aisle of bread to pick up a loaf.

"Meat  in  your  world  is  a  lot  juicier.  The  marbling  on  it  is enough to make my mouth water just looking." She admired the last slice of brisket I allowed her to eat from the bag. It did have a shine to it that made any connoisseur of meat nod in approval. And while the  rawest  I'd  eat  briskets  were  cooked  rare,  straight  from  the  cut was a hard pass for me.

As  I  reached  for  the  rich  in  fiber  goodness  of  a  whole  grain loaf,  Cresta  reached  out  to  me  and  hugged  me  from  behind.  She buried her head into my back and sighed.

"What's up back there? Not enough affection for one day?" I teased her.

"Tarcosa's the one who wrote my dossier. I asked him not to include  some  stuff.  It's  not  that  I  didn't  want  you  to  know,  I  just…

thought I could move on from my past. When we talked to Joseph, it just  came  spilling  out.  Guess  I  can't  forget  about  the  people  I  left

behind after all," she explained, sighing a second time as if hoping to expel the guilt through her lungs.

I  grabbed  a  loaf  from  the  shelf  and  tossed  it  into  our  cart.

Several  things  passed  through  my  head,  but  not  a  single  one  was worth  saying.  Telling  someone  it  was  going  to  be  okay  didn't  do anything.  It  wasn't  what  someone  suffering  from  trauma  wanted  to hear.

Unlike Joseph who shared the same experiences as Cresta, I couldn't sympathize with what they went through.

"You  don't  have  to  tell  me  everything.  If  you   want  to,  I'm available  for  whenever  you're  ready.  Maybe  one  day  we  can  go  to Weyera together and put those ghosts of yours to rest. What do you say?" I offered.

Cresta finally let go. When I turned around, she was grinning from ear to ear. She stuck out a hand which I clasped.

"I'm  holding  you  to  that  promise.  Leave  me  to  be  your  tour guide  and  everything!  I  can  even  introduce  you  to  Tarcosa  and former  operatives."  She  began  to  list  out  names  which  I  quickly gathered were her friends and colleagues, people who survived and fought  alongside  her  in  the  war.  The  way  she  spoke  about  them brought  a  smile  to  her  face  and  occasionally  made  her  burst  into laughter.

One  particular  story  she  was  fond  of  had  been  a  game  of tossing knives, in which she and her companions accidentally threw an  enchanted  dagger  that  exploded  their  gunpowder  supply.  These guys were cut from a different cloth to be able to view  that as a good time.

Regardless,  they  were  pleasant  memories.  Ones  that  sorely needed  to  be  remembered  than  those  that  brought  her  pain  and anguish.

On  a  more  serious  note,  I  just  promised  Cresta  I'd  go  to Weyera with her. I didn't know anything about their world, and who knew  if  Professor  Markel  would  even  allow  it  given  my  current occupation.

We  made  way  for  the  dairy  corner  of  the  store  to  pick  up some  milk  and  hopefully  find  Remmy  along  the  way.  It  didn't  take

long to come across traces of her handiwork. A young, blonde-haired store employee was slimed up and stuck to the floor. Her mouth was also covered and couldn't so much as utter for help.

"Oh,  my  god…  This  is  not  happening."  I  tried  to  break  her free, but the slime was like hardened rubber. It wouldn't budge to my strength. "Cresta, give me a hand— actually, a claw."

"You got it!"

Cresta made a vertical cut across the slime bindings, freeing the poor worker. As I helped the girl to her feet, the uniform she wore also split away and left her in a state of undress.

"You cut a little too deep…" I scolded Cresta and covered my eyes.

"Sorry! I think I might need to file my claws soon," she said.

"Ahhh! I'm not paid enough to deal with this shit!" the grocery store  employee  screamed,  hopelessly  clinging  onto  the  shredded fabric of her uniform.

"You ran into a netherfolk slime girl, right? Any idea where she went?" I asked, turning away.

"I  thought  she  needed  help  because  she  was  staring  at  the dairy stuff for so long. But when I offered to help her find something, this happened. Don't tell me you're the caretaker?" She growled.

"I… I am…" I answered shamefully.

Seriously,  letting  any  of  my  tenants  out  of  sight  always resulted in something bad happening.

"Last I saw, the bitch went towards the front of the store."

"Thanks. Sorry for the trouble, ma'am!" I grabbed Cresta and a  gallon  of  milk  before  booking  out  of  there  with  the  shopping  cart faster than a racecar.

We  found  Ange  in  the  candy  aisle,  kneeling  down  and speaking to a group of prepubescent boys. They all had their hands covering their crotches and appeared entranced by her.

"ANGE, NO! THAT'S ILLEGAL IN THIS WORLD!" I yelled.

"What  do  you  think  I'm  doing?"  The  succubus  stood  up  and arms folded across her chest.

"W-What   are  you  doing?"  I  asked,  raising  my  brow  in response.

"Stopping them from making a mess of the aisle." She pointed to the children who, now that I was close enough to see, had a pile of candy at their feet.

"Oh," I muttered. "Actually, that's rather well-behaved of you to confront them."

"You  thought  I  wanted  to  defile  their  innocence,  didn't  you?"

Her eyes narrowed into a spiteful glare.

"Maybe…" I looked away, ashamed at my hasty assumption.

Ange lifted my chin between her fingers and whispered, "The only innocence I want to defile is yours."

The group of boys and I gulped simultaneously.

"I found her!" Cresta called from the end of the aisle.

Remmy,  who  had  a  gallon  of  milk  in  her  hand,  was  trying  to exit the store and coated another two employees in slime who were in  her  way.  But  before  she  could  leave,  Cresta  jumped  into  action.

She  freed  both  workers  in  an  instant,  this  time  without  shredding their  clothes,  then  put  herself  between  Remmy  and  the  exit.  Ange and I caught up, but hesitated to get in the way unless we wanted to get slimed.

"That's  enough,  Remmy.  You've  been  causing  trouble  since the  moment  you  arrived.  Are  you  going  to  tell  me  what's  wrong  or not?" I demanded.

All  of  us  were  at  our  wit's  end  with  her  antics.  Being introverted  was  fine.  Some  people  just  didn't  do  well  socially interacting with others and preferred being alone.

However, making trouble for store employees who just wanted to  help?  Normally,  you  would  just  decline  and  go  about  your  day.

This went beyond just an antisocial troublemaker.

"I told you, I didn't want to come out to begin with…" Remmy began,  shoulders  trembling  and  voice  shaking.  "Just  leave  me alone!"

Remmy  reduced  herself  to  an  amorphous  slime  form  and went for the door. Cresta tried to scoop her up, but the slippery slime passed through her fingers.

The rest of us followed after, apologizing to the employees on the  way  out.  Once  we  got  outside,  the  slime  was  nowhere  to  be

seen. Blood drained from my face at the possibility that I might have lost  my  tenant,  but  for  good  this  time.  A  runaway  netherfolk  was going to reflect badly on my report, and at worst, cost me the job.

I fucked up again. Was confronting Remmy the wrong thing to do? Just what the hell was I missing that I wasn't getting through to her?

All  I  could  think  of  was  whole  milk  that  she  was  particularly keen on drinking.

"I have her scent. What do we do?" Cresta asked, raising her nose into the air.

"We're  going  to  bag  up  our  groceries  and  find  her,"  I  said, picking up the milk Remmy had dropped when she changed forms.

Chapter 13 - The Sound of Thunder Finding  Remmy  proved  more  difficult  than  I  thought.  Even with Cresta's sense of smell leading the way, we had been running across  the  city  for  almost  half  an  hour  now.  It  was  getting  well  into noon,  and  the  only  signs  we  found  of  her  were  the  faint,  quickly drying slime trail. That girl was a lot faster than any of us gave her credit for.

Thick clouds crept across the sky, looking like it was going to rain.  I  heard  from  native  Californians  that  thunderstorms  weren't uncommon between now and fall. Aside from Remmy, there was one other I had to worry about if thunder were to occur.

Cresta glanced up at the sky with worry written on her face. I suspected she must know what those clouds were bringing.

"I'm fast. I could run ahead to catch up to her," she suggested, swallowing her hesitation.

"Definitely  not."  I  shook  my  head.  "There's  no  guarantee Remmy will stay put."

"What about me? A bird's eye view will help us find her much sooner," Ange said.

I took another look at the sky. Clouds were all around us now, casting  a  gloomy  shade  of  gray  across  the  already  bleary  cement cityscape  of  Vandice.  No  signs  of  thunder  yet,  but  it  could  come  at any second and would put Ange at risk of getting struck.

"Also  rejected.  I  want  to  find  Remmy  fast,  but  not  if  you  two are going to get hurt." I pulled both of them into a small cafe having a slow  day.  The  only  two  employees  were  lounging  around  when  we came in, and they welcomed us like we were their first customers of the day. One was in the middle of making himself a coffee.

The  minimalist  design  of  the  cafe  built  with  mahogany  wood and illuminated by dim light exuded comfiness. I ushered Cresta and Ange to a table just as the pitter patter of rain began.

"Are we waiting here until the rain lets up? It might wash away the smell by the time it ends," Cresta said.

"You  two  are  staying  here.  I'll  go  look  for  Remmy.  I'm  pretty sure  it's  going  to  storm,  and  that's  not  something  we're  putting  you through."  I  put  a  hand  on  her  head,  but  she  brushed  it  away  and pouted.

"I'm still wearing the earmuffs. We can find her real quick if we look  together!"  she  declared,  but  did  a  poor  job  of  hiding  the reluctance in her voice.

It was one thing to be at home within the comforts of insulated walls that also dulled outdoor noises. Earmuffs weren't going to cut it, especially not from the deafening booms of thunder.

Cresta  opened  her  mouth  to  protest.  Then  it  happened.  The streets  outside  flashed  bright  first.  Then  the  crack  of  lightning  and rumble followed, so loud that it made everyone in the cafe flinch.

The normally fearless assassin shrieked, then hid underneath the table. She clutched the earmuffs, pressing it harder to her head in hopes of drowning out the sound.

"Nnnnghh… This is nothing." She gritted her teeth and forced herself out of the hiding place. "See, I'm fine. I can—"

Another  tore  through  the  sky.  Cresta  dropped  to  the  fetal position, and Ange knelt down to hold her.

"Alright, we get it. I'll watch Cresta here. Are you sure you can find her?" Ange asked.

"She  left  a  trail.  I  should  be  able  to  follow  it  to  her,"  I answered.

Seeing  Cresta  in  such  mental  anguish  hurt  me  deeply.  I wished so much that there was more I could do.

Tarcosa, how did you take care of her in Weyera?  I asked the high-king  in  my  mind,  hoping  my  voice  would  reach  him  from  the other side.

Obviously, he didn't answer. This was  my  job after all.

I went to the counter and ordered hot chocolate for Ange and Cresta to drink.

"I don't want to overstep my boundaries, so tell me off if I am

—  Do  you  guys  have  a  place,  maybe  a  private  room  for  my companions to stay in?" I asked the baristas.

The  man  and  woman  who  looked  like  college  students glanced at each other. They appeared to catch onto the issue after Cresta's terrified show.

"They can chill in the break room. It's further inside the cafe, so it might drown out more of the storm," the woman said.

"Thank you so much!" I left both of them a fat tip in the jar and returned to the others with the news.

"I'm  sorry…"  Cresta  sulked  in  Ange's  arms.  They  almost looked  like  a  mother  and  daughter  pair  if  it  weren't  for  the  obvious physical difference. That neither of them were antagonistic with each other was a miracle in and of itself.

Too bad we had to be in a situation like this.

I pinched and tugged on Cresta's cheeks until she looked like a chipmunk. "You have nothing to be sorry for. Just let me do my job and find Remmy. You sit tight with some hot chocolate, okay?"

Cresta  nodded,  then  followed  the  employee  into  the  break room while the other made their drinks.

"You're  absolutely  sure  you  don't  want  me  to  come  with?"

Ange put a hand to her own cheek and frowned.

"If you go, Cresta will definitely come. I need you to stay here to  watch  after  her  for  me."  As  I  turned  to  leave,  Ange  grabbed  my hand,  spun  me  around,  and  planted  a  kiss  on  my  lips.  I  staggered back  in  surprise,  clamping  a  hand  over  my  mouth.  "What  was  that for?"

"A little encouragement." She smiled.

"In  my  world,  there's  something  called  death  flags  and  this certainly feels like one!" I sighed.

I  set  out  of  the  cafe  with  a  jug  of  whole  milk,  feeling  much more  confident  in  finding  Remmy  than  before.  Whether  it  was  a psychological effect of Ange's kiss, or she put some sort of spell on me, I didn't know. The boost was welcome nonetheless.

The slime's trail continued much further. It almost seemed like she left it on purpose, but to go as far as she had definitely looked like someone running away.

Just what did I need to get through to her?

Remmy  was  Remmy.  No  last  name  of  her  own,  just  a  first name she had given herself. A slime from the other world, Weyera.

She was one of many among her kind, slimes that developed a core and  were  able  to  take  form.  Before  arriving  here,  alchemists conducted  experiments  using  her  slime  as  an  ingredient.  An  act punishable  by  death  in  Tarcosa's  empire,  because  taking  from  a slime's body was akin to carving someone's flesh.

I  was  inclined  to  believe  that  she  suffered  severe  mental trauma  from  her  ordeal.  Yet  I'd  been  told  the  previous  caretaker helped resolve that. Maybe we were mistaken. Did anyone just get over such deep trauma simply by playing video games? If anything, she had merely pushed it to the back of her mind.

My chest seized as realization hit, and I paused to catch my breath under the awning of a closed thrift store.

Shut-in,  played  video  games  day  in  and  day  out,  hid  from social interactions, ate away from sight, and hid in a room that was a disheveled  mess—  weren't  these  signs  of  depression?  Of  course, depression  took  many  forms.  Different  people  expressed  it differently.

Forcing her to come out here, raising my voice at her… I did every  textbook  example  of  what   not  to  do  and  pushed  her  away instead.

"I'm  so  stupid."  I  clicked  my  tongue,  and  as  if  on  cue  to impede my progress, the rain began to strengthen to a downpour.

If  visibility  wasn't  shot  enough,  the  trail  of  slime  was  quickly washing away from the sidewalk before my eyes. If I didn't hurry, I'd lose track of her completely. I kicked myself into high gear and ran through the crosswalk on the pedestrian light.

I have to find Remmy before—

The rain slowed. I saw the individual droplets against blinding headlights. Even the blaring car horn dulled as it raced ever closer.

Strange.

At that moment, I didn't care about my own safety. I thought of Ange  and  Cresta,  waiting  at  the  cafe.  Then  I  thought  of  Remmy alone out here somewhere, scared, drenched, and in pain.

Something tackled me, but it wasn't the car. I'd found myself on the other side of the street, feet planted firmly on the crosswalk, and the pedestrian light just now turning red. The car that was about to hit me barreled through the intersection with it's horn still blasting.

It ran over the jug of milk that I'd lost my grip on, splattering a puddle of white before being washed away.

Cresta  had  her  face  buried  in  my  chest  and  arms  wrapped around my waist. She glanced up, sighing with relief.

"Whew.  Just  in  time,"  she  said,  then  put  a  wagging  finger  in my  face.  "Look  left,  then  right,  then  left  again  before  crossing  the street!"

My legs gave out.

I was almost hit by a car.

This  felt  familiar.  The  first  time  I  took  Cresta  into  the  city,  I narrowly avoided being hit crossing the street. But that time…

"You didn't flinch to the car horn this time," I told her.

"Aha…  I  guess  I  didn't.  When  I  saw  that  car,  nothing  else registered  except  that  I  needed  to  save  you."  She  scratched  her nose in embarrassment.

Thunder  rumbled  across  the  clouds.  Cresta  flinched, squeezing her eyes shut but shook it off.

"It's going to take some time getting used to…" she said.

Ange landed, stormed up to me with a fury, and slapped me across the face.

"Don't  scare  me  like  that.  What  would  have  happened  if Cresta was still at the cafe?" The succubus glared.

"Now,  hold  on.  That  kiss  you  gave  me  earlier  set  the precedence for a death flag! It's not entirely… my… Okay, my bad…"

I lost the battle the moment both of them folded their arms.

"Remmy's  not  too  far  ahead."  Cresta  tugged  on  my  hand  to follow her.

The  slime  we  had  been  looking  for  sat  in  a  filthy  alleyway between two apartment buildings, head buried in her knees. Before confronting  her,  I  went  to  buy  another  gallon  of  milk  from  a  nearby convenience store. Ange and Cresta waited at the sidewalk.

I put the gallon of milk by Remmy's side and sat down across from  her,  pressing  my  back  to  the  other  building.  Rain  bounced  off her  body,  thickened  as  a  form  of  protection  against  being  washed away by water.

"You'll catch a cold if you stay out here like this," I said.

"Slimes don't catch colds," she answered without looking up.

"You know, I told the others to give you space when you first arrived. Then I was the dumb one who went against my own words by invading your space. I'm sorry. I'm still new to being a caretaker.

This shit is hard. Work and life  is hard. I get it if you want to look for a new  dorm  and  caretaker,  I'll  talk  to  Professor  Markel  to  get  that  to happen."

The reality was, I hadn't been a good caretaker to Remmy. If I had  given  more  thought  to  what  I  was  doing  instead  of  acting reflexively, we might not have come to this point.

"I  won't  pretend  to  understand  what  you're  going  through,"  I continued.  "Everyone's  got  baggage.  If  you'll  give  me  another chance, I'll be patient. I won't come to you unless you come to me."

Remmy wasn't all bad. Deep down there was a good slime in her. When she cleaned the bathroom spotless and ate the food clean off the plates, it made taking care of those chores easier. She put in effort, and some effort was better than none.

Without a word, Remmy poured the entire gallon of milk into her  body.  It  was  all  quickly  absorbed  by  the  crystal  core  within  her chest, then got to her feet. Fists clenched, lips quivering, she turned to me with saddened eyes as though a crack had formed in the walls around her heart, but was hesitant to reach out.

"I don't like it… I don't like how I feel, and I don't know how to explain it…" she said, on the verge of tears.

Depression  was  never  simple.  It  couldn't  be  explained.

Sometimes, those dark feelings came and went without so much as a warning. One day, they would be perfectly fine and the next, feel like the absolutely worst.

"Yeah. It sucks. But you know what?" I stood up to face her.

"That's okay, too."

Then  the  walls  crumbled.  Remmy  dropped  the  empty  jug  of milk, fell to her hands and knees, and wept into the rain. I offered no hand nor words of comfort. She didn't need either of those.

Just someone to listen to her pain.

Chapter 14 - A Non-Otherworldly Tenant After crying her fill, Remmy remained despondent all the way back  home.  The  others  and  I  knew  not  to  bother  her  unless  she came  to  us  first.  Whether  or  not  she  needed  help  was  up  to  her.

Trying  to  force  the  issue  would  be  like  throwing  boiling  water  on  a burn wound.

I  booted  up  the  computer  and  got  right  to  researching depression. I asked anyone I thought would help. Professor Markel gave me the numbers to several reputable therapists and counselors who  have  spoken  with  netherfolks  before,  as  well  as  behavioral specialists, experts on depression, doctors, and other caretakers.

In our world, the most common way to treat depression was medication.  Unfortunately,  not  enough  studies  had  been  conducted yet on the effects they have on netherfolks. Especially on someone as  physiologically  and  organically  different  from  humanoids  as  a slime. That method was a hard pass.

Others recommended I help Remmy find a hobby. While great on  paper,  I  felt  it  was  no  different  from  her  current  video  gaming habits— serving only as a distraction.

The last person on the list the professor had given me was a woman who sounded rather young. Not like all the rickety old voices I spoke to earlier in the day. Ines Diaz, a twenty-two year old student researcher  at  University  of  Southern  California,  training  to  be  an occupational therapist.

I  found  it  strange  that  Professor  Markel  had  given  me  the name  of  someone  who  had  yet  to  prove  themselves  in  the  field.  A student, at that.

Was it a mistake? If not, just what was he thinking?

"Sorry  if  I  sound  skeptical,"  I  began,  hoping  not  to  hurt  the college student's feelings too much. "I was just expecting someone who had decades of experience under their belt."

"Oh, absolutely. You're not wrong to think that way! However, if  you  will  give  me  a  chance,  I'm  confident  we  can  get  your  friend through this." She spoke with an air of certainty that made me want

to trust her, even though the only thing on her resume was college and  club  fundraising  activities.  The  spirit  was  there,  just  not  the experience I was looking for.

On the other hand, it wouldn't hurt to get another perspective on  this.  Someone  her  age  thought  differently  than  people  who  had been  doing  the  same  thing  for  years.  Since  she  was  also  a researcher, there might be new methods she had learned that could help.

"Alright, let's hear what you've got." I kicked back on my chair, exhausted from making calls the entire day. My expectations were at an all time low, so it wasn't like Ines could bring it down even lower.

At worst, I'd learn nothing again. At best, she had something worth telling me.

"From  what  you've  told  me,  drinking  out  of  a  milk  carton, eating  a  roommate's  cupcakes,  making  a  mess  of  the  bathroom—

they sound like her social cues have all been warped due to being a shut-in for so long," Ines explained.

"You're  telling  me  that  I  should  get  her  to  interact  with  the others more? Isn't that just going to make Remmy more reclusive?" I asked.

She  continued,  "It  will,  but  I'm  not  telling  you  to  have  her actively  socialize  yet.  However,  in  constantly  bringing  food  to  her doorstep, you're conditioning her to stay in her room. The simple act of  having  her  go  downstairs  on  her  own  accord  to  grab  dinner  will expose  her  to  the  other  roommates.  In  that  way,  Remmy  will accustom herself to seeing you and others without socializing."

"Because  by  delivering  food  directly  to  her  room,  I've  given her another reason not to come out. I see…" Remmy already didn't emerge  from  her  room  other  than  to  use  the  bathroom  or  grab herself a glass of milk.

I felt stupid. To think, I almost considered purchasing a mini-fridge  for  her  personal  use.  That  would  have  further  severed  any need to come out.

"You also don't need to have full blown conversations with her.

Just  a  simple,  "good  morning'  or  'good  night'  would  do  just  fine.  If

she doesn't answer, don't repeat yourself. Smile and move onto the next day," Ines added.

I took her advice. That afternoon, I bought a meat-platter of a pizza— on Cresta's suggestion, of course— in hopes of tempting her downstairs to grab a slice.

"This  is  the  best  goddamn  pizza  in  the  world!"  Cresta declared, scarfing down the meat first and then the bread.

"I  swear  to  god.  Everything  you  eat  somehow  makes  it  ten times more appetizing," I remarked.

"You're  also  far  too  messy  of  an  eater.  Not  a  shred  of  table manners on you at all." Ange sighed. She ate her pizza with a knife and fork, cutting smaller pieces to dine on.

I wanted to tell her that she was a messy eater  in bed, but that joke wouldn't end in my victory.

If it wasn't for Cresta's twitching ears flicking in the direction of the  hallway,  Ange  and  I  wouldn't  have  known  Remmy  had  entered the kitchen. The slime girl stood by the doorway, head cast down to her feet.

"Hey, Remmy! Help yourself to a slice or two. I even poured you a glass of milk," I told her.

The  rest  of  us  went  back  to  eating  quietly  and  tried  not  to stare too much. Remmy picked up two slices of pizza without making eye contact with any of us, grabbed the milk, and went back upstairs.

I let loose a stale breath.

"You sure this is going to work? She's still not talking to us. I feel kind of bad making her come downstairs, too," Cresta said.

"We won't know until we keep trying, right? Just like how you faced your fears from the thunderstorm to save me." I scratched her head  with  my  non-greasy  hand,  eliciting  a  very  adorable  purr  that could melt anyone's heart.

Over the course of the week, Cresta, Ange, and I did nothing more to interact with Remmy than a greeting or a few words. Then one morning, I went downstairs to make some coffee, careful not to wake Cresta up in her now-shredded cardboard box.

I  reached  into  the  fridge  to  grab  milk  for  my  coffee,  and Remmy showed up behind me.

"Crap— Sorry, Remmy… I scare easily if you guys sneak up on me like that…" I clutched my racing chest.

"Could you… pour me a glass, too?" Remmy asked.

At first, I was stunned.

Aside  from  asking  for  milk  and  pouring  it  herself,  she  had never made requests for anything else.

"S-Sure! Just milk, right? Nothing else, like sugar?" I winced as soon as I offered that. What kind of idiot thinks of offering sugar to milk? My mind was still on the coffee, so I fumbled on my words.

I quickly poured Remmy a full glass of milk, and she took it in both hands, staring down at it as if to consider drinking it all here.

Instead,  she  looked  me  in  the  eyes  and  said,  "Thank  you…

Akira."

Then she went upstairs.

Thank you. 

Holy  crap.  I  was  on  a  high  just  hearing  gratitude  from  my tenant.

Remmy  had  never  said  that  before  ever  since  coming  here.

Was  this  a  breakthrough?  I  carried  my  coffee  and  the  good  news upstairs to call Ines.

"That's great!" Ines exclaimed. "This is an incredible first step for her, but there's still more to do."

"Sorry for doubting you before. If you have any more advice, I'd love to hear them!" I was still giddy at Remmy's progress and was afraid my overeagerness would turn Ines off.

"Actually,  there  are  many  things  I'd  like  to  try.  I  would  like  to ask  permission  to  be  an  in-home  caregiver  to  work  alongside  you?

Being  there  in  person  offers  a  lot  more  advantages  than  just  being on the phone. How about it?" Ines came out swinging right out of the cage.  Her  advice  did  work.  She  was  more  knowledgeable  than  me after all.

The  problem  for  Ines  staying  here  was  that  she  wasn't  a licensed netherfolk caretaker, and neither was she a netherfolk. This dormitory  wasn't  intended  for  any  other  human  being  than  me.  But Ines  was  a  godsend  of  a  help,  and  I  didn't  want  to  lose  this opportunity.

"I'll have to talk to my employers first. They should be able to arrange it. If not, I hope you'd be willing to continue helping me and Remmy?" I asked.

"No  problem!  I  look  forward  to  hearing  back  from  you,"  she said, no doubt with a big smile on the other end.

I  made  a  call  to  Professor  Markel  and  explained  to  him  the current situation with Remmy.

"That's  wonderful!  Some  of  us  were  thinking  Remmy  might need to return to Weyera, but if you tell me she's coming around, I believe  you."  The  strained  relief  in  his  voice  was  a  lot  more  telling than the words he said. For them to consider deportation, especially for  someone  who  didn't  break  any  rules,  meant  they  believed Remmy  was  far  too  incompatible  with  this  world  to  continue  living here.

"What about Ines? Can you make it happen?" I asked.

"That's a simple matter. We'll do a quick background check to make  sure  she's  clean,  then  issue  a  civilian  temp-stay,  but…  Ines Diaz? The name doesn't ring a bell," he said.

"You're  the  one  who  gave  me  the  list  with  her  name  on  it.

Don't you have it written down somewhere, too?" I took a look at my own list to double check if we were on the same page.

"I  did?  Oh,  I  did.  That's  odd,  I  could  have  sworn…  Never mind…"

"You aren't getting senile on me, are you?" I teased him.

"Don't  patronize  me,  young  man."  The  professor  spoke  to someone  else  in  the  room  before  returning  to  me.  "We'll  get  this cleared for you. Expect her to arrive tomorrow morning."

The  next  day,  I  was  helping  Ange  cook  breakfast  when  the doorbell rang. I left the kitchen in her capable hands to answer the door  and  was  greeted  by  four  people.  Two  soldiers  and  Professor Markel accompanied a pretty hispanic woman, wearing thick glasses and had long, dark-brown hair tied to a ponytail. She was sweating bullets, shaking where she stood.

"You're Ines, right?" I asked.

"Y-Yes,  I  am!"  she  exclaimed,  uncharacteristically  nervous  in comparison to our phone calls.

Something  told  me  Ines  was  expecting  something  else entirely.

"The temp-stay expires in a month. She will need to renew it on  the  last  weekend  of  each  month  if  she  wishes  to  extend."

Professor  Markel  handed  me  Ines'  case  files  as  if  she  were  one  of the otherworldly tenants. Then sternly to the student researcher, he said, "Enjoy your stay, Ms. Diaz."

The professor and soldiers left in their black sedans, leaving Ines still trembling and petrified at the door.

"I…  I  didn't  expect  an  army  to  show  up  at  my  apartment…  I thought  someone  called  SWAT  on  me  or  something.  They  had  me go  through  a  military  base  and  screening  process  to  collect  my bloodworks,  and  asked  me  so  many  questions  about  my  personal life…  What,  uh…  what  kind  of  rehabilitation  center  is  this?"  Ines asked timidly.

"Rehab?  This  is  a  dormitory  for  otherworldly  tenants,"  I answered and saw the blood drain from her face. "Did you not know that…?"

She dropped her bags and clutched my shoulders. "I'm sorry, I lied! The head researcher of my department accidentally forwarded me a top secret e-mail correspondence. I put my name on it without telling anyone because I was so tired of writing papers all day! What am I going to do? If I get suspended from school, my parents will be so  furious!  Oh,  god…  and  this  is  one  of  those  dormitories  for netherfolks  that  I  hear  so  much  about?  The  government's  going  to have my head if they find out I lied…"

Ines began to tear up after her rant.

"The  omelette  is  done.  What's  taking  you  so  long?"  Ange asked  from  behind  me,  showing  up  at  the  door  with  Cresta  at  her heels.

"Is she our new roommate?" Cresta asked excitedly.

"S-S-Succubus…  c-cat  girl…"  The  college  student  stuttered over herself, then fell unconscious into my arms.

"God damn it all. The problems just keep piling up, huh?" I put a hand to my face and sighed.

People lied all the time. They told big lies. They told little lies.

Most  were  harmless,  but  others  could  be  incredibly  damaging.  It didn't matter who they were. Be it human, cat girl, succubus, slime, monster,  interdimensional  demons  from  another  plane—  we  all  lied the same.

My  classmates  back  in  high  school  lied  all  the  time  to  look cool  in  front  of  others.  I  might  have  made  embellishments  on  my resume to appear more qualified than I actually was. Just the same, I'd lie to skip out on doing chores and avoid unwanted attention.

What Ines told was definitely along the lines of a big lie. One that could incur some pretty damning repercussions.

After  she  had  fainted,  we  carried  her  into  the  living  room couch and fanned her until she returned to consciousness. However, once her eyes snapped open, she fell into a state of panic a second time.

"God,  what  have  I  done?  At  best  I'm  looking  at  a  lifetime  of imprisonment.  At  worst…"  Ines  gulped  hard,  fell  to  her  knees,  then turned to me as if I was her only salvation.

"Chances are if you're screwed, then I'm screwed. Who was the one that vouched for you? It's starting to feel like everyday I risk losing my job as a caretaker..." I groaned into my hands.

Or maybe not.

This  was  the  United  States  government  after  all.  The  way Professor  Markel  addressed  Ines  sounded  like  he  knew  what  was going on. If that were the case, why would he go along and put an unlicensed student therapist in my care?

"Nothing's  changing  that  you're  here  now.  Let's  get  some introductions out of the way. As I've said before, this is a dormitory for netherfolks from Weyera. I'm their caretaker, dorm mother, dorm father, glorified man-servant. These ladies over here are two of my three current tenants." I presented her to Cresta and Ange, both of whom  waved  from  a  distance  so  as  to  not  overwhelm  the  new resident.

"Wow…  I  can't  believe  you  guys  are  real.  I  mean,  I've  seen netherfolks on the television but never in person." Ines got to her feet and started fluffing out Cresta's ears. The feline straightened up from the touchy attention, then began to purr with delight.

"By  the  way,  Cresta's  former  occupation  was  assassin."  I cleared my throat.

The young woman turned white as a ghost, backed away from Cresta, and hid behind me. "A-A-Assassin…?"

"  Retired assassin!" Cresta corrected me, but the damage was already done.

"I  don't  mind  if  you  wish  to  touch  me.  I  won't  bite…  much."

Ange winked at Ines.

I pushed Ines back onto the couch before she freaked out and fainted again.

Since  the  college  student  was  going  to  be  living  here,  I showed  her  to  her  new  room  directly  adjacent  to  Remmy's  room.

Ange looked disappointed. She was the only one in her wing, while the  other  side  now  had  three.  Not  that  it  mattered  too  much.

Everyone living here inevitably ran into each other.

Well, except for one.

As  I  unlocked  Ines'  room,  the  occupant  in  question  stood  in front of Remmy's door.

"So  Remmy's  a  humanoid  slime.  This  whole  time  I  thought she  was  a  human  teenager  going  through  some  rough  patches,"

Ines remarked quietly, pulling her luggage into her room.

"Like I said on the phone the other day, I pretty much messed up  by  forcing  her  to  go  out  of  her  comfort  zone.  Following  your advice  got  through  to  her  a  little.  Maybe  you  coming  here  was  the right call." I shook her hand, and she responded to my compliment with a sympathetic smile.

"I won't disappoint you. Let's work together to help Remmy!"

she exclaimed.

Over  the  next  few  days,  Ines  tried  a  number  of  textbook methods  from  her  studies.  She  tentatively  concluded  that  Remmy was suffering from clinical depression. I didn't even know there were multiple kinds until today. It was characterized by melancholy and a

loss of interest in activities that impaired ones' daily life to the point of affecting their health.

Remmy remained locked in her room for most of the day. She occasionally  emerged,  using  a  duplicate  of  herself,  to  fetch something  to  eat  or  use  the  bathroom.  The  first  time  she  and  Ines met was downstairs in the kitchen when we were eating lunch. It was a brief exchange, and they said nothing more than a greeting.

Ines  asked  to  speak  with  me  alone  one  night  in  my  room.  "I think  the  most  dangerous  thing  is  that  we  don't  know  how  long Remmy has been depressed for. Some people could be for decades and nothing short of medicine would help."

She was dressed in a teal bathrobe and had just come out of the  bath.  Her  hair  wasn't  tied  up  in  the  usual  ponytail,  it  cascaded down her shoulders and back, still slightly damp.

It took a while for me to realize, but I was living with an actual college girl. Ines might as well be a netherfolk to me, a foreign entity I knew nothing about. Four years my senior at twenty-two years old and a graduate student no less.

Movies and television always portrayed American college girls as  wild,  party-hard,  and  heavy  drinkers.  The  woman  before  me appeared  just  as  intelligent  as  her  dossier  described,  completely unlike  what  I'd  imagined.  All  that  troubled  me  about  her,  which  I didn't  expect  from  a  hardworking  student,  was  a  run  in  with  gang violence a few years back.

"Pretty  sure  medicine  designed  for  humans  is  a  no-go  for  a slime," I said, taking a seat at my desk while she opted for the edge of my bed.

"I  don't  like  the  idea  of  using  medicine  to  help  someone  to begin  with,"  she  began  with  a  sigh.  "What  I'm  trying  to  say  is,  the longer  this  goes  on,  then  the  more   normal  this  depressive  state becomes for her."

"I'm all ears. Any suggestion you got, I'll take as long as it's in Remmy's  best  interest.  Cresta  and  Ange  are  getting  worried,  too.  I

thought I could be a proper caretaker, but there's only so much I can do." I clasped my hands so tight the knuckles turned white.

They temporarily put Remmy into my care thinking I could do some good for her. I had nothing, couldn't do a thing, and probably made  it  worse.  I  might  have  gotten  her  to  cry,  for  anyone  it  was  a cathartic release of pent-up emotions, but seeing the depths of her personal suffering made me realize how powerless I was. With Ines here to help was proof to the extent of what I was capable of.

A hand with long, neatly filed nails fell atop mine. Ines' hand.

"Being able to admit that is something only strong people can do. I'm impressed by you. Eighteen, taking care of people older than you,  with  the  level-headed  maturity  to  know  when  to  ask  for  help makes you braver than you think," she said My  face  became  hot,  like  someone  turned  the  heater  in  the house to max. Having an attractive older woman tell me something like that was going to mess with my still-teenage mind. It felt… good to be validated.

The  scent  of  fresh  shampoo  was  my  only  warning.  Ines brushed the hair from her face and pressed our foreheads together.

"Akira, you're burning up. Are you okay?" she asked, catching me by surprise with how close we were.

"I— whoa!"

In trying to scoot away, my chair tilted too far back. My hands instinctively  shot  out  to  grab  something  to  hold  as  I  fell  and  found purchase on Ines' arms. She also reached out to grab me, too, but I pulled her down with me.

Ines fell on top of me in a state of undress from the bathrobe being pulled down to her waist. We glanced at each other, both red in  the  face.  A  pair  of  bare  breasts  were  squished  between  our chests.  My  wandering  eyes  took  notice  of  large,  faded  tattoos  of random  letters  and  numbers  scrawled  across  her  chest.  She wordlessly  got  up  and  fixed  her  bathrobe,  clutching  the  collar together.

"P-Please  forget  you  saw  that!  Excuse  me!"  Ines  ran  out  of the room just as Ange was coming upstairs.

The succubus peeked into my room and smirked. "You dog."

We tried again the next day.

"Uh…  Ines,  you  sure  this  is  going  to  work?  I  thought  the whole  point  was  to  get  her  out  of  the  room.  We're  going  back  to bringing  food  directly  to  her?"  I  asked  her  as  we  stood  awkwardly outside of Remmy's room.

"Of  course,  it  will!  Remmy  likes  whole  milk.  Naturally,  she'll like other things made with milk, too. This is also a one-time thing so she doesn't get accustomed to it." Ines put down a tray with an array of foods that used milk as one of the ingredients. Cookies, eggnog even though it wasn't Christmas yet, pancakes, milk cake, a glass of milk… We used up two gallons of milk in a single day and had to put in an online order for more.

The kitchen, suffice to say, was a mess.

"Now we just wait?"

"Now we just wait." She nodded.

We  returned  to  the  kitchen  to  clean  the  mess  from  having cooked the entire morning. It was surprisingly a lot more leg and arm work than raking the front yard.

I  tossed  both  of  the  now  empty  gallons  of  milk  into  the recycling bin and sighed.

Wait… Did Remmy ever say she particularly likes whole milk? 

I swear she only said she preferred it over the alternative, I thought to myself.

"So, you really do this every single day? I gotta say, it's pretty admirable  of  you,"  Ines  complimented.  Both  of  us  worked  like  a production  line.  I  washed  the  dishes,  and  she  dried  and  put  them away to their rightful places.

"I don't think I'm doing anything amazing, but you're welcome to lavish more praise on me." I grinned.

Having  another  human  around  was  pleasant.  That  wasn't  to say  I  didn't  enjoy  being  around  Ange,  Cresta,  and  Remmy.  There was a sort of kinship when it came to living with people of your own world.  I  guess  that  was  how  communities  like  Chinatowns  and Japantowns formed. People liked being around their own.

Ines slapped a hand on my shoulder.

"You  give  netherfolks  a  place  to  call  home,  giving  them  a chance to live a life they never would have dreamed of. What do you think doctors and firefighters do for a living?" she asked.

"Is  this  a  trick  question?  They  save  people,"  I  answered hesitantly.

"And what have you done for your tenants?" Ines smirked like she  had  just  hit  me  with  a  gotcha  question.  "You  don't  need  to  be someone with qualifications like me to do what I do. You're already doing it."

Thinking  back,  I  did  do  some  uncharacteristic  things.  Like jumping between Ange and Cresta when they got into a fight. Trying to fend off demons to buy Ange time to escape. Tunneling so much in trying to find Remmy that I almost got hit by a car.

But the real saviours were people like Cresta.

Though that wasn't quite true either, was it?

Cresta took lives in order to save lives. Ange sacrificed lives in order to save lives. I was no one heroic. Just a kid, barely fit for adulthood, cleaning the bathrooms, cooking food, and looking to the needs of my tenants.

"It's  about  time  we  check  if  Remmy  ate  what  we  made  her,"

Ines said, tapping on her watch.

We went upstairs only to find an empty glass of milk and tray of food nowhere to be seen.

Crunch. 

Both  of  us  whipped  around  thinking  it  was  Remmy.  Instead, Cresta had come out of her room, munching on the cookies with one hand and carrying the almost empty tray in the other.

"Cresta!  Those  aren't  for  you!"  Ines  tried  to  wrestle  the  tray from  the  assassin's  hands  but  was  powerless  compared  to  her strength.

The door to Remmy's room cracked open, and the occupant popped her head out.

"Thank you… but can you guys not do this outside my room?"

she asked.

"S-Sorry…" All of us apologized at once.

We  went  back  to  the  drawing  board  downstairs.  I  sat  on  the couch  with  Cresta,  listening  to  Ines  standing  in  front  of  us  as  if  we were students in a lecture.

"We  know  Remmy  has  no  problems  coming  downstairs  or seeing other people. She avoids prolonged interactions with us and stays in her room for too long, which is contributing to her isolation.

For  someone  going  through  depression,  being  alone  is  torturous.

Just  having  someone  to  talk  to  can  go  a  long  way.  That's  why  the very first suggestion to anyone with depression or suicidal thoughts is to call the lifeline number," she explained.

This  was  way  out  of  my  depth.  There  were  trained professionals  who  talked  people  out  of  suicide.  I  might  have  saved Ange, but that was a spur of the moment.

"Any questions?" Ines glanced between the two of us.

Cresta shot her hand up. "Yes! How come I'm here, too?"

"Because you ate all mine and Akira's hard work. You have to be here to make up for it." Ines folded her arms.

Remmy wasn't the only one with baggage. Cresta and Ange had their own. While Ines lived here, I wonder what she thought of their troubles?

"Say,  Cresta.  I've  never  asked,  but  is  there  a  reason  you're afraid of loud noises?" I asked.

"Not  sure.  Tarcosa  told  me  it  isn't  trauma  or  anything.

Everytime  I  hear  a  sharp  noise,  my  head  just  goes  blank.  Not  so much anymore after that one rainy day," she answered.

"Unexplainable  traumas  are  just  that,"  Ines  began,  patting Cresta's  head  with  a  warm  smile.  "So  deeply  buried  that  we  don't know why the triggers cause them to flare up."

Later  that  night,  Ines  retired  to  her  room  and  promised  to come  up  with  more  ideas  on  how  to  get  through  to  Remmy.  I  also retreated  to  my  room  earlier  than  usual  and  found  myself  on  the computer, gaming the rest of the day away.

Video  games  were  therapeutic.  It  granted  an  immediate catharsis and gratification one couldn't find anywhere else. When it came to books, I'd have had to spend a quarter of my day reading until  the  end  to  get  that  feeling.  In  a  game,  I  could  fight  a  tough

monster  and  feel  the  rush  of  adrenaline  from  seeing  my  health  bar deplete. Or experience ecstatic joy from leveling up and gaining new skills to improve my arsenal for the next fight.

Remmy.  Could  it  be  that  you  play  games  because  you  feel inadequate about yourself?  I asked her in my head.

Someone knocked on my door.

Since  it  was  locked,  I  paused  my  game  and  went  to  open  it and was surprised to see Remmy.

"What's the matter?" I asked carefully.

"There's no more milk…" she said.

"Ah."  A  mental  wince  pricked  at  my  brain.  I  was  so  stupid.

Ines and I used up all the milk. The online order wasn't supposed to come in until tomorrow.

It  was  9:39  PM.  Wouldn't  make  it  in  time  to  a  grocery  store.

Convenience  stores  were  still  open.  I  could  call  a  rideshare  app  to pick me up.

"I'll go now. It won't take long." I threw on a jacket. Just as I stepped out of the room, Remmy grabbed a hold of my sleeve.

"On second thought… I can wait… Is it alright if I stay in your room? I don't want to be alone…" she said.

Chapter 15 - An Unusual Method How did this happen?

I  had  an  amorphous  blue  slime  in  the  shape  of  a  deflated bouncy  ball  on  my  lap.  Two  slits  of  her  eyes  were  closed  shut.

Remmy was fast asleep. Her gelatinous form rose and fell with what seemed like rhythmic breathing.

This  was  the  closest  I'd  ever  been  to  her.  Imagine  my absolute shock when she asked to be held.

She wasn't too big or heavy either. I could pick her up in my arms and walk around the room without trouble. It was— I dared say

— cute to see her like this.

But what was that about not wanting to be by herself earlier?

Wasn't she always alone in her room?

Unless… She meant her duplicates?

I wished I could confirm for myself, but I didn't want to sneak into her room after she asked to stay with me.

Another knock came to my door. This time, it was Ange.

"Am I intruding?" the succubus asked.

It slipped my mind that it was that time of the weekend again.

Our once a week romp.

"I  can  come  back  another  time,"  she  said,  voice  full  of disappointment.

"Ange, wait. I need you!" I whispered just loud enough so as to not wake Remmy.

"Oh, tell me more~" She purred.

"Not  like  that!"  I  rolled  my  eyes.  "Can  you  check  Remmy's room if her clones are still there?"

Ange nodded. She returned a few moments later to inform me that  there  were  no  additional  Remmys,  thus  confirming  my suspicions.

Last  time  Remmy  had  milk  was  this  morning.  Did  the beverage somehow allow her to duplicate her forms?

The  door  closed  shut,  and  Ange  entered  the  room  taking  a seat next to me on the bed.

"Seeing her sleep peacefully like this, I can't be angry at her for eating those cupcakes," she remarked.

"Doesn't  look  like  we  can  do  our  thing  tonight.  Hope  that's okay?" I apologized.

"It's quite alright. This just means we have something to look forward  to  the  next  night.  More  importantly,  she  came  to  you herself?" Ange asked.

"Pretty much. Sounded like she was afraid of being alone," I answered.

The look on Ange's face was one of a battle raging inside her mind. I was about to ask her what was wrong until she met my gaze.

"I  shouldn't  suggest  this,  given  my  conditions  for  living  on earth. If you would keep it between us, I can use my magic to delve into her dreams. Perhaps, you may find out more."

"How do you mean?" I asked.

Ange put a hand to my face.

I  blinked  and  saw  my  suburban  home  in  Japan  underneath blue  skies.  I  blinked  again.  The  scene  changed  to  an  elementary school  classroom  recognizable  by  the  smiley-face  carving  on  my desk. On the third blink, I was back to the present day with Remmy on my lap and Ange sitting beside me.

"It  is  how  we  succubus  know  best  to  toy  with  prey.  In  an instant, we can learn someone's entire life and use it against them.

This  will  be  the  first  time  I  use  it  for  anything  other  than…  cutting someone's  throat."  She  grinned,  reminding  me  of  what  Cresta  had said  back  then,  which  she  could  only  have  known  by  invading  my memories.

The  offer  was  tempting.  On  one  hand,  it  was  a  breach  of privacy.  On  the  other…  a  chance  to  learn  more  about  Remmy  and help her.

"Alright. Let's do it," I said, taking a deep breath.

"Do  not,  under  any  circumstances,  let  go  of  my  hand.  The mind  is  a  sea  of  memories  someone  as  inexperienced  as  yourself can be swept away in," she warned.

I nodded.

Ange  took  my  hand  and  guided  it  onto  Remmy's  cool, gelatinous  body,  right  above  where  her  core  was  located.  Then, without a word, she kissed me. Her lips and hand were all I felt as I became weightless, sucked into a vortex of darkness. The succubus appeared next to me, holding my hand tight. She winked and pointed ahead of us where a light blinded me.

When I next opened my eyes, two impossibly large obsidian mountains sandwiched us in. We were in a gorge in which the river had  long  dried  up,  leaving  behind  rocky  terrain.  The  sky  was  dark, not  because  it  was  night,  but  because  clouds  of  ashes  blotted  out any  signs  of  the  sun.  Flying  monstrosities  I  couldn't  put  a  name  to flew  overhead.  An  oppressive  heat  wrapped  around  me  like  I  was sitting in an oven.

"Welcome  to  Weyera."  Ange  frowned,  tightening  her  fingers that  were  intertwined  with  mine.  "What  it  has  been  reduced  to,  at least.

Everything felt, looked, and sounded so real, almost like I was actually walking through this place. The gravel underneath the sole of my shoes crunched with each step, the remains of a river trickling past tickled my ears, and the heat was baking me alive. But…

This  was Weyera?

The other world where Cresta, Ange, and Remmy were from?

This wasn't a world. It was a wasteland.

"You  mean…  one  part  of  Weyera,  right?  Like  one  of  those shitty  places  on  earth  you  never  want  to  visit  because  it's  so inhospitable?" I fell into a coughing fit from taking a deep breath. My lungs clenched, throat closed shut, forcing me to take slow breaths until I calmed down.

Yeah. This was almost way too real to be a dream.

"It's the sulfur in the air. Try not to work yourself up too much.

Breathe calmly," Ange said, taking short and controlled intakes of air.

Although  it  still  irritated  my  lungs  and  throat,  I  got  used  to breathing the way she instructed after a few breaths and it became a lot more bearable.

"Thanks," I said.

She stared at the world around us with a mixture of nostalgia and  gloom.  "This  is  how  Weyera  looks  across  nearly  90%  of  its surface. This world was once vibrant. Not anymore…"

The pain in her voice clued me into not ask any further. There was  only  one  reason  why  it  turned  out  this  way—  demons.  The Calamitous War that was so disastrous it terraformed Weyera into a hellish landscape.

Earth  had  almost  reached  this  point  when  the  Cold  War threatened  a  world-wide  nuclear  holocaust.  What  remained  as  a doomsday  scenario  for  my  world  was  history  for  Weyera  and  its inhabitants.

Seeing  all  this  again  couldn't  be  easy  for  Ange.  Now  I understood what was at risk back then for her, why she betrayed her kind  whose  hellbent  conquest  of  Weyera  led  to  its  destruction instead.

"Do  you  need  a  moment?"  I  asked  Ange,  noticing  that  she had become despondent.

"Oh,  I'm  fine.  We  should  begin  searching  for  Remmy.  It shouldn't take long. What we see around us is a stitchwork from her memories," she said.

"Stitched together thanks to your magic? This is kind of crazy.

If  you  did  this  without  telling  me,  I  really  would  have  thought  you brought me to Weyera."

We walked close enough along the side of the gorge for me to press a hand to the stone. Warm to the touch. Hard and jagged like real stone.

"Typically,  succubi  do  this  to  lull  their  prey  into  complacency with  familiar  surroundings.  It  is  still  a  dream,  just  a  very  vivid  one created from Remmy's memories and senses. If she has never been to say… Trakala or Meron's Coast, I wouldn't be able to reconstruct those places," Ange explained.

Given  the  level  of  detail,  even  at  a  passing  glance  from Remmy was enough to create a copy of Weyera. We shouldn't be all that far from where she should be passing through then.

"Get a move on! We ain't getting paid if we're late by even an inch past sundown!" a hoarse voice shouted.

A hulking green humanoid built like a professional weight lifter led a caravan through the gorge. Three flat wagons, pulled by boar-like  creatures  with  scales  all  over  their  bodies,  moved  unsteadily upon the uneven ground. Each vehicle had a metal cage which held half  a  dozen  prisoners  within.  About  twenty  or  so  humanoids guarding the caravan, much smaller but just as green as the one in front, kept their eyes peeled in at the canyons.

"Goblins.  The  mutts  of  the  demon  army.  The  big  one  at  the front is a hobgoblin." Ange grimaced.

Goblins and hobgoblins. I really was in another world.

Inside one of the cages was a humanoid slime, blue in color, and terrified out of her wits. She tried to slip between the cracks, but was  shocked  by  whatever  enchantments  were  put  in  place  on  the metal bars.

"That's Remmy!" My hand was yanked hard. I didn't realize I was about to move forward.

"She  won't  see  you.  Don't  forget  this  is  all  a  memory,"  she said, then held a finger up to my face. "And don't run off."

We  followed  after  the  caravan.  Ange  assured  me  that  they wouldn't react to our presence, so we were able to walk right up to vehicles. Suffice to say, goblins were ugly as fuck. And boy did they stink.

At the end of the gorge was a stone tower, out of place in an environment  like  this.  No  way  it  could  have  been  built  out  here.

Unless some mumbo jumbo magic had a hand in moving it.

A  mage's  tower?  Wizard's  tower?  Excitement  welled  within me at the prospects of seeing what was inside. I had to pinch myself to remember that Remmy had been subjected to foul experiments by alchemists here.

"I  see.  This  is  Irenis'  tower.  I  always  wondered  where  my masters  had  sent  him,"  Ange  whispered,  glancing  up  at  the  nearly ten-story obsidian tower.

"Who is Irenis?" I asked.

"An  elven  alchemist  granted  court  within  the  demon's  ranks.

He was as brilliant as he was… malicious." She frowned.

Remmy's briefings had mentioned alchemists. This Irenis guy must have been the beginning of her trauma.

The caravan paused in front of the tower, and the hobgoblin banged on the ornate doors until it swung open. A tall, wizened elf dressed  in  green  and  white  robes  fashioned  with  gems  descended the steps of the tower. He surveyed the captives inside the cage with a scowl, but took particular interest in Remmy. She backed up as far as she could within the cage, trembling like a cornered animal.

I  bit  back  the  urge  to  run  out  there.  What  good  would  it  do anyway? This was only a memory.

"A  blue  slime…  One  that  has  developed  a  core."  Irenis stroked his beard. "A good find."

My vision began to blur. The sight before me turned fuzzy and voices distorted.

"What's… going on, Ange?" I asked, clutching my head.

"I'm  not  sure…  she  must  have  blacked  out  some  memories.

Let  me  try  to  find  a  time  where  she  is  more  comfortable."  Ange squeezed me to her chest, almost like she was afraid to let me go.

We  found  ourselves  inside  a  dim,  candle-lit  laboratory  with glowing runes on the ground and walls, shelves filled to the brim with tattered  books,  and  a  spiral  staircase  that  appeared  to  lead  down.

Judging by the windows, we were at the top of the tower.

"It hurts…" someone wept.

"There, there. You have time to rest now. Tomorrow morning, we  shall  begin  the  experiments  again.  I  must  carve  more  of  your slime  to  use  for  my…  scholarly  endeavors.  The  masters  shall  be pleased.  You  should  be  overjoyed  to  serve  a  greater  and  noble cause." Irenis cackled to himself as he went downstairs.

"Poor girl. I can't imagine what she had gone through. And for how long…" Ange sighed.

We walked up to the cage where Remmy was held. She was in a humanoid form from the chest up but amorphous from the waist down.  Tears  of  slime  rolled  down  her  cheeks,  and  she  was shuddering like it was freezing cold.

It pained me so much to see her like that.

"Damn  it.  Isn't  there  anything  we  can  do?"  I  gritted  my  teeth and gripped the metal bar with my free hand.

"If we can gain some insight as to what ails her, then—" The succubus  stopped  short  of  finishing  her  sentence.  She  gawked  at Remmy, who suddenly split into an identical copy of herself.

"What are you crying for? It's not going to do you any good,"

the copy said.

"But I'm… I'm so scared…" Remmy cried.

A small pool of slime from her tears formed into another copy.

It wrapped both arms around Remmy in an effort to console her.

"I know, but you'll get through this. We'll be here for you when it gets hard," she assured Remmy, stroking her head.

I  swallowed  hard  and  wiped  my  moistened  eyes.  "You're seeing what I'm seeing? Do slimes have multiple personalities when it comes to their duplicates?"

"They  shouldn't."  Ange  shook  her  head.  "Every  Remmy should be an exact copy of her original self, personality and physical traits both."

It made sense now. So much more sense.

The Remmy we met on day one was quiet and reserved. She went  right  upstairs  to  her  room  without  a  single  word  to  anyone.

Another  Remmy  was  kind  enough  to  clean  up  the  bathroom.  Then there was the one who ate all of Ange's cupcakes without a shred of guilt.

It wasn't because she lacked social cues, or that she was so introverted she didn't know how to act around people. Each one was a different personality. The true Remmy was the one I found hiding in the alley, drenched in rain, meek, scared, and prone to crying. The same  one  who  couldn't  handle  being  alone  without  her  clones  and found courage to ask for my company.

"Damn…  That's  not  fair.  If  you  were  hurting  so  much,  you should have said something, Remmy." I gripped the cage so hard my knuckles turned white.

"What's  this?  You  can  split  without  reducing  your  original size? How marvelous!" Irenis exclaimed from the stairs, eyes lighting up brighter than a torch. All three Remmys huddled together so hard

they merged into one again to the alchemist's dismay. "There will be no rest. We must begin experimenting right away."

I fucking lost it.

"You stay away from her!" I screamed.

"Akira, no! Come back!" Ange shouted.

I had wrenched away from Ange's grasp to get a shot off the alchemist.  It  was  pointless.  I  should  have  known  that.  I  was constantly  reminded  not  to  let  go.  But  in  that  moment,  rage overwhelmed my sense of reasoning, and I just took off running.

Even then I couldn't do that right. My fist passed right through him.  The  floorboards  gave  way.  I  saw  Ange  dive  right  for  me,  her face contorted with fear and desperation.

Abyssal darkness awaited me.

I came to consciousness later with a pounding headache.

"You shouldn't have come here."

In the sea of darkness, a single spotlight illuminated a couch and television. A person— no… Remmy was playing video games.

Her  avatar  was  defeated  by  a  giant  monster,  and  the  defeat  menu displayed across the screen.

She glanced over her shoulder and sighed. "What do humans call  it  on  earth?  Oh,  right.  You're  invading  my  safe  space…  on  a whole other level."

Chapter 16 - Group Therapy

No, no, no, no, no—

"No! Damn it!" I almost threw the controller into the void.

For the hundredth time across three different games, Remmy had soundly defeated me.

"Either you're going easy on me, or you actually suck at these games. I'm able to at least give myself some competition." Remmy smirked.

There was no winning against her. Whether it was a fighting, racing,  or  puzzle  game,  she  had  me  beat  in  every  one.  I  might  as well be the kid holding an unconnected controller. That was how out of league I was in comparison.

"What should we play next?"

Remmy  melted  off  the  couch  and  reformed  in  front  of  the many  consoles  in  front  of  the  television.  Consoles  from  across several  decades  and  generations  available  for  us  to  play  at  our leisure, all of which came directly from her memories. It was nothing short of incredible. She was a walking treasure trove of video games.

Though  I  expected  nothing  less  from  someone  who  had  played  a lifetime's worth thanks to being able to make copies of herself.

As  much  as  I'd  like  to  continue  playing  games  with  her,  a problem still remained.

"Don't  you  think  you've  stalled  enough?"  I  set  aside  the controller and hopped off the couch, hoping to speak to her face to face.

"Single-player game for just me it is then," she said, returning to the couch and avoiding the issue.

The  status  quo  wouldn't  change  just  because  I  gamed  with her a little. I had to press harder.

"Ange  and  I  came  here  thinking  we  could  better  understand Remmy.  I  know  she's  still  suffering  and  will  continue  to  if  you  guys keep hiding her. So will you help me?" I asked.

"Color me surprised. You already recognized that I wasn't the original?" She only briefly took her eyes off the screen, but resumed

immediately after glancing in my direction.

I  sat  down  next  to  her  and  watched  as  she  cut  through  a group  of  enemies  crying  for  help.  They  didn't  stand  a  chance.  She was just farming them at this point. For what? I wasn't sure. Maybe she was hoping that I'd give up or find the right words to get through to her.

"I knew because you're able to talk to me so easily. Although I don't  hate  it.  In  fact,  I'd  love  to  kick  your  slime  ass  one  day  and shove  it  in  your  face.  The  original  Remmy  is  timid.  You  guys  came into existence to protect her. Each of you are who she wants to be but  can't,  and  so  you  all  keep  her  company  as  friends.  That  about the jist of it?"

Remmy  found  a  checkpoint  to  save  the  game  and  put  the controller down. She sighed, as if disappointed that she wouldn't be able to finish the game.

"I  only  started  existing  when  Remmy  began  playing  games.

Did  you  know  her  first  video  game  was  Space  Invaders?  She  was sooo  frustrated  she  couldn't  beat  it,  and  the  others  sucked  bad  at games, so she made a new copy of herself to be the second player."

The slime joyfully kicked her feet, reminiscing of her past.

It  occurred  to  me  at  that  moment,  this  Remmy  was  sentient like anyone else. I couldn't wrap my mind around that. Everytime the original Remmy split, she created a conscious and living version of herself.

She continued, "Our entire stipend is spent on consoles and games. We broke so many controllers together. I got so good, I even beat  Dodonpachi  Daioujou  White  Label  2-All  A-EX!  But…  recently, Remmy hasn't been all that interested in playing with me anymore. I think she keeps me around as a background ambience…"

"Same.  Just  around  to  read  manga."  Another  Remmy appeared behind the couch, flipping the page of a shounen comic.

"Remmy has me drink milk and deliver it back to her," said a third one sitting at the other end of the couch.

"I  basically  deal  with  shit  Remmy  doesn't  want  to.  Like answering the door when you won't leave us alone." A fourth sat on the armrest on my side of the couch.

"We love Remmy, so we don't mind just being there for her,"

Gamer-Remmy  said,  looking  me  in  the  eyes.  "When  she  cried  in front  of  you  that  rainy  day,  all  of  us  felt  it.  We  know  one  day,  she might not need us anymore."

I see.

Remmy  created  copies  of  herself  to  fill  a  void  in  her  heart.

They  served  as  physical  manifestations  to  shield  her  from  past traumas  and  continued  to  protect  her  from  any  future  ones.  Only, they  had  become  as  real  as  her  original  self  and  were  afraid  they might  never  see  the  light  of  day  again  if  she  didn't  need  them anymore.

For them, wouldn't that be akin to death?

All of them cast their gazes away from me as I came to that realization.  They  were  scared.  What  was  initially  supposed  to  curb Remmy's  mental  anguish  and  loneliness  became  the  very  thing causing her suffering.

I understood that well. Ines couldn't have known. Sometimes being surrounded by people made you realize how alone you really were.  The  sight  of  multiple  copies  in  the  room  minding  their  own business,  rarely  regarding  each  other,  and  only  speaking  when needed…  they  became  projections  of  loneliness  to  the  original Remmy.

"If you guys love Remmy as much as you say, then you need to let her find happiness on her own," I said at last.

"Even  if  she  casts  us  aside?"  the  sassy  one  sitting  on  the armrest asked.

"How  am  I  supposed  to  answer  that?  When  Remmy  first arrived, I wanted to get to know her more. I didn't know there were going to be so many of you. Now, I want to get to know all of you, because  you're  all  of  her  and  she's  all  of  you.  It's  more  fun  when you're together, right?" I grinned.

The  four  slimes  stared  at  each  other.  Their  sad  expressions almost  made  me  regret  what  I  said.  But  what  more  could  I  say  to them?  Unlike  in  a  video  game,  there  were  no  winners  here.

Everyone was going to lose something.

"I… I wanted to play more games with you…" Remmy said.

"I wanted to apologize to Ange for eating her cupcakes…"

"I wanted to help around the house more…"

"I wanted to hang out and make friends with the others…"

"I know. We'll do all of that and more. Together." I stood up to face them and stuck a hand out.

Each of them hesitated. Gamer-Remmy put her palm on mine first, then the others followed suit to stack their hands.

"You better make Remmy happy. Or I'll come out of her myself and beat you up."

"Promise never to yell at her."

"Give her lots of hugs for me!"

"Geez, so many requests." I chuckled.

"Remmy doesn't like it if you go easy on her in video games.

Don't hold back— if you ever get good."

"And  then  you  have  to  hit  me  with  the  'get  good,'  huh?"  I groaned.

One blink and the four of them had vanished. The television and gaming consoles were also gone.

Someone  was  sniffling  behind  me.  I  turned  around  to  find Remmy alone on the couch, head buried behind her knees.

"Is it alright if I sit next to you?"

Remmy nodded slightly.

I  sat  down  next  to  her.  When  I  put  a  hand  on  her  back,  she leaned her weight into me.

"The seat's warm… was someone here?" she asked quietly.

"Your friends were. They wanted me to tell you they said hi," I answered.

"Why did they leave?" she asked.

"I don't think they ever left you. They'll be with you when you need them most."

"What if… I need them now?" Remmy hugged her legs tighter.

"What  say  we  play  some  games?  Got  anything  in  mind?"  I asked, hoping to take her mind off things.

She  lifted  her  head  to  finally  face  me,  thought  for  a  few seconds, and nodded.

◆◆◆

 

I woke up with my head lying on something soft. So soft that I wanted to lay back down and fall asleep again.

"Mmm. Squeeze me harder~" a voice begged sweetly.

"Ange?!" My eyes snapped open, and I leapt out of the bed.

The feeling of her breast was imprinted in my right palm.

The  succubus  tackled  me  back  onto  the  bed,  wrapping  her arms around my neck. I thought she was going into needy mode, but that proved not the case. Her arms were trembling.

"I was so terrified when you let go of my hand, I thought you wouldn't  wake  up.  Thank  goodness…  Thank  goodness  you're back…" she wept into my shoulder.

I stroked her back to reassure her I was fine.

"Sorry for worrying you. But thanks to your spell, I was able to talk to Remmy."

"How?"  Ange  wiped  her  eyes.  "My  magic  shouldn't  have allowed you to do that."

"I think Remmy let me into her heart. Something cliched like that  maybe?  Speaking  of  which…  Where  is  the  slime?"  I  asked, glancing around the room while still pinned under the succubus.

She didn't seem to know either.

Both of us went downstairs to the sound of Mario Kart being played in the living room.

"Waaahhh! How? Why? I hate this game!" Cresta exclaimed.

She flailed around with the controller as if it was doing her any good.

While  the  assassin  continued  to  fall  off  the  tracks,  another  driver lapped her and cleared the finish line.

"Cresta?" I called out.

"Oh,  morning!  You  guys  come  here  and  join  us!  Remmy's been  slaughtering  me  the  whole  morning.  I  need  someone  else  to knock her down a peg for me," she said.

"What's  with  all  the  noise?"  Ines,  still  in  her  bathrobe,  came downstairs to investigate the ruckus.

Remmy  peeked  over  the  couch  backrest.  Half  the  controller covered her face, so I could only really see her eyes.

"Would you… like to play?" the slime asked timidly.

Chapter 17 - Roommates Out of Control

"So  that's  why  the  sudden  change.  It's  still  hard  for  me  to believe, but I suppose their existence is extraordinary in itself." Ines became sullen. She hardly touched breakfast and swirled the coffee in her mug instead of drinking it.

"Not hungry? Do you want me to make you something else?" I asked.

"Oh,  no!  It's  great.  Better  than  the  slop  at  my  university's cafeteria!" She began to stuff herself with eggs and sausages, bit off more than she could chew, and had to chase it down with the now cold coffee.

It wasn't hard to guess why she was feeling down.

The  graduate  student  woke  up  ready  to  tackle  Remmy's issue, only to find her fine in the morning.  Fine was relative. Remmy was mostly introverted and reserved to begin with, but at least she no longer shied away from us.

For Ines, whose entire reason for coming here was to provide

'professional counsel' to my troubled tenant, it was a punch in the gut to tell her the problem had been resolved— without her help.

"Just take this as a blessing in disguise. You got college work to  worry  about,  right?  Enjoy  the  rest  of  your  stay  and  make  some friends  with  the  netherfolks."  I  was  about  to  grab  seconds  from  the wok  when  Ines  sprung  from  her  seat,  kicking  the  stool  out  from under her.

"I came here specifically to help Remmy, but it doesn't have to be that way. I want to continue learning more about them, so that I can  help next time! One day, netherfolks will be as common a sight as you and me. Who knows if they'll need help, and there's no better way  to  gain  experience  than  being  here  with  you."  At  some  point, she had grabbed both of my hands while I was still holding onto the bowl.

Our faces were so close, and her outburst sounded more of a confession than anything else.

The realization hit her just as it did me. She blushed red and let go.

"I-In  that  case,  I'm  looking  forward  to  working  with  you."  I cleared my throat.

"Likewise…" Ines said, squirming where she stood.

We  returned  to  our  seats  and  ate  awkwardly  next  to  each other.

Although  I  knew  she  didn't  mean  it  to  be  a  confession  and was  more  as  a  vow  to  better  herself,  it  didn't  make  it  any  less embarrassing.  Regardless,  like  I  had  supported  the  others,  I'd support  Ines  as  my  tenant,  too.  She  seemed  to  have  her  own baggage, the oddball that she was.

Being surrounded by girls was weird. Especially older women.

I  thought  graduating  from  my  virginity  would  somehow  make  me  a better man, but I only became ten-folds more conscious of women.

Whether it was a good thing or not was up for debate. I didn't care to dwell too much on it.

Though  it  would  be  nice  to  have  another  guy  in  here.

Spending  so  much  time  surrounded  by  women  has  left  me  craving the companionship of a brother from another mother.

Bromance.

Guys used to be all I was friends with from kindergarten up to high school. I haven't had a friendship like that in a while.

On  the  other  hand,  living  with  so  many  of  the  opposite  sex made me feel like I was actually popular with the ladies. Though…

when I really thought about it, I probably wouldn't have made friends with them if I hadn't become a caretaker.

Speaking of caretaker business…

Aside  from  Remmy  and  Ines  who  were  introduced  to  the dormitory  under  unexpected  circumstances,  we  haven't  actually received  an  official  tenant  in  some  time.  Just  what  was  Professor Markel up to?

A pair of quiet snickering interrupted my reverie.

"May  I…  take  your  dishes  to  the  sink  for  you?"  a  soft  voice asked.

"No, it's fine. I'll— REMMY?!" I nearly fell out of my seat.

"What are you wearing?!" Ines had asked after helping me up.

Remmy wore nothing but an apron over her blue slime body.

This was the legendary  naked apron.

"I was told that offering to help with chores while wearing this would make you happy." The slime tugged on her apron.

"Told…"  I  spun  around  in  my  seat  to  see  Cresta  and  Ange peeking  in  from  the  entryway,  giggling  to  themselves.  "Wait  a minute."

Returning  my  attention  back  to  Remmy,  a  philosophical question echoed in my mind:  Can this be considered a naked apron? 

Remmy was a slime and didn't require clothes to begin with.

She had no genitalia to cover unless she purposefully formed them.

The  slime  was  essentially  a  mannequin  in  regards  to  bodily appearance. So, she was technically not naked? In which case, this wasn't a naked apron and just an apron?

Just  as  I  thought  I'd  come  to  the  answer  of  the  universe, Remmy picked up our dishes, turning her back to us as she went for the sink and revealing a very feminine figure and slender back.

But it's so erotic! 

If  Remmy  formed  clothing  with  her  own  slime  and  wore  an apron over that, would it be considered a naked apron? Or wouldn't it, because the slime was an extension of her body?

Then  how  would  I  define  clothes?  What  constituted nakedness?  My  high  school  education  brain  couldn't  fathom  any further.

"I have no answer to this!" I screamed, clutching my head in mental anguish.

After asking Remmy to take off the apron, it was somehow not a problem anymore.

"Okay,  Remmy.  I'm  glad  you're  getting  along  with  Ange  and Cresta, but you don't have to listen to their silly ideas. That just now almost  gave  me  an  existential  crisis,"  I  told  her,  then  glared  at  the other two who ducked out of sight.

"Can  I  still  help  without  wearing  this?"  She  tilted  her  head, lifting the unintentionally erotic apron to her eyes.

"Let's just… put the apron away…"

Later in the day, I had to type up a report to Professor Markel.

One detailing Cresta's start of getting over her aversion to sharp and loud  noises,  and  another  about  Remmy's  status.  Due  to  Ange's condition  stating  that  she  was  not  to  use  magic  under  any circumstances,  I  heavily  omitted  what  transpired  and  credited  Ines for helping Remmy instead.

At least in that way, they had no reason to suspect Ange and believed Ines' stay to be resources well-spent.

"Alrighty… Hopefully this will be enough." I hit the send e-mail button.  While  my  written  articulation  skill  wasn't  the  best,  the professor  assured  me  that  my  past  reports  got  the  point  across—

even if it did read like a middle schooler typed it up.

I  glanced  at  the  calendar.  Halloween  was  looming  over  the horizon.  I  should  introduce  them  to  some  earthly  holidays.  Having everyone  dressed  in  costumes  should  be  fun,  even  though  they could pass as already being in costumes.

When I got out of my seat, my ears twitched to the sound of someone yelping downstairs. It sounded a lot like Ines.

I rushed down to find her in Cresta's arms. It looked like Ines was getting mauled, but they were just rolling around on the floor.

"What the hell is going on here?" I asked the room.

"Help!" Ines stretched an arm out to me. "Cresta was lying on the  ground.  I  thought  she  had  a  stomach  ache  or  something,  then this happened!"

"  Prrrr… pprrrrr…  Mmm… hehe… I feel so fuzzy and funny…"

The  cat  giggled  to  herself.  She  had  not  just  her  arms,  but  also  her legs wrapped around Ines.

The  moment  I  stepped  into  the  living  room,  I  noticed  dried, dark green herbs spilled on the floor. A lot of it clung to Cresta and Ines'  body.  I  had  a  creeping  sensation  of  what  it  might  be—  catnip from Weyera. It had to have been from when she sneakily ordered it from the catalogue the professor gave me.

A  chill  ran  up  my  spine.  Cresta's  dossier  mentioned  in  bold text not to give her catnip.

How in the name of all that was holy did she get her paws on catnip? It should have been hidden in my room.

"Uugh… Wait… Where are you going? I thought as the only humans  in  this  dorm,  we  were  in  this  together?!"  Ines  pleaded  for help as Cresta licked her cheeks.

"I'm,  uh…  going  to  call  for  help.  You  stay  here  and  distract her!" I turned around and managed to take one step before a clawed hand gripped my ankle.

"Akiiirrrraaaa~"

When  I  glanced  over  my  shoulders,  I  was  met  with  Cresta's dilated pupils.

"Cresta, please— Down, kitty! Bad kitty!"

The  assassin  leapt  off  Ines  and  slammed  into  me,  knocking the  air  from  my  lungs.  We  both  tumbled  to  the  ground  with  her  on top. Knowing how strong Cresta was, that alone should have killed me.  She  must  be  holding  back,  which  meant  she  had  some semblance of control.

However, that didn't diminish the fact that Cresta was strong as hell.

"Uncle! Uncle! You're going to snap me in two," I yelled, vainly trying to peel her off me.

Cresta  hugged  so  tightly,  my  spine  and  ribs  were  going  to snap.

"What  do  I  do?  How  do  I  help?"  Ines  had  seized  the opportunity and hidden herself behind the couch.

"Get me the spray bottle from the kitchen! It's on the counter next to the fridge!"

Ines crept around, taking a wide berth so as to avoid drawing Cresta's attention. Instead of bringing it over to me, she slid it across the kitchen floor just enough to be within reach.

"Sorry, Cresta. I know you don't like random sprays of water, but…" I pointed the nozzle at her face and sprayed multiple pumps of mists. The hope was that she would react negatively, let go of me, and  run  off.  The  opposite  happened.  She  opened  her  jaws  and started licking the mists. "You're supposed to run, not lick the water!"

Some of the mists landed on my face, which led to her licking my cheeks. The bristles on her tongue scraping my skin like coarse sandpaper  was…  kind  of  therapeutic.  She  went  from  licking  the water to grooming me, purring as she did so.

"You sure are looking like you're enjoying yourself," Ines said, folding her arms at my predicament.

"A-Absolutely not… I'll have you know, I'm in utter fear for my life right now." I turned the other cheek to let Cresta lick the opposite side.

Things  went  south  when  Cresta's  tongue  caught  hold  of  the strings  on  my  hoodie.  She  gnawed  on  them  with  her  incredibly sharpened teeth, shredding both in seconds.

"Aw, man— I like this hoodie! Hey, get that out of your mouth.

Don't swallow the threads!" Without thinking, I stuck my fingers into her mouth to pull out the shredded pieces. It was like dealing with a real cat, except she was the size of an adolescent lion and could kill me at a moment's notice.

"Are you sure you should be doing that?" Ines asked fearfully from behind the island counters.

"Fabric from clothing isn't like her own fur. It's going to upset her  stomach,  or  worse,  get  lodged  in  her  throat,"  I  explained.  Her fang sliced my thumb as I pulled out the last pieces. "Ow!"

At  a  glance,  it  wasn't  deep  like  when  she  chomped  on  me.

Just  skin-deep  like  a  papercut.  But  her  pupils  constricted  as  they gazed  upon  my  injury.  Cresta  gasped,  loosened  her  grip,  and  laid her head on my chest as if in apology.

It seemed like Cresta realized she had hurt me and returned part way to her senses.

Ange  and  Remmy  entered  the  kitchen,  both  laughing  at  my misfortune

"Normally,  you  have  sex  in  the  bedroom.  Adventurous,  are we?" The succubus grinned.

"Don't  try  and  pretend  you  didn't  have  a  hand  in  this.  You snuck the catnip out of my room!" I accused her.

"I'm  so  hurt!  Of  all  the  times  you  asked  me  to  cradle  you during our special nights… I thought we had something special." She

faced away, hiding her smile.

"Th-This and that are two very different things!"

Cresta  lifted  her  head,  eyes  quickly  becoming  dilated  and fixed on Ange's swinging tail. The succubus froze up having realized a touchy-feely assassin hopped up on catnip had sights on her.

"This  is  where  I  take  my  leave  before  my  tail  becomes  a feather  toy."  Ange  backed  out  of  the  room,  careful  not  to  wave  her tail too much.

"You bitch! Get back here and take responsibility!" I yelled.

Remmy knelt down behind my head.

"Do you… need help?" she asked.

"It's  okay,  Remmy.  This  is  my  life  now,"  I  answered,  laying there still stuck and reflecting on my life's choices up to now.

Cresta suddenly sprung away from me and leapt onto Remmy instead. Both of them rolled across the ground.

"Remmy!  Remmy!  Your  body  feels  so  nice  and  warm…

hehehe~"

"Nngh… Please, let go…" Remmy pleaded.

When  Cresta  wouldn't  do  as  asked,  Remmy  melted  away from her grasp. Their game of cat and mouse continued across the kitchen  and  living  room.  The  assassin's  lightning  reflexes  always caught  the  slime  when  she  returned  to  her  humanoid  form.  But Remmy was always able to escape after being caught.

Ines helped me to my feet and brought a bandage for the cut on my thumb. I might have been freed, but it put Remmy in a difficult spot dealing with Cresta. The slime, fed up with being caught every single time, reduced herself to a pool of slime and stayed like that.

"Waaahhh! Remmy doesn't like me!" Cresta wailed.

"You know Remmy doesn't like when people are touchy with her," I scolded her.

Since Cresta was looking a lot less grabby, I had Ines help me

— with some convincing that it was safe— pull her away.

I picked up Little Akira, the stuffed cat plush named after me, from her cardboard box and put it in Cresta's hands. It was enough to soothe her as she wrapped her arms around it and purred quietly to herself.

"Sorry about that," I apologized to Remmy.

The slime reformed only her head from the pool and made a troubled expression.

"It's not that I… dislike you," she meeked out, then reformed herself completely and shyly stretched her arms out to Cresta.

This  time,  instead  of  going  for  the  linebacker  tackle,  Cresta crept into Remmy's hug with a blissful smile and rubbed their cheeks together.

"Well, I'll be damned." I put my hands on my hips and sighed.

Ines  helped  me  clean  up  the  catnip  mess  while  Cresta  was preoccupied. Just a tiny amount would put her back on the high, so we  had  to  be  thorough.  She  was  calmer  now  that  she  was  on  the downtrend. Remmy's warm and squishy body had helped mellow her out.

"Magic-laced  catnip,  huh…"  I  read  off  the  label  on  the  now empty jar. "I wonder how Tarcosa handles her."

"I'll  take  the  trash  outside  and  look  for  Ange,"  Ines  said, picking up the plastic bags on her way out.

Cresta  was  still  clutching  onto  Remmy,  but  was  a  lot  more drowsy than earlier.

"Thanks  for  the  assist,  Remmy.  Sorry  I  put  you  in  this situation." I knelt down and offered to take Cresta off her hands, but the slime girl shook her head.

"It's okay… I can wait until she wakes up," she said.

They were too precious to break apart.

Not  wanting  to  waste  the  time  afforded  to  me,  I  decided  to make  them  lunch  and  took  a  bath  upstairs  to  freshen  up.  Cresta recovered a little past noon, after we had finished eating lunch. She couldn't stop apologizing for the trouble she caused.

Later in the afternoon, I gathered everyone downstairs to the living room for a dormitory meeting.

Ines raised her hand. "How long is this going to take? I have a paper due midnight."

"I want to go back to my game," Remmy said.

"Daylight's wasting. I wanna go soak in the sun before it gets too late!" Cresta exclaimed.

Ange wouldn't stop scanning the floor. "Has anyone seen my choker? I can't for the life of me find it…"

"Holy crap. It really is like dealing with a bunch of teenagers,"

I groaned, then clapped my hands to get their attention back to me.

"It's  my  job  to  teach  you  guys  about  this  world.  It  just  so  happens that a very popular holiday is coming up this month— Halloween!"

"Is it edible?"

"Is it a game?"

"Does it involve sex? If not, I want no part in it," the succubus said.

"Halloween  itself  is  not  edible.  There  is  a  lot  of  candy involved. Also, no sex! It isn't that kind of holiday. Although, there are some  people  who  dress  up  and…  erm,  that's  not  the  point!  It's  a tradition  where  we  dress  up  in  costumes  and  go  Trick  or  Treating, going from house to house to fill your bag with candy. I'd also like for us to decorate the dormitory together," I explained.

"I  can't  remember  the  last  time  I  enjoyed  Halloween…  Too much schoolwork to do anything else. Everyday is just assignments and  papers.  The  days  blur  together.  Sometimes,  I  even  forget  how old I am." Ines sighed, her eyes as lifeless as her body language.

"Okay…  Let's  ignore  Debbie-downer  over  here.  Whatever you're  doing  tomorrow,  set  it  aside.  Professor  Markel  gave  us  the okay  to  head  into  the  city.  Since  we're  a  larger  group  this  time,  I expect everyone to be on their best behavior." I glared at Cresta and Ange in particular.

Chapter 18 - Costume Shopping for Halloween Party City. An American retail chain that specialized in selling almost  everything  one  needed  for  a  fun  time.  Unlike  Target  or Walmart  where  only  a  couple  of  aisles  at  the  corner  were  themed, this  store  was   entirely  dedicated  to  festivities.  Their  stock  changed with the seasons and holidays, offering a larger selection than their competition.

Around  February,  I'd  see  half  the  store  painted  pink  and  red for Valentine's Day, and the other half white and green for Easter and Saint Patrick's Day respectively. Come the end of spring, that stock was  replaced  with  graduation  stuff  for  students  and  a  whole  lot  of red, white, and blue for the Fourth of July. With Halloween looming over the horizon, the store had been jam-packed with merchandise suited to the spooky season.

The  girls  were  bouncing  with  eagerness  in  the  taxi.  As  soon as we reached the store, Cresta sprung from the vehicle like a jack in the box.

"Get back here and wait for us, you crazy cat!" I shouted.

She skidded to a stop right in front of the entrance and opted instead to browse the decorations outside the store.

"Cresta really likes going out, doesn't she?" Ines remarked.

"You're one to talk. So much for all that work you had to do," I teased  her,  recalling  how  she  burned  through  her  assignments  last night just to come with us today.

"Y-You told me to put everything aside for today! I couldn't just do  that,  so  I  had  to  get  it  all  done  in  one  night."  She  pressed  her fingers together in embarrassment.

The  college  grad  had  been  looking  up  costumes  all  night  in the  online  store  right  after  she  finished  her  school  assignments.  I couldn't  blame  her  for  being  excited.  I  imagined  someone  in  her shoes  didn't  get  many  chances  to  celebrate  holidays  or  even  their own  birthdays  with  all  the  work  they  had.  This  little  respite  was  a much needed one for her.

As  the  others  entered  the  store  together,  Remmy  splitted ways  from  us  to  inspect  some  of  the  decorations  outside.  She walked up to a wacky waving inflatable tube guy and stared hard at it. These things were pumped full of air and designed to flail around to look like they were dancing. Honestly, their goofy, smiling face was what always got me.

"No matter the time of the year, stores always have them up,"

I told Remmy.

The  slime  girl  cocked  her  head  sideways.  She  straightened her back, stretched out her arms, and started rigidly flailing around in an attempt to mimic the wacky waving inflatable tube guy.

I lost my shit.

Of all the things I thought she was going to do,  that wasn't it.

Remmy stopped. She put a hand up to her mouth and giggled with me.

"I'm glad you came with us today. It wouldn't be a fun outing without  all  of  us.  Let's  catch  up  with  the  others."  I  offered  her  my hand. She took it, and we walked inside together.

Immediately, we were blasted with an orchestra of Halloween music, ghastly ambience, the low hum from a fog machine, and shrill cackling from a skull that Cresta repeatedly activated.

Children ran from aisle to aisle with their parents struggling to keep  up.  Decorations  like  fake  cobwebs  and  hooded  reapers  hung from  the  ceiling.  Aisles  were  stocked  full  of  candy  and  costumes.

This  was  the  Halloween  I  never  really  got  to  experience  in  Japan since it wasn't a big deal there.

"It  feels  like  I  have  to  go  through  this  talk  everytime  we  go somewhere:  No  making  trouble!"  I  glared  at  Cresta  and  Ange  in particular.  "Especially  no  excessive  use  of  strength,  nor  soliciting anyone for sex."

"But I'm horny~" Ange cooed, rubbing a finger on my chest.

"W-We  can  take  care  of  that  later,  but  this  isn't  the  time  or place!"

Cresta grabbed Remmy's hand.

"Let's check out the decorations!" she exclaimed.

Both of them took off running into the store.

As  overwhelmingly  outgoing  as  Cresta  was,  it  surprised  me that Remmy could still get along with her. She must be giving it her best to be more open to others. Although they did seem much closer to  each  other  than  the  rest.  I  wouldn't  have  expected  that  from  the first and latest tenant to enter the dorm.

Hopefully Cresta wouldn't be too forceful. I still worried for the two of them given their respective circumstances.

"I'll  go  make  sure  those  two  stay  out  of  trouble.  One  of  us needs  to  watch  over  them,  right?  Ines  followed  after  the  two netherfolks.

Now that we were alone, Ange linked our arms together.

"Come. Help me find a suitable costume to wear," she said.

"Getting into the holiday spirit?" I asked.

"What? I just need your opinion on what costume you would like to fuck me in." The succubus winked.

I gulped hard and followed her like an obedient puppy.

There were a lot of costumes.   A lot of costumes.

With every year an increasing amount of designs were put on storefronts.  Film  and  television  propelled  the  popularity  of  some costumes  like  superheroes  and  video  game  characters.  Halloween had been reduced to a children's holiday in recent history, so it was no surprise markets followed the trends.

For  young  adults,  market  analysts  appealed  to  us  in  a different way.

"Why are there costumes of giant hot dogs and bacon? Does humankind really like this sort of thing?" Ange asked.

"The  thing  is,  these  costumes  actually  sell.  I'm  both embarrassed  and  proud  of  my  race  for  liking  this  sort  of  thing,"  I answered, admiring the bacon costume glistening with fake grease.

The  succubus  began  to  browse  the  women's  aisle  for costumes.  It  was  a  stark  difference  compared  to  the  men's  less serious  and  gag-like  outfits.  All  around  us  were  lewd  outfits  that accentuated  a  woman's   assets.  Some  were  so  skimpy,  I  couldn't believe they were on display.

A  mummy  costume  had  bands  wrapping  all  over  the  head, abdomen, arms, and legs, but the chest had a single band covering

what I was sure would be the nipples. Ange pulled out a sexy nurse costume  that  might  as  well  be  a  bikini  with  red  cross  over  each breast cover.

"I'm telling you now, that's not my fetish." I turned away.

"You  mean  you  don't  want  me  to  take  your  temperature  and check your heart rate?" she asked seductively.

"Okay,  it  might  be  my  fetish—  No!  Wholesome  costumes only!" I furiously shook my head to cast the lewd images away.

"In that case…" Ange returned the nurse costume to the rack and found a sexy nun costume instead. It had white stockings, bare shoulders, a laced up corset with a habit, and a cross on the chest area  to  accentuate  cleavage.  "Perhaps  you  would  like  to  confess your sins, naughty boy?"

A demon succubus wearing a nun costume was something I could  get  behind.  But  it  felt  like  I  was  being  tempted  towards  sin rather than way from it.

"Aw. is that a no?" she asked.

"Damn it… Curse the horny me for wanting to see you in that.

Fine. But we're finding you another outfit that doesn't have the word

'sexy' in front of it!"

Ange  and  I  spent  the  next  half  hour  browsing  costumes  that we could wear. I wasn't exactly keen on wearing a bacon costume, so  we  ignored  those.  Everytime  I  pointed  to  an  outfit  that  looked interesting, it was like she took the chance to purposefully lean close to me. Our arms remain linked the whole time, and being with her felt like I was on a date with a girlfriend.

She  laughed  at  my  stupid  jokes,  humored  my  human  pop culture  references  even  though  they  made  no  sense  to  her.  When our eyes met, she returned the gaze with a smile, but I couldn't help but look away and feel embarrassed.

Hanging  out  with  Ange  was…  nice.  She  placed  a  weight  on my heart. Not like a burden, but a pleasant fullness.

I  recalled  the  time  when  we  dove  into  Remmy's  memories, and I had foolishly let go of her hand. Ange looked so scared. When I came to consciousness, the relief on her face told me everything I needed to know. I was important to her. She was afraid of losing me.

"Akira?"

"Huh? Sorry! What did you say?" I returned to my senses as Ange tugged on my hand.

"What are you spacing out for? I want to know what you think about this pair of costumes." The succubus had led us to an aisle of costumes  meant  for  couples.  We  were  standing  in  front  of  a matching man and woman's combination. The dress and suit were in red and black. It came with fangs which Ange didn't need.

Wait…  a  couple's  costume?  Is  Ange  trying  to  tell  me something? I… kind of want to wear it with her. 

"I think it looks nice. Is this what you want to wear?" I asked.

"Only  if  you  wear  it  with  me."  She  grinned,  gazing  at  me expectantly.

This time, I didn't avert my eyes.

Maybe it was because I had little experience with women and romantic  relationships.  But  as  naive  as  I  was,  these  hints  she  kept dropping  on  me  couldn't  be  more  obvious.  A  part  of  me  wanted  to put a wall between myself and Ange. We were caretaker and tenant.

I liked Ange.

I  also  liked  Cresta,  Remmy,  and  Ines.  I  loved  this  job  and didn't want to jeopardize it by starting something I might regret down the road.

If I refused to wear this outfit with her, that might be the end of it. On the other hand…

"You  know  what?"  I  squeezed  her  hand  and  plucked  the costume set from the rack. "I think we've got our costumes."

Chapter 19 - Feelings Underneath People could find happiness in the smallest things. For some, it could be picking up a dollar lying around on the street. Others were content with a warm cup of coffee in the morning. Me? Well, being able  to  deck  the  dormitory  out  in  Halloween  decorations  was  a  lot more enjoyable than I thought.

Thanks  to  the  netherfolk  tenants'  capacity  to  scale  walls,  we were able to put decorations in places much more safely. Ange could fly, Remmy adjusted the stickiness of her slime to cling to walls, and Cresta was… well, she was a cat. Watching them climb places was both frightening and amusing.

I was just glad I didn't need a giant ladder to get to the roof.

The others put decorations up there in my place.

We  had  tombstones  and  skeletons  leading  up  to  the dormitory. Several giant spiders hung down from trees and one was placed  on  the  roof.  A  fog  machine  pumped  out  an  eerie  layer  of mists up to our ankles. Fake webs were strewn all over the place. A skeletal  reaper  stood  at  the  entrance  of  the  roundabout  to  greet anyone passing by.

After  decorating  the  outside,  everyone  returned  to  the dormitory to carve pumpkins. One of us turned out to be especially skilled.

"Wow,  Cresta!  You're  really  good  at  this,"  Ines  remarked, leaning over to inspect Cresta's handiwork.

The feline assassin had carved the image of someone's face into  the  pumpkin.  Whoever  it  was  appeared  young,  with  a  boyish face and a short ponytail. She was rather pleased with it, and held it above her head with pride.

"I  used  to  hide  in  the  trees  a  lot  when  waiting  for assassination targets. Since I had nothing better to do, I'd just chisel into the wood for fun," Cresta said.

"Is this someone you know? Whose face is this?" I asked.

"It's Tarcosa!" She patted the pumpkin as if it were his head.

I stared hard at what was supposed to be Tarcosa's face. I'd neither  seen  the  man  nor  a  picture  of  him  before,  but  I  always imagined an old guy with lots of white facial hair. Kind of like those wizards  in  old  fantasy  movies.  Maybe  the  carving  just  wasn't showing him properly.

"Can I do more?" she asked, teetering gleefully back and forth in her seat. "I want to make one of you, me, and Pesha!"

"We'll have a lot of pumpkin to eat, but sure. Knock yourself out." As soon as I gave her permission, she went right to cutting up the next.

Pesha? Must be a friend of hers back in Weyera.

I  checked  on  Remmy  just  in  time  to  see  her  discard  the carving tools and consume her pumpkin whole.

"Wait— You're just going to eat it?!" I watched in horror as the pumpkin disintegrated in her body in seconds.

The  slime  burped  up  air  from  the  pumpkin's  hollow  interior and  shrugged  in  response,  then  excused  herself  from  the  table  to play games in the living room.

"Well… leave nothing to waste, I suppose."

Ange was carving the outlines of bat wings and horns into her pumpkin.

"I'm no artist like Cresta, but this will have to suffice. Will you praise me, too?" the succubus asked, giving me an adoring look that tugged on my heartstrings.

I  really  couldn't  win  against  Ange.  The  way  she  spoke  and teased me was always so flirtatious. Any other girl and I'd think there was something more between us. But she was a succubus. This was natural to her. And yet…

Being  in  a  friends  with  benefits  relationship  really  was messing with my mind. That's really what it was, an arrangement of convenience.  I  shouldn't  expect  there  to  be  any  romance  between us. It would only complicate matters as their caretaker anyway.

"It looks good," I answered curtly, then turned away to check on the pumpkin pie baking in the oven.

I felt Ange's stare linger on my back.

"I'll  place  this  outside."  Her  beating  wings  grew  faint  as  she left.

Leaning on the counter and staring hard at my face was Ines, whose eyes narrowed to judging slits.

"W-What?" I asked, avoiding her gaze to focus on the pie.

"The  others  might  not  have  noticed,  but  you  can't  fool  me.

Ange was looking for more than just a three-word answer from you.

The  two  of  you  looked  like  couples  yesterday.  Are  you  having  a lover's quarrel now?" she fired back.

"Suddenly  you're  hitting  me  with  the  couples'  therapy  talk?

I'm… just having second thoughts…" I sighed.

"Teenagers such as yourself can like and dislike things at the flip of a coin with no good reason for it. I won't 'therapy' you, but I will give  you  a  single  piece  of  advice:  just  live  it  up."  Ines  nudged  my arm, picked up her pumpkin, and left the kitchen.

When  Cresta  finished,  I  helped  her  carry  two  of  the  four pumpkins out of the house to put down with the rest. Like she had declared, the faces of Tarcosa, Pesha, herself, and me, were carved into  them  with  striking  likeness.  The  Pesha  person  had  an  unusual appearance.  Thanks  to  Cresta's  artistic  skill,  I  could  make  out Pesha's large, ribbed horns, and a stoic demeanor.

Whoever they were, must be a real badass.

Seeing  the  image  of  my  face  along  with  the  rest  of  Cresta's pumpkins felt nice. I was important enough as Tarcosa for her to do one of me.

We  put  them  down  next  to  Ines'  generically  carved  pumpkin head  that  sat  alongside  Ange's.  It  was  only  now  that  I  got  a  good look at it, several additions had been made to her pumpkin. A stick figure was carved next to the horns and wings, the entire image was then encircled with a heart.

There could be no other implication to what that meant.

I cursed myself for being such an idiot.

"Cresta." I cleared my throat. "What do you think of Ange?"

The  feline  menace  was  taking  pleasure  in  patting  both  mine and Tarcosa's pumpkin heads when I interrupted her.

"I  guess  Ange's  okay.  I'll  admit,  I  might  have  misjudged  her from  the  start.  Seeing  demons  still  puts  me  on  edge,  but  I  can  at least relax around her," she said.

For  the   demon-slaying  assassin,  that's  got  to  mean something.  Although,  that  wasn't  exactly  the  answer  I  was  looking for. Not even remotely.

"I  mean  as  a  person—  or  as  a  fellow  roommate,"  I  hastily clarified.

"Sometimes  her  flirting  can  get  annoying,  but  we  get  along just  fine.  Oh!  I  thought  I'd  hate  the  idea  of  you  two  being  alone together. It's kind of cute seeing you guys be all lovey-dovey!" Cresta giggled into her hand.

"Is it obvious?!"

"Whaddya mean, is it obvious? You two were tangled up the whole time at the store!" she exclaimed.

I clutched my head and chastised myself once again. "Ahhh!

We even bought a couple's costume together. What was I thinking?"

It  wasn't  that  I  didn't  like  her.  I  was  afraid  to.  First  of  all,  did succubi love the same way humans do? Romance confused me. Life was easier when all I fapped to was 2D stuff the web.

Days later, I still couldn't get over the look Ange had given me when we were in Remmy's dream.

Later  at  night,  we  were  all  having  dinner  together  on  the backyard patio. A fire pit provided warmth and hanging lights on the overhang sufficiently lit up the area despite how dark it had gotten.

"Akira… Where's the meat?" Cresta asked, staring blankly at the food on the table.

"You carved four damn pumpkins. We've got enough pumpkin to last us the week," I replied.

Pumpkin pie, pumpkin mash, pumpkin tarts, pumpkin soup…

we had a pumpkin buffet that needed finishing before they spoiled at the end of the week.

"But I want to eat a juicy steak or hamburger!" she wailed.

"This  is  too  much  pumpkin…"  Ines  remarked,  her  appetite vanishing at the sight of it all.

"Look,  guys.  There  are  people  starving  out  there  who  would kill for something like this. We're not letting the food go to waste. So dig in!"

Everyone  groaned,  but  acquiesced  since  I  had  cooked nothing else.

I stole a couple of glances at Ange. She helped scoop some food  onto  Remmy's  plate,  passed  the  bowls  around,  and  even scolded Cresta for moping at the lack of variety.

When we finished dinner, Ines took initiative to usher Remmy and Cresta back into the dorm.

"Let's  go  play  some  Mario  Kart!"  Ines  suggested  to  them, much  to  Remmy's  delight.  Before  leaving,  she  ran  up  to  me  with  a poker  face.  "Don't  be  dumb.  Nip  this  in  the  bud  before  it  gets  too awkward between you two."

The  three  of  them  went  ahead  inside,  leaving  myself  and Ange alone in the backyard to clean up.

"Let  me  help  with  that,"  she  said,  gathering  the  utensils  as  I stacked the plates together.

I pushed Ange by the shoulders back into her seat.

"I  was  hoping  we  could  talk  about  us…  recently…  earlier…

oh,  god.  I'm  a  nervous  wreck.  Can  you  just  sit  quietly  and  listen  to me for a sec?" I asked.

She sat down and nodded.

"Lately, I've been feeling— for a lack of a better word— weird around you. The truth is, Ange… I… like you," I confessed at last.

She gasped and leapt from her seat.

"I—"

"Wait!" I put a hand up to stop her. "But I'm scared. You're a succubus,  and  I'm  a  human.  That's  a  lot  to  take  in.  I  sometimes wonder if these feelings are real or the result of me confusing it with sexual pleasure."

Ange bit down on her quivering lips. She really wanted to say her peace. I was scared of that, too. What if she didn't feel the same

way?  What  if…  my  interest  in  her  wasn't  real,  and  was  instead  the result of some magical force beyond my understanding?

I  continued,  "What  we  have  now,  I  want  to  keep  it  this  way.

Without us feeling awkward around each other. I'm just not ready yet and need some time to think. You probably do, too. So… Christmas.

December 25th. I know this is really selfish to ask you to wait, but will you tell me how you feel about me then?"

It was a strange request. Why not just get it over with now? If it  turned  out  she  felt  the  same  way,  I  could  have  a  girlfriend.  A succubus girlfriend. How much luckier could I be?

However, if she didn't feel the same way, I'd feel like shit for god knows how long. It might become too hard for me to live with her after that, and things might change for the worse in this dorm. I liked the status quo of being their caretaker. I didn't want to let that go.

When I faced Ange at last, I was met with a tender smile. She placed  a  hand  to  her  chest.  The  light  illuminating  us  made  her appear more angelic than demonic.

"Of course. I shall wait," she answered.

I breathed a sigh of relief. I had merely delayed it. Might have to  apologize  to  Ines  later  for  wasting  the  opportunity  she  gave  me.

There was no telling where these feelings would be two months from now, but I felt a lot better with some time to think it over.

"I  think  I  shall  join  the  others  in  their  game."  Ange  turned  to head inside the dorm.

My  heart  dropped.  Did  I  make  the  wrong  choice?  I  thought Ange was on board with waiting.

Sighing quietly to myself, I began to clean up the table when the succubus snuck up and kissed my cheek. I nearly stumbled over myself and dropped the plates.

"It's the weekend," she began. "Which means  that time again.

Would you like to take me in the nun costume tonight?"

I  swallowed  the  lump  in  my  throat  and  nodded.  Ange  spun around and went inside, humming happily to herself.

"Seriously…  I  really  can't  tell  what  she's  thinking sometimes…" I rubbed my red hot cheek.

Chapter 20 - Halloween Romp

"Trick or treat!"

Children  left  and  right  shouted  the  signature  words  often heard during Halloween to every house they visited. Someone or a couple  of  people  would  answer  the  door  to  their  fill  bags  with  a handful of candy. A holiday that dated back centuries, but in recent times became an event for kids to ruin their teeth and young adults to party it up.

I  wanted  to  show  the  tenants  the  spooky  holiday  first-hand and  how  it  was  typically  celebrated  by  children.  With  Professor Markel  and  the  top  brass'  permission,  we  were  lent  a  minivan  to drive  out  with.  Ines  had  a  driver's  license  and  knew  southern California  like  the  back  of  her  hand.  She  drove  us  to  the  nearest, wealthiest suburban neighborhood to trick or treat.

Parents  from  other  neighborhoods  and  cities  often  brought their kids in because people here gave out candy like they were on a mission.  The  picturesque  suburb  was  all  middle-class,  two-story houses  with  green  lawns  and  spotless  streets.  Each  home  was decorated to join in on the holiday spirit.

Kids  were  dressed  in  all  sorts  of  costumes.  One  wore  the classic  bed  sheet  with  holes  cut  into  the  eyes,  pretending  to  be  a ghost.  Others  were  more  intricate  like  a  whole  ass  grim  reaper costume  with  mists  spewing  out  from  underneath  the  robes.  Most were  dressed  as  their  favorite  superheroes  or  in  a  simple  silicone mask.

"Ahh! We got such a haul!" Cresta exclaimed, staring hungrily into her plastic bag full of candy.

I  know  I  gave  shit  about  costumes  that  were  just  a  piece  of food. But when I showed Cresta the hamburger costume, there was no  convincing  her  to  get  anything  else.  So  she  had  come  out dressed as a scrumptious burger.

Meanwhile,  Remmy  picked  a  simple  mummy  costume.  The white cloth almost covered her entire body, only her eyes and mouth were  left  uncovered.  Ange  and  I  wore  our  matching  vampire

costumes,  and  I  must  say,  she  fit  that  outfit  like  it  belonged  to  her.

Since it was Halloween and everyone was dressed up anyway, her wings, horns, and tinted skin didn't appear too much out of place.

Ines had apparently always wanted to dress up as Pennywise the  clown  from  Stephen  King's  cult  classic,  It.  Since  the  horror monster was typically depicted as male, she got her costume tailor-made,  did  the  makeup  and  wig  herself,  and  even  carried  a  red balloon. All in all, it looked pretty neat, if not a little terrifying.

"Remmy, let's go to that house next!" Cresta said, tugging on Remmy's hand to a house where they were handing out large blocks of chocolate.

The two of them were inseparable. They were like sisters, but from  different  species.  From  what  I  understood,  cats  liked  warm things. Remmy's body temperature was slightly higher than the rest of us. But it had to be more than that. Cresta did express interest in getting friendlier with the slime from the start. After seeing Remmy in such  a  depressed  state  before,  she  must  have  assumed responsibility to look after her.

I was initially very worried that Cresta's excitable nature would be  a  bother  to  Remmy.  Fortunately,  my  worries  were  unfounded.

They couldn't be a better fit for each other.

"Looks  like  some  of  their  problems  are  resolving  themselves by just being with each other," Ines remarked.

My heart jumped when I spun around and saw the clown face.

"There's  no  way  I'm  getting  used  to  that…"  I  clutched  my chest. "But, you're right. Remmy is one thing, but I think Cresta's still holding a lot in. Sometimes I wonder if she's putting up a front."

"You  could  try  asking  the  professor  to  give  you  a  more detailed dossier of her," she suggested.

That might not be a bad idea.

"It's… It's Pennywise! RUUUNN!" A group of kids scrammed in the opposite direction as soon as they saw Ines.

"Oh,  the  sweet  sounds  of  terror  in  the  night."  Ines  giggled, unintentionally  joining  in  the  chorus  of  a  couple  flirting  with  each other as they passed by us. "Akira, is it just me, or is there a lot of PDA going around?"

I had no idea what she was talking about until I took stock of our  immediate  surroundings.  Some  of  the  adults  around  us  were getting handsy with each other. Like they didn't even care that kids were present. In fact, one couple was leaning against a tree, tongue-deep in each other's throats.

"How  much  longer  are  we  staying  out?"  Ange  cleared  her throat, squeamishly clutching the side of her arm.

"What's wrong? You got the runs?" I asked.

"I  have  no  idea  what  that  is  supposed  to  mean,  but  if  I  say yes, will it get us home sooner?" The succubus glanced up at the full moon with worry, her breath growing shallow.

Ines suddenly gasped. She straightened her back, eyes gone wide with surprise. The white face paint took on a pink shade from her blushing cheeks.

"Y-You know what? I'd kind of wanna turn in early, too…" She swallowed hard.

It felt like I was missing something.

Our bags were practically bursting with candy anyway. There was no point staying out anymore.

Cresta  and  Remmy  had  just  finished  getting  more  candy.

They were talking to a group of children on the sidewalk.

"You guys want to see a trick?" Cresta asked.

"Yeah!" they exclaimed with eagerness.

Remmy  melted  in  front  of  them.  Her  mummy  costume  went limp  to  the  ground.  The  children's  blood  curdling  scream  echoed down  the  neighborhood.  They  ran  away  in  fright  before  seeing  the slime return to her original form.

"Wait, the trick isn't done yet!" Cresta yelled.

"What were you thinking?!" I pinched and pulled her cheeks.

"Owowowowow! I'm shorry!" she cried.

I turned to Remmy and said, "I'm glad you're having fun, but you don't have to humor her all the time."

"Cresta  didn't  do  anything  wrong.  If  anything…  I  should  be punished instead…" Remmy said, putting a slimy hand on my wrist to save Cresta's cheeks.

Somehow  it  got  to  the  point  where  Remmy  wanted  to  be punished  for  making  trouble,  too.  However,  when  I  pinched  her slimey cheeks it seemed like she was enjoying it. The goo deformed and stretched in my grasp, snapping back when I let go. It seemed more like I was playing than punishing her.

"Alright, you two. Ange and Ines aren't feeling well. So we're going to end trick or treating early tonight," I explained.

We  picked  up  some  food  on  the  way  back.  That  way,  candy wasn't the only thing they had to eat. As soon as we got home, Ines raced into her room despite it being so early in the evening.

Cresta  and  Remmy  spilled  their  candy  haul  onto  the  island counter.

"Can I eat them all?" the assassin asked, drool slipping from her mouth and to the floor.

"I can't stop you, but if you like your fangs staying sharp, you'll want to eat them in moderation," I warned.

Since everyone was doing their own thing, I figured I might as well take it easy in my room until they needed something from me.

Checking  my  emails  showed  a  message  from  Professor  Markel, detailing the next tenant.

Her name was Tamara Chrisrande. The most surprising thing to me was her age. Tamara was only thirteen years old, the youngest of my tenants so far. But was that okay?

As  I  was  about  to  read  more,  the  sound  of  splashing  water alerted  me  to  the  bathroom.  I  whipped  around  and  only  just  now realized the bathroom lights were left on.

"Whew.  I  feel  so  refreshed."  Ange  emerged  from  the bathroom with a towel wrapped loosely around her.

"What the— Since when?!" I asked.

She  stared  at  me  confused.  "Since  we  got  back?  I  thought you knew. I have been bathing for quite some time now."

Ange took a seat on my bed and hovered a hand over her hair like  a  blowdryer.  A  wave  of  heat  blew  my  way  whenever  her  hand faced  my  direction.  I  realized  then  she  was  using  magic  to  dry  her hair.

"Didn't we do it yesterday?" I gulped, suspecting why she was in my room.

"We did," she answered. "Unfortunately, I cannot hold myself back tonight."


A knock came to my door.

"It's me," Ines said from the other side.

I shot a glance at Ange, but she merely shrugged.

"It's open," she said.

"Wha—"  I  choked  on  my  spit  that  she  let  someone  into  the room when it was just us.

Ines  entered  the  room,  dressed  in  her  bathrobe,  red  in  the face  and  legs  were  squirming  where  she  stood.  She  locked  eyes with Ange, then looked away in apparent embarrassment.

"I didn't know you two were… Are you about to do the thing?"

she asked.

"N-No!  We  were  just  talking.  Did  you…  need  something?"  I gulped.

"It's just… my body is so hot right now." She disrobed before us, giving me an eyeful of her naked body.

Instincts in my moment of panic compelled me to turn to Ange for answers.

"What's going on?" I squinted at her.

"Did  you  not  see  what  was  going  on  outside  earlier?  Every few months my pheromones purge itself from my body. Those who have  no  resistance  to  magic  will  easily  succumb  to  it.  This  is  the result. Was that not in your dossier?" she asked.

"The professor never told me anything about that! Is that why Ines  looks  like  she's  in  heat  right  now?"  I  asked  myself.  A  mental pain  pricked  at  the  back  of  my  head,  realizing  what  this  might  lead to. "This is wrong. She's not herself right now—"

"Oh,  I  guarantee  you,  she  is  definitely  in  control  of  herself.

This  woman  merely  seeks  an  outlet  to  sate  her  overwhelming desire," Ange explained as if this was supposed to be normal.

Ines  sat  on  my  lap  while  I  was  still  seated  on  the  computer chair,  pinning  me  against  the  desk.  Her  wet  crotch  was  quickly soaking my pants.

"You're  the  only  boy  here.  What  do  you  say?  No  strings attached?"  she  asked,  her  hot  breath  tickling  my  neck  and  making me weak.

I was about to ask Ange for help, but she had her legs spread on the bed and was fingering herself.

She licked her lips. "Halloween is turning out to be a lot more fun than I expected."

Chapter 21 - A Demon's Regret

Tamara  Chrisrande.  Like  Cresta,  she  had  bestial  traits  that distinguished  her  from  regular  humans.  The  most  distinctive  parts were her thick, curved horns, fluffy ears that droop downwards, and a furry tail. It was hard to decide by the bed of curly white hair if that trait of hers was more human or animal. She could lie down on her back and all that hair would form a bed for her.

Most of her dossier read like normal. She wasn't some yoked up  assassin  or  someone  hiding  any  big  secrets.  Thirteen  year  old Tamara was a farmer and shepherd. A regular civilian. She was also an orphan.

Her parents were killed during the Calamitous War in Weyera.

She was among a hundred-thousand refugees of the empire entered into a lottery and— if it could be called luck given her circumstances

— won the gamble to come live on earth.

It  must  have  been  tough  for  her.  Someone  as  young  as thirteen losing her entire family and having to start over in a foreign world… It had to be a lot to take in for the kid.

The  least  I  could  do  was  make  her  feel  as  welcome  as possible. Cresta's friendliness would come in handy.

Tamara wouldn't be coming alone. She also had a pet sheep named Rakka accompanying her.

"Pet sheep…?" I found myself repeating aloud.

There were just as many pictures of Rakka as there were of Tamara. It was as if Professor Markel thought it necessary I commit every inch of the farm animal to memory. The sheep looked like any regular unsheared sheep on earth, if not a bit fluffier.

Well,  it  wasn't  my  decision  who  came  and  stayed.  I  only needed to make preparations for them.

The  west  wing  already  had  three  tenants:  Remmy,  Cresta, and Ines. If I added another there, Ange might think I didn't trust her around other tenants. Having Tamara live across from her should be fine.  I  could  also  build  a  wire  fence  in  the  backyard  for  Rakka  to graze in.

"Ugh… I can't feel my hips, I'm so sore…" Ines groaned from my bed.

The three of us might have gone a little overboard last night.

An opportunity for a threesome didn't just drop onto people's lap, and Ange  being  a  succubus  indulged  in  every  second  of  our  romp.  I wasn't  sure  if  I  should  feel  pride  or  feel  bad  for  putting  Ines  in  that state, but at least it was fun for all of us.

The  succubus'  'pheromone  purge'  meant  that  this  was  going to be a regular occurrence from now on. Not that I was complaining.

"If you want, I can bring you some advil," I offered.

"As if some over-the-counters is going to fix my back getting blown out." She sat up on the bed, drank the rest of my water bottle that was sitting on the nightstand, and put on her glasses. "What are you reading over there?"

"Our new tenant. She'll be arriving in a few days."

Ines threw on her discarded robe that was on the floor, then climbed  off  the  bed  and  staggered  over  to  me  unsteadily.  She planted  her  hands  on  my  shoulders  and  squinted  at  the  computer screen.

"What.  On.  Earth.  SHE'S  SO  ADORABLE!  Is  she  real?"  Her voice was several volume levels too loud for how early it was.

"Nnnh…  Quiet  down,  please.  I  would  like  to  sleep  for  a  little longer," Ange rolled over and burritoed herself in the sheets.

But  Ines  wouldn't  have  it.  She  dragged  Ange  out  of  bed  to direct her attention to Tamara.

"Look at her. Isn't she the cutest thing you've ever seen?" Ines asked.

I  expected  Ange  to  react  in  one  of  two  ways.  I'd  seen  girls squeal together too many times when looking at things they deemed cute.

Instead,  Ange  stared  absentmindedly  at  the  screen.  Her mouth hung open. Then as if something had switched on inside her brain, closed her mouth and went for the door.

"Not feeling well?" I asked as she left.

The succubus stopped with her hand on the doorknob.

She cleared her throat. "I'm fine. Just going downstairs to take a bath first."

When Ange left the room, Ines tugged on my right earlobe.

"Doesn't  take  a  therapist  to  know  if  a  girl  says  'I'm  fine'  it clearly means she's  not fine," Ines remarked.

"I know, I know! But what do you want me to do? Force her to talk to me?" I asked, rubbing my ear once she had let go.

I  returned  my  attention  back  to  the  image  of  Tamara.

Something  about  this  girl  triggered  something  in  Ange.  Did  they know each other?

"Wait a minute… Ange is a demon," I muttered.

"Yes,  Sherlock.  I  thought  that  was  established  a  while  ago?"

Ines looked me in the eye, then it clicked for her a second later. "Oh, shit."

Ange was a demon.

The  very  same  race  that  upended  Weyera.  Unlike  Remmy and  Cresta's  past  circumstances  with  demons,  Tamara's  perceived notion  of  them  were  monsters  who  destroyed  her  home  and  killed her parents.

Once again, I found myself asking,  just what the hell are they thinking? 

Professor  Markel  and  High-King  Tarcosa  couldn't  have known, could they? No, Tamara was chosen by lottery after all. They could have sent the girl to any other dormitory, but instead picked the one place that was housing a demon.

My  instinct  was  to  call  Professor  Markel  and  ask  if  he  could delay  or  even  reassign  Tamara  elsewhere.  As  I  reached  for  the phone, Ines placed a hand on top of mine to stop me.

"If you throw in the towel now, what's going to stop you from doing it again with another tenant later?" she asked.

"You  just  want  to  hug  the  human-sized  sheep  girl,"  I  said accusingly.

Ines cast her gaze away.

We got dressed and went downstairs to start getting breakfast ready. Ines was like a second hand, another caretaker in the dorm.

The  fact  that  she  was  already  an  independent  adult  before  coming

here  made  the  transition  that  much  easier.  She  contributed  to cooking, cleaning, and even scolded me if I did something wrong.

With  everything  mostly  done  in  the  kitchen,  it  was  up  to  the oversleepers to come down while the food was hot. I left the rest in Ines' capable hands and went upstairs to get the room prepped for Tamara's  arrival.  When  I  got  there,  I  noticed  Ange's  door  was  left ajar.

"Ange?" I opened the door to see her leaning against the far wall and staring out the window. Out that side of the house was the backyard, but her gaze was fixed somewhere much further than that.

Down here in southern California, there were only woodlands, deserts,  and  canyons  toward  the  east.  Beyond  our  green  backyard boxed in by tall bushes was a military base housing the only portal to Weyera.

"Something  bothering  you?"  I  asked,  suspecting  what  might be on her mind.

"Nothing,"  Ange  sighed.  "I  suppose  I  shall  have  to  make myself scarce when the girl arrives. I do not wish to frighten her."

I  entered  her  room  to  take  her  hands  into  mine.  She  stared into my eyes, waiting for me to say something profound to make her feel better. Unfortunately, she was going to be disappointed.

"I  don't  think  Cresta  cares  about  the  one  day  a  week arrangement anymore. So if having sex will make you feel better, we can get our hots on right here," I said, holding a straight face.

Ange's  demeanor  shifted.  She  pursed  her  lips  to  hold  back the  laughter,  but  the  corner  of  her  lips  folded  into  a  grin.  The succubus  flicked  her  wrist  and  a  gust  of  wind  blew  shut  the  door.

Then she grabbed my face and kissed me.

However, the kiss wasn't done out of lust. She savoured the touch  of  our  lips  pressed,  then  faced  away  from  me.  It  felt  like  an apology.

"I'm afraid you will hate me," she said, pulling her hands away from mine and clenching them to her side.

"There  will  never  be  a  parallel  world  where  I  hate  you,"  I assured her.

"That's quite the declaration." She chuckled. Then in a much quieter  voice,  perhaps  out  of  fear  that  the  others  would  hear,  she said,  "The  one  responsible  for  the  death  of  Tamara's  parents…  is me."

I wasn't sure if I heard Ange correctly.

"You killed her parents?" I repeated after her.

Ange  casted  her  eyes  back  to  the  window  to  avoid  meeting my gaze. She was ashamed.

"Not directly. I was there. While the village burned, I ordered the  demons  below  me  to  chase  down  any  runners.  I  saw  Tamara's parents  fall.  They  fought  bravely  so  that  their  daughter  could escape," she recounted with sorrow in her voice.

The demon before me was no longer the same demon back then. She didn't even deal the killing blow, but felt responsible for the deaths of Tamara's parents. If anything, for her to confess this was the bravest thing she could have possibly done.

"You  didn't  kill  Tamara's  parents,"  I  began,  grabbing  her shoulders and turning her to face me. "I don't know how many times I  will  have  to  say  this  until  you  agree  with  me—  You  didn't  kill Tamara's parents. That's the plain and simple truth."

"You can say it all you want, but their deaths are on my con—"

I stuffed a ball gag that was lying around on her desk into her mouth. She glared at me.

"Tamara's going to be living with us from now on. I don't want to be hearing 'I killed her parents' fifty different times from you like a broken record. Everytime I do hear you say it, we're skipping sex for that weekend." I folded my arms to show I meant business.

Ange  spat  out  the  ball,  appalled  that  I  could  make  such  an ultimatum. "That's not fair! You're going to starve me?"

"I  never  thought  I  would  ever  leverage  sex  against  a succubus, but here we are. You're damn right. My trusty right hand hasn't let me down since the moment I discovered masturbating! The question is, can  you last by just touching yourself?" I asked her.

She clenched her fists and relented.

"Fine,  but…"  Ange  had  begun  to  choose  her  words  more carefully. She cleared her throat and looked me in the eyes. "What

are we going to do about the fact that I'm a demon?"

"Nothing.  That's  just  something  Tamara  will  have  to  get accustomed  to.  We're  not  denying  your  existence  just  because someone is scared of you."

Chapter 22 - Tamara Chrisrande, the Fifth Tenant

I wasn't sure if I heard Ange correctly.

"You killed her parents?" I repeated after her.

Ange  casted  her  eyes  back  to  the  window  to  avoid  meeting my gaze. She was ashamed.

"Not directly. I was there. While the village burned, I ordered the  demons  below  me  to  chase  down  any  runners.  I  saw  Tamara's parents  fall.  They  fought  bravely  so  that  their  daughter  could escape," she recounted with sorrow in her voice.

The demon before me was no longer the same demon back then. She didn't even deal the killing blow, but felt responsible for the deaths of Tamara's parents. If anything, for her to confess this was the bravest thing she could have possibly done.

"You  didn't  kill  Tamara's  parents,"  I  began,  grabbing  her shoulders and turning her to face me. "I don't know how many times I  will  have  to  say  this  until  you  agree  with  me—  You  didn't  kill Tamara's parents. That's the plain and simple truth."

"You can say it all you want, but their deaths are on my con—"

I stuffed a ball gag that was lying around on her desk into her mouth. She glared at me.

"Tamara's going to be living with us from now on. I don't want to be hearing 'I killed her parents' fifty different times from you like a broken record. Everytime I do hear you say it, we're skipping sex for that weekend." I folded my arms to show I meant business.

Ange  spat  out  the  ball,  appalled  that  I  could  make  such  an ultimatum. "That's not fair! You're going to starve me?"

"I  never  thought  I  would  ever  leverage  sex  against  a succubus, but here we are. You're damn right. My trusty right hand hasn't let me down since the moment I discovered masturbating! The question is, can  you last by just touching yourself?" I asked her.

She clenched her fists and relented.

"Fine,  but…"  Ange  had  begun  to  choose  her  words  more carefully. She cleared her throat and looked me in the eyes. "What are we going to do about the fact that I'm a demon?"

"Nothing.  That's  just  something  Tamara  will  have  to  get accustomed  to.  We're  not  denying  your  existence  just  because someone is scared of you."

The  day  arrived  at  last  to  receive  the  dormitory's  newest tenant. We waited outside on the front porch instead of inside like we normally did. It wasn't possible anymore without crowding the foyer.

We had grown a lot since I started here. Four whole tenants lived  in  this  dorm,  and  we  were  about  to  have  our  fifth.  This  place was already one-fourth of the way to maximum capacity.

A black sedan pulled into the roundabout and stopped in front of  us.  Professor  Markel  exited  the  passenger's  seat  and  took  a gander at the Halloween decorations we hadn't taken down yet.

"Looks  like  you  have  all  been  enjoying  yourselves,"  the professor said. He handed me a magic item catalogue from Weyera, then  tugged  on  the  handle  of  the  front  passenger's  seat.  The  door slid open automatically and an incredibly short girl hopped out of the vehicle. She wore a brown mantle and heavy boots that clopped as she landed.

Her  bed  of  grayish-white,  woolen  hair  bounced  with  every step. She reached back inside to pull out a shepherding crook, took a few steps forward and beckoned for something inside the vehicle to come out.

"Come  here,  Rakka.  Let's  meet  our  new  family!"  the  girl urged.

"Baaa!" A sheep, with wool as white as a cloud, tumbled out of the vehicle and rolled clumsily up to her feet.

Both of them trotted up to us. The girl put on the widest smile her rosy cheeks could muster.

"I'm  Tamara  Chrisrande!  This  little  one  is  Rakka.  I  hope  we can all get along!" Tamara exclaimed joyfully.

All of us fell in love with her at that moment. Ines especially.

She ran up to Tamara, dropped to her knees, and squealed as she

threw her arms around the girl.

"Ahhhhh! How are you so cute and fluffy?" she asked, rubbing their cheeks together. "My name's Ines. Just think of me as your big sister. If you ever need anything, just say so!"

"Oh! I wanna hug her, too!" Cresta did the same to Tamara's other cheek.

"Hehe— wait, that tickles! Ahaha!"

Remmy tiptoed up to them, lonely now that Cresta wasn't by her  side.  It  looked  like  she  wanted  to  welcome  Tamara  in  her  own way and was fighting over her shyness to do so.

"Just tell her your name. You can do it." I gave Remmy a little push forward, and it seemed to be all she needed.

"I'm… Remmy…" the slime said at last.

"Hi,  Remmy!"  Tamara  stretched  her  arms  out  in  Remmy's direction, offering what was clearly a hug.

Before Remmy could back away, Cresta pulled her in and the four  of  them  became  entangled  in  each  other's  embrace.  A  sweet sight that melted even the coldest glaciers.

"  Ahem." As much as I didn't want to interrupt their unexpected physical and affectionate welcome, I was beginning to feel left out.

Ines, Cresta, and Remmy separated themselves from Tamara and went to the back of the sedan to help unload her luggages.

I  knelt  down  with  the  intention  of  greeting  her  as professionally as possible.

"I'm Akira, your— wait, whoa!"

"Hug!"  Tamara  tackled  me.  Because  I  was  expecting  a handshake and not a hug, I fell backwards with her on top.

"...caretaker," I said, finishing my introduction.

When  I  put  my  arms  around  her  to  return  the  gesture,  I  fell into a state of indescribable bliss. When my two hands touched the puffy clouds of heaven, all my troubles were being washed away. It made me weak. Tempted me to tighten the hug.

I shook my head and came back to my senses, then helped her back to her feet.

Tamara  was  really  short.  The  top  of  her  head  was  at  my chest. She might even be shorter if all that fur didn't poof up another

inch.  Had  I  not  known  she  was  thirteen,  I  would  have  thought  she was an elementary schooler.

"You sure have a lot of energy, don't you?" I patted her head.

"I  have  to  be!  I'm  really  looking  forward  to  living  here.

Everyone already seems so nice and warm. Even Rakka's enjoying herself. Isn't that right?" Tamara asked her sheep, which was already grazing on the lawn. "Hey! Don't eat some else's property!"

She wrangled the sheep with the hook of the cane, pulling it away from the grass.

"Baa!" Rakka bleated with displeasure.

I scratched my cheek wondering how I should break it to her.

When  I  turned  around  in  search  of  Ange,  she  was  nowhere  to  be seen.  I  should  have  known  she  would  chicken  out.  It  was  strange Tamara didn't see Ange when we were on the ground, but I guess it was because she had retreated inside.

"Tamara,  I  have  something  very  important  to  tell  you,"  I began. "We have a demon living with us. She's—"

"Oh, I know."

"You… do?" I blinked in exasperation.

There was no bluff in Tamara's eyes.

"The  empire  people  and  Professor  Markel  already  told  me,"

she added.

Of course, they did. It was only natural a tenant was informed about their living arrangements.

But was she aware her past intersected with Ange?

The  honest  part  of  me  wanted  to  tell  her.  The  other,  less confident me was afraid of what might ensue if I did.

"I  understand  you  lost  your  parents.  I'm  so  sorry  that happened to you. When you came out of that car, you told Rakka to meet your new family. So here we are with open arms, and if you're hungry, I can fix up anything you want to eat. Just give me the word, okay?" I stuck a hand out to her, palm facing up.

Tamara  wrapped  her  arms  around  Rakka.  Tiny  fingers  sunk into the sheep's wool. Her eyes moistened a bit, but she rubbed the wetness away on her pet.

"Rakka… says she wants to try the bread in this world," she mumbled, face still buried in Rakka's wool.

"Do  sheeps  eat  bread—  Oh.  Oh!  Sure  thing!  We  have  all kinds of bread and all kinds of spreads to put on it for Rakka to try.

How about we show you to your room," I suggested.

"Okay!" Tamara let go of Rakka to hold my hand.

"I'll come with!" Ines exclaimed.

I put a hand to her face.

"No, you stop being weird. Stay downstairs. Cresta, help me bring Tamara's stuff up," I said.

"You  got  it!"  Cresta  said,  carrying  four  large  suitcases  with ease.

"Ehhh?"  The  college  student's  shoulders  dropped  as  we  left her behind.

Before we went inside, Remmy lingered behind to speak with Professor  Markel.  After  they  finished  talking,  she  caught  up  to  the rest of us as the professor departed.

"What was that about?" I asked.

"The professor offered to let me return to the other dorm," she answered. "But I told him… I wanted to stay here."

It seemed I received two tenants today instead of one.

"I'm glad you're staying with us," I said to her with a smile.

"Me, too."

The timid slime girl returned a smile, an expression she had rarely shown before until now.

Together,  we  went  in  to  show  Tamara  around  the  dormitory.

Her  large,  round  eyes  were  dilated  as  she  took  everything  in, fidgeting with excitement about her new home. The first thing we did was let Rakka into the backyard, where she went straight to grazing in  spite  of  Tamara's  scolding.  Then  Cresta  and  I  escorted  her upstairs to her room.

All  the  while  I  remained  nervous  about  Ange's  whereabouts.

She could very well be in her room, but…

As soon as we got to Tamara's room, whether on purpose or by pure chance, Ange emerged from hers. She and Tamara froze in place, staring at each other with astonishment.

I  broke  the  tension  by  chiming  in.  "Why  don't  you  two introduce  yourselves  to  each  other  since  you  didn't  get  a  chance earlier?"

Ange  took  a  breath  to  speak,  but  as  she  did  Tamara  hid behind  me.  Trembling  fingers  gripped  the  back  of  my  shirt.  The succubus frowned for a brief second, then flipped it to a weak smile.

"It's  nice  to  meet  you,  Tamara.  You  may  call  me  Ange.  I shall… try not to run into you," she said, then returned to her room.

Cresta and I knelt down to the scared girl.

"I used to hate her guts. But Ange's really nice when you get to know her," Cresta said in defense of her former enemy.

"Maybe  being  in  the  presence  of  a  demon  is  too  much  after all?" I asked.

"I'm sorry… I thought I'd be okay knowing beforehand. When I see  the  skin  color  and  horns,  it  makes  me  remember…"  she whispered.

Cresta glanced over to Ange's door. Even I felt the succubus'

presence, back pressed up against the door and listening in.

"Don't worry about that ugly demon!" Cresta said, intentionally loud enough for Ange to hear past the closed door. "Did you know it used  to  be  my  job  to  shoo  them  away?  If  you're  ever  scared,  just come to me. I'll protect you!"

I sighed at Cresta. Patronizing as that was, I knew she didn't mean  it  condescendingly.  Ange  likely  knew  that,  too.  But  it  was enough to put Tamara at ease.

Cresta winked at me as she led Tamara into her room.

The  problem  still  remained.  I  had  to  figure  out  a  way  to  get them to warm up to each other. Although I might have my work cut out for me.

Chapter 23 - Tamara Does Her Best The first day of Tamara living in the dorm was a success. Sort of. No one died. That at least was a milestone worth celebrating.

Everyone  in  the  dorm  was  receptive  to  Tamara.  Likewise, Tamara was receptive to everyone. Except Ange.

Ever  since  Tamara  gave  Ange  that  sad  look  when  they  first met,  the  succubus  had  kept  herself  at  a  distance.  She  skipped dinner  so  that  Tamara  would  be  more  comfortable  dining  with  us.

She checked in with the other girls about whether Tamara was in the bathroom so as to avoid running into her. All that she did was clearly out of guilt, and I hated that she felt the need to go that far.

There  was  goodness  in  Ange,  whether  she  knew  that  about herself or not. Anyone else wouldn't have bothered to inconvenience themselves for another's sake.

It  was  similar  to  the  Cresta  and  Ange  situation,  but  this  one was born out of fear and not hatred.

I hopped out of bed, threw on a gray hoodie, and broke out a pair  of  fuzzy  slippers.  The  days  were  getting  chillier  and  shorter.

Soon I'd have to start turning on the heater. I wondered if it snowed in California? It would be nice to let the tenants enjoy themselves in the snow.

We were on the tail end of summer and missed out on going to the beach. I essentially missed my beach episode with a bunch of cute  girls.  Life  couldn't  be  more  sad.  Perhaps  by  next  summer,  the dorm would have a full house. Might need to rent out a bus if it came to that.

Summer  holidays  aside,  we  still  had  Thanksgiving  and Christmas to look forward to.

Christmas…

Just thinking about how I would word my confession to Ange made my stomach knot. But maybe I didn't need to be so worked up about it. I'd like to be able to go on dates and hold hands with her as casually as greeting each other in the morning.

Ange  would  probably  laugh  at  me  if  I  told  her.  But  I  was  a simple man.

Until then…

When I exited my room, I thought I saw Ines at the corner of my  vision.  I  did  a  double-take  and  sure  enough,  she  had  her  head poking out and peeking at the other side of the hall.

"Ines, what the hell are you doing?"

She put a finger to her lips. "Shhh! I'm waiting for Tamara to wake up so I can tell her good morning."

I shook my head.

And I thought I was the odd one.

"Well,  you  have  a  grand  ol'  time  stalking  prey.  Just  don't  be too weird, or else I'm reassigning your room to the very end of the hall." I yawned into my hand on the way down.

Ines panicked. "W-Wait. You won't actually, right?"

I  tossed  the  newspaper  and  magic  item  catalogue  onto  the counter next to the stove. Might as well take a look while I prepared breakfast.

"But,  brrr…  is  it  cold  downstairs.  I  can  feel  the  cold  through my slippers."

A  standard  japanese  breakfast  should  be  nice.  None  of  that dessert-style  breakfast  that  Americans  like.  That  stuff  was  good every  once  in  a  while,  but  enough  of  it  would  start  making  me  and the tenants feel like shit.

I  whipped  up  some  miso  soup,  grilled  salmon,  rice,  rolled eggs with diced green onions and mushroom, and spicy lotus root.

"Akira… Tamara hasn't woken up yet…" The first one to come downstairs  was  Ines,  who  had  seemingly  given  up  waiting.  She entered  the  kitchen  groaning,  but  filled  with  energy  when  she  saw the  food  prepared  before  her.  "Wha—  Is  from  your  culture?  You make it look so damn good and healthy at the same time!"

"That's because it is damn good and healthy. I mostly followed my mom's recipes. You can thank her for this feast," I said proudly.

Ines put a lotus root into her mouth and squealed.

"Mmm! It's warming me right up. Mama always told me to find a man who can cook and put a ring on him fast. You're pretty much

fitting the role." She winked from the island counter.

"Oh…  Oh,  no."  Her  comment  should  have  made  me  trip  up and stutter in embarrassment. I stared at the paw-print apron I was wearing,  ladle  in  one  hand  and  newspaper  in  the  other,  then realization dawned on me. "My life has led me to becoming a house husband…"

"But  look  at  you!  You're  living  the  life  here!"  she  exclaimed, shoving another forkful of food into her mouth.

I suppose Ines was right. When I was younger, I wanted more for myself but couldn't push to achieve greater. Part of why I became a  shut-in  was  due  to  a  lack  of  motivation.  I  didn't  know  what  I  was missing, so there was no way to fill that hole to bring myself out of it.

Now, I had a reason to work hard. And it was for the sake of others.

While Ines ate, I drew the curtains to the backyard open to let in some light. It was mostly cloudy outside. What few rays of sunlight escaped past the clouds beamed down like a holy signal.

I turned my attention back to the catalogue.

The household section caught my eyes. They had bowls and cups  that  were  enchanted  to  stay  heated  or  cold.  If  I  got  myself  a cup, coffee would never go cold again.

Definitely buying a set. 

Check . 

Then  there  was  a  pocket  dimension  bag  which  could  hold non-living  objects  in  a  vacuum.  Things  were  pulled  out  by  willing  it into  your  hand,  whatever  that  meant.  Something  like  this  could  let me buy a lot more things if I was out grocery shopping without help. I could even shove a whole bunch of spices in there to save room in the pantry.

Buying this, too. 

Check.

The  final  thing  was  a  magic  weed  wacker.  The  smooth, wooden  staff  was  thicker  on  one  end  and  had  a  small  crystal embedded at the top. This thing was supposed to seek out and cut an entire lawn in an instant without harming other things in the area.

Talk  about  convenient.  If  it  wasn't  for  Rakka,  I  might  have actually bought the weed wacking staff.

I should get the others to take a look at this before finalizing the  payment.  My  wallet  was  already  screaming,  but  at  least  I  was paid for the month of October.

Rakka…

I gazed out into the backyard.

Something  was  missing  outside.  I  couldn't  find  Rakka anywhere.

I  threw  open  the  sliding  door  to  a  gust  of  wind  filling  the kitchen and living room.

"Hey—  Whoa!  It's  freezing!  What  are  you  doing?"  Ines  yell from behind.

Rakka was nowhere to be seen, not even behind the hot tub or  firepit.  The  grass  showed  traces  of  being  nibbled  on.  Could  she have escaped?

This  was  bad.  If  Tamara  found  out  her  sheep  was  gone,  it would devastate her.

I  was  about  to  make  a  desperate  call  to  Professor  Markel when Cresta peeked out of her room window from the second floor.

"You going through a  cat astrophe down there?" Cresta asked from above.

"Now's no time for a cat pun! I need your help finding Rakka.

She's gone missing!" I shouted.

She  cocked  her  head  sideways.  "Rakka  isn't  missing.  She's upstairs in Tamara's room."

Cresta  had  no  reason  to  lie.  I  trusted  her  senses  more  than anything.

"Alright... " I sighed. "Anyway, get down already. Breakfast is ready!"

"Be down in a minute!"

With the tension leaving my body, I marched back inside and shut the door. My slippers were soaked from the dew.

Ines  was  clutching  herself  due  to  how  cold  the  room  had gotten from me opening the door.

"Guess I'll turn on the heater for a bit," I said.

A few minutes later, the heater started up for the first time in this dormitory.

Cresta came down with Remmy and Tamara in tow.

"Good  morning,  everyone!"  Tamara  shouted  as  she  entered the kitchen.

"Baa!"

To my relief, Rakka was floating in behind them.

Floating… Floating? 

"Rakka  says  good  morning,  too!"  She  translated  for  her sheep.

"Aw,  Tamara!  How  are  you  so  cute  even  right  out  of  bed?"

Ines scooped the girl into her arms.

While  they  were  getting  themselves  situated  at  the  table,  I seemed to be the only one staring at Rakka like an alien had entered the room.

"Tamara… your sheep is floating." I rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn't seeing things.

"Yep!  Rakka's  a  mana  beast.  You're  a  good  girl,  aren't  you?

Yes, you are!" Tamara fluffed out the wool on Rakka's head.

"Mana  beast…"  I  raced  upstairs  to  my  room  to  check  the dossier on both Tamara and Rakka. Nothing in the briefs mentioned a mana beast.

Did  Professor  Markel  and  his  team  make  a  mistake?  What was  written  about  Rakka  seemed  like  they  were  under  the impression she was a normal sheep.

"I… I feel like I should phone this in…" I mumbled to myself.

But what would happen if they knew?

Since  Rakka  was  an  anomaly,  they  might  send  her  back  to Weyera. Then Tamara would be really devastated. The two of them were inseparable.

This  was  best  kept  secret.  I  just  needed  to  make  it  clear  to Tamara that no one else could know Rakka was a mana beast.

As I left my room, I glanced over at Ange's door. She wouldn't come out as long as Tamara was downstairs.The least I should do is bring some food to her.

However, Tamara was coming up the stairs with a tray of food, carefully  putting  one  foot  over  the  other  with  each  step.  The  other girls and Rakka were at the bottom steps, silently cheering her on for some reason.

Once she reached the top, she breathed a sigh of relief and appeared to be psyching herself up.

"Bringing food to your room?" I asked her.

"Ange  didn't  come  down.  I  think  it's  because  of  me.  So,  I thought I should at least bring her something to eat," she said.

Brave as she was to confront her fear of demons, it seemed her  legs  had  petrified  her  from  going  any  further  despite  her  own room being in the same direction.

"I can walk with you the rest of the way," I offered.

Tamara's  trembling  fingers  clenched  the  side  of  the  tray.  "I know Ange is being nice… but I can't help it. Whenever I see her, it makes me think back to all the hundreds of demons chasing after me back then…"

I knelt down and put a hand on her back. She was having a hard time with this, but tried her best to overcome it. Anyone could see that. It was neither Tamara's nor Ange's fault that they became like this.

"You  know,  that  scary  demon  inside  her  room  likes  to  bake.

Once, someone accidentally ate all of her cupcakes before she could try one herself and she was on the verge of tears," I recounted the story and left some details omitted.

"What? That's so sad!" Tamara looked at the tray and back to Ange's  room.  She  trotted  over  to  the  door,  set  the  tray  down,  and was about to knock on the door. She raced back to me instead and took a deep breath. "B-Breakfast is ready!"

Then  Tamara  raced  back  downstairs  faster  than  she  had come up.

A  second  later,  Ange  poked  her  head  out  of  her  room.  She saw me first, then the tray of food below.

"Did  you—  was  that…?"  Ange  was  unsure  what  to  say  and stared blankly at the tray of food on the floor.

"How about I join you inside your room for breakfast, and we can talk about what just happened," I said.

"She did that?" Ange asked, astonished after I recounted that it was Tamara who delivered breakfast to her.

She  was  still  unsure  about  going  outside  in  spite  of  this knowledge. The two of us ate together in the solitude of her room. At the very least, I wanted to keep Ange company. No one should have to eat alone if they had a choice.

Although…

"D-Do I really have to sit on your lap? I could just stand next to you and eat, you know?" I reminded her in case it didn't cross her mind.

Of  course,  it  crossed  her  mind.  She  just  didn't  care.  The moment I walked into her room and pointed out there was only one chair, she  had  to  have  me  sit  on  her  lap.  So  here  we  were.  Eating breakfast together, like a child on his mother's lap being spoon fed.

Ange was already taller than me. Something she never failed to  remind  me  whenever  we  were  intimate  with  each  other.  This position was another reminder of the difference in our stature.

"You're  not  escaping  until  the  plates  are  thoroughly  cleaned, young man. Have you any idea how hard you worked on breakfast?"

She stabbed a piece of grilled salmon and lifted it up to my mouth.

"I'm  pretty  sure  that  last  part  is  supposed  to  be  my  line!  If we're going by roles here, wouldn't I be the father because I cooked for— mmffh?"

She seized the opportunity to stuff the salmon into my mouth.

The lightly salted and juicy fish melted like ice cream. Damn it was delicious. I expected nothing less of myself and my mom's recipes, cooked to perfection, easy on the stomach, and fit for any time of the day.

"Open wide for another bite~"

Lulled into a sense of absolute comfort, I did as I was told and opened  my  mouth  to  receive  a  bite  of  rice  followed  by  a  piece  of rolled eggs.

Ange's breasts were like a neck pillow made of memory foam to my head. The deeper I sunk, the more at ease I became.

I  opened  my  mouth  for  another  bite  that  didn't  come.  Ange was thumbing the fork, gazing absentmindedly at the food.

"I  want  to  try  talking  to  Tamara,"  she  said.  "I  also  want  to make  a  confession  to  her  about  my  role  in  her  mother  and  father's death."

"You… Are you sure? If she doesn't know, wouldn't 'ignorance is bliss' be the right call?" I asked.

"It  doesn't  sit  right  with  me.  I  think  about  that  sweet  girl  and feel her kindness is wasted on me. This would have been a lot easier if she outright hated me."

There were two ways I could see this turning out.

The best possible scenario would be that Tamara had already moved  past  that  and  would  forgive  Ange.  Then  there  was  also  the possibility  she  would  resent  Ange  and  cease  trying  to  bridge  a friendship like she was doing now. But if this was what Ange wanted to do, who was I to deny her that resolve?

I took the fork from her hand to feed myself.

"Then I'll facilitate. Any idea when you want to talk to her?" I asked her.

Ange reached across my chest to clutch her other arm.

"I'm… not sure." The resolve left her voice as she answered.

"I guess we're all taking small steps."

It  took  a  bit  of  convincing,  but  Ange  relented  and  agreed  to follow  me  downstairs.  We  carried  the  trays  down  with  us.  Tamara, Cresta, and Ines were sitting on the living room floor and fiddling with something  that  sounded  like  cardboard  being  cut.  Remmy  was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps she went upstairs.

Ange and Tamara met each other's gaze. It was the young girl who made the first move and came to us.

"We haven't had a chance to meet yet, and last time I might have been a little rude. I'm sorry," Tamara apologized sweetly.

The  succubus  was  taken  by  surprise.  She  looked  to  me  for guidance,  but  I  had  none  to  give  as  I  was  just  as  shocked  by Tamara's apology.

Unable  to  hold  Tamara's  gaze,  Ange  glanced  away.  "You needn't have apologized. It is… not something I deserve."

Tamara  brought  both  arms  close  to  her  chest  and  clenched her fists. She screwed her eyes shut then extended her arms out to the side.

We  stared  at  her,  utterly  perplexed  at  what  was  clearly  the universal gesture for a hug.

"M-Mama always told me that a big hug can cheer people up.

Miss Ange looks sad, so I want to cheer you up with one! I'm scared of  demons,  but  Cresta  and  Remmy  tell  me  you're  not  like  them.  I also  want  to  get  along  with  you  like  everyone  else!"  Tamara exclaimed out loud, all the while keeping her eyes closed and arms outstretched.

How  else  could  Ange  react  but  with  a  mixture  of  guilt,  pain, and adoration? Before her was probably the bravest little sheep girl she  had  ever  met,  willing  to  put  aside  a  grappling  fear  to  offer comfort.

Cresta  and  Ines  watched  from  the  living  room  side,  wholly invested  as  if  they  had  been  following  a  season-long  television drama.  I  didn't  need  to  fathom  a  guess  to  know  they  had  been talking with Tamara as I had with Ange.

This was good. We  should be supporting each other. The only way for these netherfolk tenants to one day live on earth without me was to become a pillar of support for one another.

"Mmm… My arms are getting tired… but I'm not giving up until you hug back!" she declared, her arms shaking from holding up too long.

I  almost  wanted  to  steal  Tamara's  hug  from  Ange.  Instead,  I took the plates from her hands and nudged her forward from behind.

She swallowed the lump in her throat, knelt down, and inched forward.  Like  a  venus  flytrap,  Tamara  detected  a  presence  and closed  her  arms.  Ange,  too,  found  purchase  behind  the  girl's  thick coat  of  woolen  fur  that  was  her  hair.  Both  of  them  embraced awkwardly for a moment, then tightened the embrace.

A  quivering  breath  escaped  from  Ange's  lips  and  formed  a relieved  smile.  She  sniffled  once,  and  as  though  a  weight  had

vanished, her shoulders lost tension and slackened.

However, it was one surprise after another with Tamara. She began to pat Ange on the back to console her.

"See?  It  feels  good  to  hug  someone.  If  you  ever  need  one, you can always come to me. Ines gets stressed a lot so she hugs me like every ten minutes!" Tamara revealed.

I glared at Ines. She looked away and scratched her nose in embarrassment.

They  finally  let  go  of  each  other.  Ange  was  still  in  a  state  of disbelief,  but  Tamara,  satisfied  that  her  goal  had  been  achieved, flashed a wide smile and raced back to the other two.

My own arms were getting tired from carrying the trays for so long.  I  hadn't  realized  because  I  was  captured  by  the  sweet  scene that  unfolded.  When  I  put  them  into  the  sink,  Ange  had  come  up behind me and grabbed my arm.

"I… I want to protect that girl," she said with firm resolve.

"Yes,  good.  Let  her  sweetness  flow  through  you,"  I  said, turning on the faucet. Then lowered my voice to a whisper and less joking tone. "Like we discussed before, I'll be there if you want to tell her. But I won't blame you if you want to take it to your grave."

Ange nodded.

In  the  corner  of  my  eyes,  I  noticed  Cresta  had  her  head turned  slightly  toward  us  and  ears  twitched.  She  inconspicuously returned her attention to what Tamara and Ines were focused on in front of them. If I wasn't used to her sneaky antics, I wouldn't have noticed her overhearing.

Ange helped me clean the dishes. By the time we were done, so  were  the  other  three  on  whatever  it  was  they  had  been  working on.

"Guys,  come  here  and  check  out  what  Cresta  made!"  Ines shouted from the living room.

Imagine  my  surprise  when  the  project  turned  out  to  be  a whack-a-mole machine made out of cardboard. The place did look a bit emptier without the large cardboard box laying around. The new contraption explained what happened to it.

"You  really  made  this?"  I  asked  Cresta,  impressed  that  she destroyed what was essentially her second room to make a toy out of.

"Heh.  I  wanted  to  show  Remmy  and  Tamara  a  bit  of  the arcade,  so  I  made  this.  Amazing,  right?"  She  folded  her  arms  and awaited praise.

"Yes,  yes.  It's  impeccable  what  your  claws  can  do."  I  patted her on the head.

Cresta  was  rather  proud  of  what  appeared  to  be  a  simply-made  square  box  with  seven  holes  in  rows  of  two-three-two.  She even created a whacker made out of a full roll of toilet paper with a ladle stuck through the hole.

I was wondering where the ladle I used earlier in the morning went…

"Alright, genius. You're missing one more thing. The whack-a-mole  machine  is  electronic  and  has  moles  popping  out.  We're missing the moles," I said.

"Don't worry. Remmy's got that covered!" Cresta grinned.

"Wait… What?"

The tiny head of Remmy popped out of one of the holes, only to be smacked and sink back inside the box.

"Remmy?!" I screamed and nearly fell onto my back. Once I recomposed  myself,  I  pinched  Cresta  by  the  ear.  "Are  you  bullying her?"

"Ow-ow!  I'm  not,  I  swear!  Remmy  said  she  would  be  the mole!" she cried.

Remmy stuck a head out and said, "Cresta's telling the truth…

I wanted to do this for Tamara."

"Well, if you're alright with this…" I released Cresta's ear and apologized.

Cresta handed Tamara the whacker.

"Is  it  really  okay  to  hit  you,  Remmy?"  the  sheep  girl  asked, clutching the whacker.

Remmy nodded. "It won't hurt."

Although hurting Remmy didn't seem to be the issue here.

Tamara  tried  to  hit  Remmy  but  couldn't  so  much  as  make  a single mark.

"Ah! There— dang it! Wah! So close! Again, again!"

The  slime  was  too  fast  and  ducked  before  the  whacker  hit.

Even  though  this  was  just  a  fun  little  game,  Remmy  couldn't  set aside  her  competitive  instincts.  In  spite  of  that,  Tamara  was  having the time of her life.

"Mmmm!  I  can't  hit  it!  Miss  Ange,  you  try!  You  try!"  She excitedly pressed the makeshift whacker into Ange's hands.

Whether  by  accident  or  spur  of  the  moment,  the  first  one Tamara  asked  help  from  was  Ange.  She  did  so  without  hesitation either.

"How  about  you  try  one  more  time?  I'm  sure  you  can  hit Remmy if you try again," Ange said.

"Okay!" She psyched herself up and held the whacker at the ready.  Her  eyes  stared  so  hard  she  might  burn  an  eighth  hole through the box.

The moment Remmy sprung out of the backmost hole, Ange's pupils  flashed  a  dull  red.  Tamara  successfully  whacked  the  slime, smashing her head flat.

"I did it!" Tamara cheered and threw her arms around Ange.

"Yes, you did, little one." Ange giggled.

Remmy  emerged  and  sat  behind  the  box,  saddened  at  her defeat. She, Cresta, and I knew what Ange had done, but shrugged at the harmless use of magic.

Before  heading  upstairs  for  the  night,  I  filled  my  new enchanted mug with some tea. Two round crystals, one blue and the other red, were embedded into the side of it. By simply pressing the corresponding crystal, it would chill or heat the contents within.

On the first day I received it, I made the mistake of pressing the blue crystal for too long and was left with a solid block of ice. My second mistake was when I pressed the red crystal for too long and melted the ice cube, then subsequently evaporated the liquid inside.

I'd  finally  gotten  the  hang  of  it  after  a  while,  kind  of  like micromanaging the sink or shower faucet to adjust the temperature.

Otherworldly tech sure was convenient. The quality of life on something  like  this  was  extraordinary.  It  was  crazy  to  imagine  that one day, my world would be seeing stuff like this in the local stores thanks to our friendship with Weyera.

"Mmm…  Maybe  I  should  have  ordered  more  stuff,"  I wondered  aloud.  "But  my  wallet's  in  tears  after  I  sent  some  money back home."

I glanced up at the clock. Just a little past 11:00 PM.

The others must be asleep by now.

When  I  checked  the  backyard,  Rakka  was  nowhere  to  be seen. This seemed to be a habit for Tamara. Every night she would bring the sheep back to her room and let the bugger back out in the morning.

So  far,  Rakka  hadn't  done  anything  to  set  off  any  red  flags.

She seemed like any regular sheep going by appearances, ignoring that floats around and was a lot more fluffy than earth's kind.

I should still keep an eye on both of them just in case.

As  I  climbed  the  stairs  to  the  second  floor,  I  found  Ange leaning against the door to Tamara's room.

"This  is  the  sort  of  thing  I  expect  from  Ines,  not  you,"  I remarked.

Ange put a finger to her lips, then beckoned me over.

I walked over quietly, careful not to make too much noise on the  creaky  floorboards.  The  lights  on  the  other  side  were  still  on.

Ange pointed to the door and to my ear, urging me to listen in.

So I did. Nothing prepared me for what I was about to hear.

"Mama, Papa. Rakka and I are doing just fine."

It was Tamara… speaking to her parents?

I held four fingers up to signify four individuals in the room, but Ange shook her head. She put two fingers up to confirm only Rakka and Tamara were inside.

"I'm  really  liking  it  here,"  she  continued.  "The  people  in  the dorm  are  sooo  nice.  Akira  is  like  you,  Papa!  He's  always  working hard. Always checking in on me to make sure I'm okay. Cresta told

me  he  freaked  out  when  he  thought  Rakka  was  missing—  Oh!

Cresta's like if I ever had a big sister. She untangles my hair in the morning whenever I ask. Remmy and Ines are always making time to play with me. And then there's one more who lives here… She's a demon. It's… still scary to be around her sometimes."

Ange made a remorseful expression. She turned to leave, but I  grabbed  her  arm  to  stop  her.  Shaking  my  head,  I  pointed  to  the door like she did to me, urging her to stay.

Tamara wasn't done yet.

"Her  name  is  Angeline,  but  she  likes  to  be  called  Ange instead. Her boobies are like, wuuaaaahhh!"

I clamped both hands over my mouth to keep from laughing.

Ange  folded  her  arms  and  glared  at  me,  but  returned  to  listening intently.

"Ange kind of reminds me of you, Mama…"

The succubus before me gasped. Her eyes began to moisten.

"I  think  I'm  starting  to  get  over  my  fears!  I  even  hugged  her the other day. She looked sad, so I wanted to make her feel better like you always did for me. When I hugged her, she wasn't so scary anymore. Then she hugged back, and it felt like it was you hugging me… Oh, I think Rakka's getting tired. I'll talk more about earth some other time. Goodnight, Mama, Papa! I love you!"

There was a pause.

Tamara sniffled, and her voice came out shaky and nasally.

"Thanks, Rakka."

"Baa!"

The  lights  switched  off.  Bedsheets  rustled  as  Tamara  and Rakka climbed into bed.

Ange was despondent. I tried to usher her back into the room, but as I turned to leave, she grabbed my hand.

"It's  not  the  weekend,  but  may  I  stay  with  you  for  the  night anyway?" she whispered.

"You don't ever have to ask." I tightened my grip on her hand and led her to my room.

Chapter 24 - A Comfy Dorm

Yesterday was the first time Ange slept in my room without us having sex.

And I had to say, it felt pretty damn nice.

Ange  had  her  arms  around  me.  When  I  pulled  away  and climbed out of bed, her serene demeanor became sullen. Her slightly parted  lips  pursed  together,  brows  furrowed,  and  hands  reached across my side of the bed to grab ahold of anything.

"Hmmm…"

I  went  into  the  closet  and  pulled  out  a  body  pillow  from  a vacuum-sealed bag. Fluffing it out a few times filled it with air. When I  put  it  next  to  Ange,  her  arms  instantly  clasped  on,  squeezing  the life-sized pillow to her chest. Her expression softened again.

"Heh. Glad I didn't throw that away." I nodded to myself.

Downstairs,  the  girls  were  already  awake  ahead  of  me  and hanging  out  in  the  living  room.  The  television  was  on,  playing  the news of several top United Nations leaders making political theater about going to Weyera and meeting High-King Tarcosa. The magic and  technology  in  the  otherworld  would  usher  in  a  new  era  for humanity.  How  my  people  would  make  use  of  those  newfound innovations was another story.

I doubted they would settle for an enchanted cup like me.

Once the news segment ended and moved onto the weather channel, Cresta lost all interest and Remmy turned on the console to play her video games.

"Cresta,  can  you  comb  my—  oof!"  Tamara  bumped  into  my back  as  she  entered  the  room.  She  was  a  bit  wobbly,  eyes  still closed and half asleep. "Sorry, Akira…"

"Slow down. Cresta isn't going anywhere," I said, patting her on the head. The girl smiled, wished me a good morning, and ran to the couch where Cresta was sitting.

Rakka floated past me and bleated at the door.

"Yeah,  yeah.  I'm  coming."  I  opened  the  sliding  door  into  the backyard for her, and shut it as she went outside to graze.

I  understood  why  Tamara  brought  Rakka  into  the  room  at night. She spoke to her parents through the sheep like a diary.

On the couch, Cresta was brushing Tamara's hair as though her dagger-like claws were some sort of comb. Everytime a hand ran through  all  that  wool,  the  drowsy  little  girl  giggled  and  sighed  in happiness.

Ines watched on with envy. "Can I try?"

"I'm  not  sure  you  can  handle  it.  But  you  can  certainly  try,"

Cresta said.

Ines  and  Cresta  switched  places.  However,  the  moment  she sat  behind  Tamara,  it  was  like  she  fell  into  a  trance.  Instead  of brushing her hair, Ines hugged her from behind.

"Get a hold of yourself." I snapped my fingers in her face.

Ines pushed away and shook her head as if coming out of a daze.

"What the? I… I can't help it. Everytime I touch her hair, I kind of just fall into bliss. Maybe it's magic?" she wondered aloud.

"It's not magic. You're just weak-willed!" I accused her.

"Then you try it, big man!" she fired back.

"Gladly!"

I  snatched  the  comb  from  her  hand  and  took  a  seat  behind Tamara.  The  amount  of  hair  before  my  eyes  was  staggering.

Although, 'hair' might not be the right term. Given the background of her  race,  this  had  to  be  all  wool.  I  couldn't  imagine  how  much maintenance  went  into  keeping  it  clean.  Or  tangle-free  for  that matter.

Was  this  meager  comb  even  up  to  the  task?  The  act  of brushing  hair  suddenly  became  a  much  more  daunting  task  than  it should have.

"What are you waiting for, Mr. Caretaker?" Ines taunted.

"Here I go…"

I scooted my seat forward . The second I dragged the comb through Tamara's hair, a sound like bedsheets rubbing together filled my ears. It felt as though I was being lifted to another plane of fluffy existence.

"See! You're doing it, too!" Ines exclaimed.

My  eyes  snapped  open.  All  I  saw  was  a  field  of  wool—  that wasn't quite right. I had buried my face into Tamara's hair.

"Hehe! That tickles!" Tamara squirmed in my arms.

"I, uh… don't know what came over me," I said apologetically, wrenching  myself  away  from  her  hair.  "Tamara,  you  have  a  greater power than you think."

"Heh.  Looks  like  I'm  the  only  one  who  can  comb  her  hair properly!"  Cresta  grinned,  unveiling  her  sharp  claws  and  taking  my place to resume combing the forest of wool.

◆◆◆

 

Ding. Dong. 

"Ah,  shit."  My  hands  were  full  making  hot  chocolate,  and  it seemed someone was at the door. If I left right now, some parts of the pot would get burnt. I had to continue stirring if I wanted to give the tenants something nice and warm to sip on in the morning.

"I'll  get  it!"  Cresta  yawned  into  her  palm  as  she  came downstairs.

It  was  probably  one  of  the  many  online  delivery  orders  I made.

As it turned out, I was correct. Cresta returned with a gigantic package  on  her  shoulder  that  scraped  the  top  of  the  door  frame coming back in.

"Aw,  shucks.  You  got  me  another  cardboard  box?  It's  the perfect size for all of us!" She set it down in the middle of the living room, looking ready to carve herself a new home after the last one was turned into a whack-a-mole machine.

"Uh,  no.  You're  the  only  one  who  wants  to  lay  in  a  box!  In case you didn't know, people buy what's  inside the box, not the box itself."

"What?  Why  would  you  guys  care  about  anything  else?"

Cresta flicked her eyes to me and didn't look like she was kidding.

"Hmm… Anyway, open the box for me. Carefully! That's gotta be the kotatsu I've been waiting on," I said.

"Ko… tat… soo?"

The  next  I  glanced  over  in  her  direction,  the  kotatsu  and cardboard box had been separated. It had only been five seconds.

"You bought a coffee table with a blanket?" she asked, lifting the thick white and brown polka dotted blanket to check underneath it.

"Hold on, I'm almost done."

The  hot  chocolate  had  finally  reached  an  even  consistency.

No clumps from the chocolate brick or spices I put in. Everything was nice and uniform. When I lifted the wooden spoon from the pot, the chocolate slipped down from the utensil in a silky waterfall.

I  poured  the  beverage  into  five  magically  heated  cups.  Next step, I went into the fridge to fetch the whipping cream I had whisked up  earlier  and  put  a  large  dollop  into  each  cup.  Then  for  the  final step,  grated  some  chocolate  on  top,  dumped  some  mini marshmallows  above  that,  and  finished  it  by  sprinkling  ground nutmeg.

"Perfect.  I  should  start  my  own  home  recipe  book,"  I  mused proudly. "Sorry, Cresta. I'm done—"

The  assassin  was  already  making  use  of  the  kotatsu.  She appeared to have plugged it into an outlet while I was focused on the hot  chocolate.  Her  entire  body  was  underneath  the  table,  and  only the head of a sleepy kitty popped out of it. The cardboard box next to the kotatsu was an afterthought to her.

"Well, I'll be damned. For once, you didn't go for the box."

"Fnnnh… Is this fire magic? There's no way this isn't magic,"

she mumbled in bliss.

"There's  a  space  heater  underneath  the  table.  The  blanket traps  the  heat  inside  and  keeps  you  toasty.  I  wouldn't  recommend laying down or you'll—"

"Huuu…"

Cresta fell asleep. Drool began to pool below her chin.

"Alright.  Our  first  victim  was  Cresta."  I  put  her  hot  chocolate down on the table and sat down next to her. Lucky for her, it won't go cold because it's in the enchanted cup.

The sleeping face was too hard to resist. I scratched the back of her ears and she purred while in peaceful slumber.

I had to fight the urge to get inside the kotatsu. If I fell victim to the comfy, that would be goodbye to half my day.

"Akira,  have  you  seen  my  Steam  controller?"  Remmy  asked as she came in and made a sharp turn towards the couches.

"Wouldn't a Steam controller be next to your computer?"

She  stretched  out  multiple  slimy  tentacles  to  dig  underneath and inside the couches, then raised it triumphantly above her head once it was found.

"You do know you can cast Steam to a television or another computer, right?" Remmy switched the source mode of the television and put her steam library of over thousands of games in the list.

"What…  Am  I  the  one  behind  on  the  times?"  I  wondered aloud.

"Maybe you were too young," she said.

"Eh— But we're the same age!"

"The  Steam  Link  was  released  in  2015,  allowing  you  to stream your games to another device. Even without it, people were able  to  through  wireless  internet  connection  or  by  cable,"  Remmy explained.

It  amused  me  that  she  could  speak  so  clearly  without stammering  when  it  came  to  video  games.  Anything  else  and  she was as timid as a newborn puppy.

She was about to go back to her room until she saw Cresta's head and decided to stay.

"What is this?" she asked about the kotatsu.

"Go inside and find out," I suggested.

The slime threw her entire body under the table.

I put a hand to my face. "I need to stop assuming netherfolks know anything about human inventions. You're supposed to just put your legs in there!"

Remmy reformed her body and sat between me and Cresta.

She fiddled with the controller to navigate some of her games, most of  which  had  clocked  in  double-digit  hours  of  play  time.  Suffice  to

say,  she  had  finished  many  of  those  games  and  was  now  on  the search for  the next one to complete.

"Still can't split yourself yet?" I asked as she booted up an old retro game that was remastered for modern times.

She shook her head. "I think they're giving me space, but… I don't feel lonely anymore with so many roommates around."

Even though Remmy kept her eyes fixed on the game when she said that, I was confident she meant those words.

It  might  be  about  time  I  start  interviewing  my  tenants  about what they want to do with their lives. The longer they idled their time away  inside  the  dorm,  the  harder  it  would  be  to  get  them  off  their asses once they were accustomed to it.

Ines had school, so I didn't need to worry about her.

Remmy,  Cresta,  and  Ange  were  old  enough  to  find  jobs.

College  could  be  an  option  for  the  first  two,  although  given  their unique  dispositions,  there  might  already  be  suitable  work  out  there for  them.  I  wondered  what  Tamara  would  think  about  attending  a human school?

Tomorrow, I should do some one-on-ones with them to get an idea of what they want to do. Then I could research and compile a list of suggestions for them based on the discussions.

I figured I'd go upstairs to take a shower and freshen up. The remaining  three  didn't  appear  to  be  awake  yet.  In  that  case, breakfast could wait a little longer.

When  I  returned  downstairs,  Ines,  Ange,  Tamara,  and  even Rakka were making use of the kotatsu. All of them at different sides of the table, the bottom half of their bodies buried inside and upper half snoozing away despite only just waking up. Remmy had melted into  a  puddle  of  slime.  The  flooring  around  the  kotatsu  had  also warmed up to a nice temperature.

It was nice that they were using it, but…

"There's  no  room  for  me,  and   I'm  the  one  who  bought  it!"  I sighed.

On  the  island  counter,  three  cups  of  hot  chocolate  were  still sitting there untouched since I poured them.

"Maybe I'll just order some delivery."

Chapter 25 - The Tenants' Future Prospects Yesterday I managed to corral the girls awake and away from the kotatsu— and boy, was that not easy— long enough for them to write a brief paper about their future prospects. Suffice to say, some of them I was not impressed with and was ready to give certain ones a stern talking to.

So now for the second part of this. The interview.

Currently, I made use of an unoccupied bedroom at the end of the hall. Two chairs and a table were all that furnished it. The tenants were outside, lined up in order of who came to the dormitory first.

"Cresta, you're first. So come on in!" I called.

The former assassin entered the room and took a seat across from me. She was giddy and eager to be here. Of course, she was.

After  all,  there  was  only  one  thing  she  wrote  on  the  small  paper assignment I gave her.

"What do you think?" Cresta asked, bouncing in her seat.

"I'm glad you know exactly what you want in life. There's one teensy problem. 'Borgar taste tester' is not a real job!" I scolded her.

She  reared  back,  like  the  reality  of  the  world  before  her  had been  shattered.  "But  there  has  to  be!  Someone's  got  to  be  behind taste testing all those morsels to know they're worth selling!"

"First of all, you spelled 'burger' wrong. You would fail the job interview in an instant," I explained.

"Man…  Human  languages  are  so  complicated.  You  know what I wrote, so what's the problem?" she asked.

I opened my mouth with every intention to retort, but she got me  there  for  once.  However,  now  wasn't  the  time  to  hit  her  with  a tsukkomi.

"Okay, we have to be realistic. There won't be a job out there for  you  to  taste  test  burgers.  In  any  other  circumstances  I  wouldn't recommend  picking  up  a  soul-crushing  job  in  the  service  industry, but  you  could  be  a  fast  food  employee  if  you  want  to.  Most  places will give you a free lunch from their menu, and you can eat a burger every time you get into work."

"Oooh, sure!" she exclaimed.

"Cresta, you'll have to work for food. You won't be just going in and eating things right off the bat," I warned.

"What  do  you  take  me  for?  I  used  to  be  involved  in  life  or death missions. Taking food orders for people and flipping patties will be a piece of cake," she said.

"I don't know why… but I'm worried you're going to mess up somehow…"

On the other hand, a charming smile and gusto like hers her clawed hands like a glove in the service industry. She always gave it her  all  to  whatever  she  put  her  mind  on.  It  was  the  feline  attention span that worried me.

It wouldn't come as a surprise if one day she gets scolded for slacking on the job because she found a cardboard box to sleep in.

"Fine,  but  remember  to  use  your  indoors  strength  when working," I reminded her.

"Indoors strength, yessir!"

"And no hurting anyone unless they're bad!" I added.

"Only bad people get the claw, yessir!"

"Good girl. Lucky for you, Rocket Burger is hiring. Once I get the  okay  from  Professor  Markel,  we  call  up  the  joint  to  set  up  an interview  for  you."  I  handed  her  the  Rocket  Burger  brochure  for prospective employees, and Cresta leapt from her seat in joy.

"Yaahooo! Bur~gers, bur~gers! All the burgers I can eat!" she sung to herself.

"If  you  don't  want  to  get  fired,  don't  eat  the  damn  burgers unless they say it's okay!"

I  had  Cresta  settle  down  and  sign  her  name  on  a  document provided  to  me  by  the  professor.  It  would  let  them  know  this  was what she wanted to do, and no one was forging it in her place. They would also take preemptive measures going forward by reaching out to the restaurant.

The next to enter was Ange.

I  also  had  a  problem  with  her  prospective  occupation  of choice.

"It says here… you want to work in a brothel. Are you trying to make a cuckold out of me?!" I cried.

"Oh, by the demon lord's horns, no. I just thought it would be funny to give you a fright." She grinned.

"It gave me a heart attack when I read it last night!"

Ange sighed and came over to my side to hold me.

"I  would  never  want  to  lay  with  anyone  else—  without  your permission  of  course.  You  understand  that  the  way  my  kind  views

'love' is very different from the way humans treat it, yes?" She looked me  in  the  eyes,  full  of  affection  and  security  that  told  me  I  had nothing to worry about.

It reminded me of the time she pretty much invited Ines and coaxed  me  into  having  sex  with  her.  As  hot  as  the  threesome  was that  night,  with  Ines  it  was  all  physical.  If  anyone  asked  me  who  I would choose, my answer would always be Ange.

She knew that.

"Sometimes I forget you're a decade younger than I, and still at  a  tender  age  to  believe  anything.  Perhaps  I  should  be  more careful with what I say to my little boy?" Ange stroked my cheek and smiled.

"I-I may be young, but I'm mature enough to take care of five people and myself!" I fired back.

The  succubus  giggled  at  my  expense,  kissed  my  forehead, and returned to her seat.

"I honestly do not know what it is I want. There is still much I wish  to  atone  for."  She  glanced  over  her  shoulder  to  the  shut  door and lowered her voice. "It is difficult for me to move forward when all I can think about is my sin to Tamara. The longer I keep it a secret, the more it hurts me."

"It's like I said, you two are in a good place right now. You can move on and take that secret to your grave," I suggested.

"But it isn't fair to her and Rakka. I wish I had your courage, like the time you almost threw yourself into oblivion to save Remmy,"

she said.

I  reached  across  to  grab  her  trembling  hands,  and  they immediately relaxed in my grasp.

"You  take  all  the  time  you  need  to  work  up  that  courage.

Same goes for your future prospects. Give them some thought, and we  can  come  back  to  them  later."  As  I  let  go  of  her  hands,  she continued  to  hold  them  firmly  for  a  second  longer  before  releasing me.

"I  shall  do  as  you  suggest.  Maybe  I'll  find  some  ideas  about what I want to do on your computer."

"Hey, stay away from my computer!" I yelled as she flew out of the room.

What did she even mean by that? I'd taken extra precautions on what I searched on the web; she couldn't possibly find anything to give her any less than wholesome ideas.

Could she…? 

"Next!" I shouted for Remmy to come in.

However, no one did.

Maybe she didn't hear me?

"Rem—"

"I'm  here,"  she  said.  The  blue  slime  reformed  her  humanoid self  into  a  sitting  position  on  the  chair,  and  I  nearly  fell  out  of  mine from being spooked by her sudden appearance.

"Holy  crap.  Please,  use  the  door  from  now  on  like  a  normal person!" I begged.

Remmy  was  the  only  tenant  who  didn't  complete  the assignment  I  gave  her.  She  promised  that  she  would  explain everything today.

"So what is it that you're going to explain?"

"The  truth  is,  I've  been  streaming  for  a  year  now  and  run  a successful  gaming  channel  with  200,000  subscribers,  and  average 5,000  viewers  everytime  I'm  live.  It's  growing  every  month,  too.  I'm hoping  to  go  pro  in  e-sports,  but  I  need  your  permission  to  enter tournaments."

The  slime  gamer  dropped  a  bombshell  so  incredible  that  I almost lost my voice.

"You what?!" I choked out at last.

"On the web I… go by the alias Remmy_Rampage. You can search  me  up,  too."  She  suddenly  became  meek.  "Is  it…  okay  if  I

keep doing what I'm doing?"

"Well… you're kind of living the dream. This is kind of the best possible scenario for you due to your introversion and shyness. Still, we'll need to let the professor know. If you want to make a career out of video gaming and streaming, I've got your back," I assured her.

Remmy smiled to herself and uttered a quiet, "Thank you."

It  seemed  to  have  taken  a  lot  out  of  her  to  say  all  that.

Nevertheless, I was proud of Remmy. A professional gamer, huh? I somehow  vaguely  recognized  the  name  Remmy_Rampage  kicking my ass in multiplayer PVP games before…

"I  guess  that's  that.  So  far,  you're  the  only  one  who  knows exactly  what  they  wanted  and  are  already  out  achieving  those dreams. If you ever need anything for your setups, just let me know,"

I said.

"Don't worry. My battlestation is as good as it gets. I'd rather you  not  come  in  and  mess  anything  up  because  you're  unfamiliar with it," she said.

My jaw dropped. Remmy really was a different person when it came to video games.

Last but not least, Tamara.

The sheep girl trotted into the room and hopped onto her seat with a huff, and like Cresta, was excited about this meeting. We must have really kept her waiting.

"On your paper, you said you wanted to become a farmer and go  to  school.  Both  of  which  Professor  Markel  and  I  can  make happen. Is this what you really want?" I asked for confirmation.

"Yes, yes! I want to go to school and make friends! I never got the chance in Weyera with all that happened, and I really want to get to know more people," she said.

Bless this girl's pure heart.

I wanted to give her anything she asked for.

My  greatest  concern  was  that  we  were  in  the  United  States.

School  here  was  quite  possibly  the  most  vicious  place  on  planet Earth.  I  wish  that  wasn't  the  case,  but  the  cold  hard  truth  was  that bullying  was  a  big  problem.  Tamara  was  thirteen,  so  she  would  be

entering  towards  the  end  of  middle  school  or  start  of  high  school depending on how things worked out.

"Is  that  a  no?"  Tamara  looked  up  at  me  with  glistening  eyes and a smile that flipped to a frown. "You look like you're about to say no…"

"No!  Er,  I  mean—  No  to  the  no.  Crap.  Let  me  start  over…  I want  to  put  you  in  school.  Hell,  you  still  have  so  many  childhood memories  to  make.  It's  just  people  here…  aren't  very  accepting  of those that are a little different, and you're  very different," I explained.

It  wasn't  any  better  in  Japan  either.  What  if  we  put  her  in  a private school? It would have to be. A public school might be a hard deny from the professor.

"Rakka will be really sad if I can't go to school!" she pleaded.

"Baa!"  The  actual  sheep  bleated  and  floated  circles  around us.

I sighed. "I suppose we wouldn't want Rakka to be sad."

"That's right. That's right!" She nodded ferociously.

"Alright. You have me convinced."

"Yay!" Tamara and Rakka threw themselves onto me.

"It might take a bit of time to find you the right school. Will you be okay waiting for a while longer?" I asked.

"Yes!  I  just  have  one  thing  to  ask…"  She  backed  away  and pressed her index fingers together, slightly embarrassed about what she  was  about  to  say.  "When  the  professor  enrolled  me  into  the dorm, he listed you as my guardian. When you enroll me in school, can you be my big brother instead?"

Both of my hands shot up to clench my heart. Her words filled my stomach with butterflies and made my head feel warm and tingly.

"You don't have to ask twice. Consider it done. But first, could you  do  me  a  favor?  In  my  native  culture's  language,  a  younger sibling  refers  to  the  older  sibling  by  their  first  name  and  adds  onii-chan  to  it.  Can  you  try  calling  me  that?"  I  asked  her  with  bated breath.

"Okay… Akira onii-chan? Onii-chan! D-Did I say it right?" she asked, glancing up at me.

It was like a choir of angels sung directly to my soul and lifted me  straight  to  heaven.  I  fought  to  survive  this  long  for  this  very moment.

"Yes,  that  was  right.  Thanks,  Tamara."  I  patted  her  on  the head and remembered to breathe so as to not pass on too soon just yet.

Chapter 26 - Cresta and Rocket Burger The  entire  dormitory  came  to  Rocket  Burger  today  on  my suggestion.  The  purpose  of  the  trip  wasn't  to  eat  hamburgers  or anything. It was expressly to give Cresta a quick glimpse into what she would be doing if she worked there.

Professor  Markel  and  I  had  called  the  restaurant  to  work something out, and on their company holiday, agreed to let us come by.  One  employee  who  was  a  supervisor,  Dave,  would  be  guiding Cresta on a hands-on tour.

"You ladies can take a seat anywhere," Dave said, coming out with the smile only a drained wage-slave could make. "I'll be showing Cresta how to make some of our basic menu items, and you can eat them after!"

Cresta could hardly contain her excitement, bouncing with joy at  the  prospects  of  working  at  her  favorite  burger  joint.  Although  I was  pretty  sure  it  stemmed  from  being  in  the  presence  of  her beloved food. It might be prudent if I go with just in case.

"It's alright if I come along to watch over her, right?" I asked him.

"No problem at all." He gave a thumb's up.

The  first  thing  Dave  wanted  to  show  us  was  the  kitchens.

They had all sorts of tools, refrigerators filled with all kinds of meat, and  unopened  boxes  of  restaurant  utensils  and  napkins.  What  he pointed us to was a large grill, and by its side on the counter was a cutting  board  with  ground  beef  on  it,  then  adjacent  to  that  were  all the vegetables and buns that go into making a full burger.

"Rocket Burger is proud to serve authentic and fresh burgers from  scratch.  We  shape  them  here,  grill  them  to  a  juicy  finish,  and serve  it  to  our  customers  with  a  smile."  Dave  showed  us  how  to make  the  burger  first.  His  hands  deftly  formed  a  thick,  round  patty and  seasoned  it  lightly  with  salt  and  pepper.  He  then  grilled  the shaped  meat  to  completion,  placed  it  on  one  bun,  topped  it  with  a raw  onion  slice,  tomato  slice,  and  pepper  jack  cheese,  and  finally sandwiched  it  with  the  second  bun.  All  in  less  than  ten  minutes.

"See, easy. Now just follow what I did. It's fine if the burger comes out  burnt  since  you  don't  know  the  right  timing  yet.  Today,  we  can just go from patty to buns and finish there."

"I got this." She pumped herself up.

Cresta did everything perfectly up until she was supposed to put the shaped patty on the grill.

"Okay, Cresta. Put it on the grill," the supervisor said.

"But it's perfect the way it is," she responded.

"Completely raw?!" Dave and I exclaimed together.

Cresta slapped the raw meat into the buns and called it done, with blood soaking into the bread.

"And done!" she declared.

"You missed an important step, but that's easily corrected with a few lessons. Let's move onto the next thing, shall we?"

Dave led us back to the store floor, but just behind the counter and registers where employees took orders from customers.

"This  is  our  frying  machine.  Go  ahead  and  try  it.  Scoop  a bunch of cut potatoes and dip it into the oil," he said.

"How will I know when they're done cooking?" Cresta asked.

"Some of the fries will float to the top and turn golden yellow.

That's when you can take it out."

Cresta did as instructed and grabbed the wire basket to scoop a whole bunch of fries. She then dunked the batch into the oil where it began to bubble and sizzle.

The  smell  of  fried  potato  in  the  air  was  enough  to  make  my mouth  water.  Once  it  was  done,  all  it  would  need  was  some  light seasoning of salt and pepper for the perfect taste.

"Normally,  a  cook  would  go  work  on  other  things  and  come back two to three minutes later. We're just going to take it easy like I said earlier, so just focus on the fries," Dave reminded her.

I glanced over Cresta's shoulders and into the vat of oil. Some of the fries were floating up, but it seemed to be taking longer than usual.

"Doesn't that mean it's done?" I asked her and Dave.

"I  thought  all  of  them  needed  to  float  to  the  top?"  she wondered aloud.

"They'll continue to fry and cook for a bit longer even after you pull them out of the oil," he added.

We  waited  awkwardly  for  another  few  minutes  wondering when Cresta would finally take the basket out. Dave began to tap his foot  impatiently.  He  and  I  swapped  uneasy  glances  between  each other.

"It-It  should  have  been  done  a  while  ago.  You  can  pull  them out now," he said.

"I'm still waiting for them to float to the top!" Cresta replied.

He  scratched  his  head  and  frowned.  "They  won't  all  float  to the top because the ones at the top are blocking the way. Take them out already or the fries will burn!"

"Roger!" She lifted the basket of fries and spilled them into the wide  metal  container  where  they  would  later  be  scooped  for customers. Unfortunately, most of them turned into charcoal, and the ones at the top were burnt at their tips.

"Uh…  Let's  move  on  to  the  ice  cream  machine!"  Dave ushered the both of us to a machine with three levers and an edible cone dispenser.

He  showed  us  how  to  use  the  machine,  by  holding  a  cone underneath the dispenser to catch the thick, descending flow of ice cream. The cone filled until a five inch mountain peak of sugary dairy goodness glistened in the reflection of our eyes.

"I  got  this,"  she  said,  pulling  her  sleeves  up  and  mimicking what Dave had done with his ice cream.

Cresta's cone filled up to two inches without issue.

Of course, something like this shouldn't be a problem for her.

"You  can  stop  now,"  Dave  suggested,  worry  growing  on  his face.

"Not yet! I can still make it larger!" she declared.

"No,  Cresta—  I  think  that's  a  little   too  large  for  what  we consider large-sized," I interjected.

The  ice  cream  cone  was  now  two  and  a  half  feet  long  and looked like it might topple any second now.

She just kept going.

And going…

We were now trying to get her to stop.

"This  isn't  a  competition!"  I  said,  trying  to  get  past  her  laser-like focus.

"Just  let  go  of  the  lever.  I  beg  you!"  Dave  pleaded  as  sweat beaded down his forehead.

Cresta let go of the lever at last, but we ended up with a yard-long ice cream cone.

"Is this a new record?" she asked.

"By 31 inches, yes." Dave nodded, craning his neck to see the top of the ice cream cone. "Leave it on the counter for now, and let's hope it doesn't fall."

The  final  thing  Dave  wanted  to  show  us  was  the  salad.

Because  even  an  artery-clogging  food  chain  wanted  to  show  that they  had  healthy  options.  When  we  returned  to  the  kitchen,  he prepared  for  Cresta  multiple  bowls  of  vegetables  and  other ingredients  like  eggs,  nuts,  and  condiment  dressing  for  her  to experiment with.

I  was  impressed  that  regarding  their  salad,  it  wasn't  entirely unhealthy  compared  to  other  larger  chains.  Their  vegetables  and ingredients  were  sourced  from  local  farms.  All  sauces  were  made from scratch with no artificial preservatives or added sugars.

Dave led her in front of the counter where a wooden chopping board and several specialized knives were available to use.

"There's no way to overcook this or build an Eiffel Tower out of.  The  worst  that  can  happen  here  is  you  turn  everything  into  a salad  smoothie.  You're  welcome  to  make  the  salad  however  you wish and experiment. Carefully!" he emphasized strongly.

Cresta  stared  at  the  ingredients  around  her  with  discomfort, like she was afraid to do anything else for fear of messing up. Which would be a first since we got here.

"What's  the  matter?  Lose  your  appetite  when  it's  not something you like eating?" I asked from behind.

"It's starting to look like I'm not cut out for this kind of gig. I'm not  dumb.  I  know  I've  been  a  burden  on  Dave,  but…  have  I  really been doing things wrong this entire time?" Cresta asked.

"My  answer  would  be  a  severe  understatement,"  I  answered truthfully.

"You really cut to the chase when being honest. A lot sharper than my claws that's for sure,"  she said, ears drooping and tail going limp.

"I have to be. No one ever learns from hiding something. Just as  importantly,  if  you  aren't  certain  about  something,  ask!  That's what Dave's here for. That's why I'm here for you." I put a hand on her head, digging my fingers into her scalp and scratching her until both ears perked up again.

"Then… how do I stop screwing up?" she asked.

"You  remember  that  night  you  helped  me  make  nikujaga?  It was right before Professor Markel delivered us news about Ange," I reminded her.

"I remember it being delicious! Japonnaise food is so good!"

Cresta shut her eyes to recall the fond dinner.

"You combined Japanese and mayonnaise, but close enough!

Anyway, you used your claws to cut all those potatoes and onions for me. Just focus on what you do best— slicing and dicing. Picture the meal you want to make from the salad and carve away."

Cresta studied the ceramic bowl provided to her to contain the finished salad that she was to make. She turned to me and nodded. I knew then that she was ready and figured out what she wanted to do with the ingredients around her.

I returned to stand next to Dave.

He leaned over to ask, "What did you guys talk about?"

"Just a pep talk."

Dave didn't appear ready for what he was about to see. When Cresta stuck out her claws, he jumped back with a fright. She went right  to  work  on  the  edible  greens,  boiled  eggs,  cucumbers,  baby tomatoes, and more. Her hands moved so quickly, they were a blur to our eyes. Even the supervisor rubbed his eyes in disbelief.

The salad was finished in under a minute. Chopped arugula, lettuce,  kale,  and  spinach  formed  the  foundation.  It  was  garnished with crumbling blue cheese. Two eggs cut into ten slices were placed

neatly on the edge and ten slices of cucumbers on the opposite side of the bowl.

Cresta  then  lathered  Italian  dressing  over  the  salad  for  a vibrant finish.

"I'm  done!"  she  declared.  "Please  try  it  and  tell  me  how  it tastes."

Both of us gazed into the bowl, spellbound by how appetizing it  looked.  Dave  handed  me  and  himself  a  fork.  We  poked  as  many greens  as  we  could,  including  a  slice  of  cucumber  and  egg,  and stuffed it into our mouths.

An explosion of flavor blessed my taste buds. I'd always been a meat kind of guy. Rarely had I gone out of my way to eat a salad unless  it  came  with  the  full  course  meal.  But  Cresta's  salad  was something out of a Michelin-star restaurant.

"This  is  almost  too  good  to  belong  in  a  fast  food  restaurant where  the  goal  is  to  clog  arteries,"  Dave  said,  going  in  for  another mouthful.

"Does  that  mean  I'd  make  a  good  fit?"  Cresta  asked enthusiastically.

"I'm  pretty  sure  it's  the  opposite."  I  chopped  her  on  the forehead.

"Well, there are a lot of things we would need to work on. You still  have  to  go  through  an  interview  process,"  Dave  began,  as Cresta's  hopes  were  being  dashed  once  again.  "But  you  have passion  in  all  the  right  places.  You  whip  up  a  damn  good  salad  in record time. I think you would make a good fit here."

The  former  assassin  now-potentially-turned  fast  food  worker lit up like a lighthouse beacon.

"I  can  do  it!"  she  exclaimed,  grabbing  my  shirt  and  shaking me into a dizzy state.

"Okay, okay! Let's bring all the food you made to the others to try," I said.

The  three  of  us  brought  the  undercooked  burgers,  charred fries,  the  yard-long  ice  cream  cone,  and  salad  out  for  the  others  to eat.  Remmy,  Ines,  Ange,  Tamara,  and  Rakka  sat  around  the  table eager to grab themselves something to eat.

"Why  did  you  give  me  this…?"  Ange  asked,  holding  the extremely long, melting ice cream.

"This salad is so good!" Tamara squealed as she and Rakka munched into the bowl.

Remmy pulled a whole bunch of charcoal fries into her slime body. "I can eat any leftovers."

"I  usually  order  my  burgers  rare,  but…  isn't  this   too  rare?"

Ines asked.

Cresta and I grinned at each other.

"It couldn't hurt to order more food," I suggested.

Chapter 27 - Thanksgiving Plans

"It's  getting  to  be  around  that  time  of  the  year,"  I  said  to  my tenants. Only Ines, Remmy, and Cresta were present and listening.

All three of them lazed underneath the kotatsu, soaking up the heat in comfort. Ange and Tamara were nowhere to be seen. "Where are the other two?"

Ines was the only one who cared enough to open her eyes to glance around the room.

"Maybe they're still in bed?" she said, yawning into her hand despite having woken up not half an hour ago.

"What's wrong with you guys? Ever since I got the kotatsu, it's ensnared  you  all  24/7.  Hell,  Cresta's  always  sleeping  down  here now. So much for your own bedroom!"

"But  it's  so  comfy…  prrr…  "  Cresta  went  right  back  to snoozing after giving a reply.

"Just  get  on  with  it.  You  want  to  talk  about  Thanksgiving, right?" Ines asked.

"Bingo.  It  might  not  be  such  a  big  deal  to  you,  but  for  me, who's  lived  in  Japan  all  my  life,  and  the  tenants,  who've  lived  in Weyera  their  entire  lives,  this  will  be  our  first  Thanksgiving.  First Thanksgiving  together!" I emphasized the last part.

Thanksgiving  was  really  only  an  important  holiday  in  the United States. Of course, there were other countries who celebrated their own version like Japan. We called it Labor Thanksgiving. It was less about the cultural historic roots and more of a national holiday to celebrate labor and production. A workman's holiday.

I  was  particularly  excited  because  here  in  the  States,  the whole point was to get together with family and close friends, feast and drink like kings, and then pass out. There was a lot more behind it, but the food culture was all I really cared about.

"Actually,  won't  you  be  going  home  to  your  family  for Thanksgiving?" I asked Ines.

"My family's in Mexico, jefe. Costs a pretty penny around this time to go back and forth, and a lot of our money's already going into

paying for my grad school anyway. I'll facetime them like I do every other year," she said with homesickness heavy in her voice.

"When was the last time you saw your family in person?"

She placed her hands behind her head and stared up at the ceiling.  Strands  of  curly  hair  fell  to  the  side  as  a  sigh  escaped  her lips.

"Five years now," Ines answered finally.

I  had  money  to  loan  her,  but  knowing  Ines,  she  wouldn't  be happy  accepting  charity.  Through  and  through,  she  was  a  girl  who worked for what she wanted.

Cresta, who had been lying on her stomach, chin tucked into her arms, awakened with a sad look of her own.

A lot of them were undoubtedly feeling the same way.

Once again, I had to reiterate to myself that I was luckier than most.  Japan  was  only  a  half  a  day's  flight  away.  The  last  time  I'd seen  my  family  was  about  half  a  year  ago,  and  while  seeing  them would be nice, I wasn't in any rush given my current obligations.

If  only  there  was  something  I  could  do  to  help  alleviate  their homesickness.

Wait. There was a way, wasn't there?

"Why don't we all make a dish specific to our cultures to share on Thanksgiving?" I suggested. The three of them lifted their heads, interest piqued now that it was going somewhere interesting.

"Oh,  I  see  where  this  is  going.  You  wanna  get  in  my  pants again by playing the sympathetic playboy?" Ines smirked, fingering a cluster of hair.

I  choked  on  my  own  spit.  "N-No,  I'm  being  serious!  Are  all college girls as open as you?"

Now my mind was thinking back to the threesome I had with her and Ange instead of a wholesome Thanksgiving.

"Sounds like fun though," she said. "I'm down to show you up in  the  kitchen,  and  blow  your  taste  buds  away  with  authentic Mexican food!"

"I  want  to  make  something  from  Weyera,  too!  Tarcosa  could get  it  for  us,  but  we  might  have  to  ask  Professor  Markel  for

permission,"  Cresta  said  as  she  crawled  out  of  the  kotatsu  and stretched her limbs.

"A  Weyeran  dish…  For  some  reason,  I  have  a  bad  feeling about it but am intrigued at the same time. You're welcome to make a call to the professor to see if he agrees," I offered my phone to her.

Remmy  reformed  only  her  head  to  give  me  an  answer.  "I'm fine eating anything."

As expected of the hikikomori slime. Fine with anything.

When I checked the time, it was an hour before noon. Ange and Tamara should have been awake by now.

I  went  upstairs  to  check  on  them,  and  to  my  surprise,  found Ange poking her head out of her room and watching Tamara's door.

"What… are you doing, and why am I getting a sense of deja vu  with  this?  Did  you  pick  up  a  bad  habit  from  Ines?"  I  asked  the stalker succubus.

"I  have  been  waiting  since  eight  in  the  morning,  hoping  to speak with Tamara…" she said.

"Maybe they do things differently in Weyera, but on Earth, you go  knock  on  someone's  door.  Not  wait  outside  like  a  predator preparing to ambush prey…"

Ange  folded  her  arms  across  her  chest  and  pouted.  A  habit about her I learned that if I continued to tease her, she would return it ten-folds the next time we were in bed together.

"Really though, neither of you should be staying in so late into the morning. It's almost noon!" I went to knock on Tamara's door.

"Wait—!" Ange said.

Tamara opened the door, yawning and rubbing her tired eyes.

"Have  you  been  sleeping  this  entire  time?"  I  asked  the shepherd.

"I  woke  up  early  to  fill  out  my  school  registration  forms,  but human language is so confusing! Even Rakka couldn't make heads or tails of it."

By her feet, Rakka bleated in frustration.

"Rakka can read English…?" I wondered aloud.

"Yeah!"  Tamara  declared  proudly.  "His  magic  allows  him  to reformulate  a  foreign  language  so  the  context  makes  sense  in  my

head!"

"What  the…  That's  super  convenient…  er,  anyway!"  I  turned to  Ange  to  see  if  she  wanted  to  get  a  word  in,  but  she  shook  her head.

Still unsure of herself, it seemed.

At this point, it frustrated even me. I wondered if it was best if she  just  forgot  the  whole  trying  to  fess  up  to  Tamara  regarding  her involvement.  It  wasn't  as  if  I  couldn't  understand  Ange.  Plenty  of people did this. They liked the status quo, the relationship they had already  built.  Much  like  taking  the  next  step  to  a  committed relationship, she was afraid of tripping up and falling.

Right now, she and Tamara were in a good place. At the same time, guilt was eating away at her.

I  put  a  hand  on  top  of  Tamara's  head.  "We  can  work  on  the registration  papers  together  after  lunch.  I  know  you  and  Ange haven't eaten yet."

"Okay! Let's go, Ange!" She grabbed Rakka and Ange in each hand.

"Hold  on,"  Ange  said.  She  placed  a  hand  to  my  chest  and leaned in to kiss me. Her voice lowered to a whisper. "Thank you for understanding."

The  two  of  them  started  heading  down,  leaving  me embarrassed and red in the face yet again.

"I've  been  meaning  to  ask—  are  you  and  Akira  married?"  I heard Tamara ask at the foot of the stairs.

"Maybe one day." Ange giggled.

◆◆◆

 

I  stepped  out  of  the  dormitory  in  the  middle  of  a  November morning  to  fetch  the  mail.  White  specs  fell  from  the  sky,  but  not enough to paint the ground with snow. It was going to take a lot more than dribbling flakes.

Every single one that landed on my hand melted in an instant.

It was pretty damn cold. They just had to build the dorm at an elevation.

As I turned to head back inside, the rumbling sound of military vehicles and black sedans approached quickly. My peaceful morning was ruined by loud engines and half a dozen automobiles pulling into the roundabout.

Coming  in  last,  was  a  powerhorse  of  a  truck  that  pulled  a large flatbed attachment, upon which was something so outrageous it  didn't  quite  make  sense  to  my  human  eyes.  It   looked  like  a gigantic, featherless chicken. However, I was 100% sure chickens on Earth weren't that big.

A  soldier  exited  a  black  sedan  and  opened  the  door  for Professor  Markel  to  step  out.  He  wore  a  heavy  jacket,  clutching himself like the cold was cutting into his old bones.

"Uh… New tenant?" I asked of the giant poultry.

"What?  No,  we're  here  to  deliver  your  goddamn  duck…

chicken? At least I think it's a chicken," he grumbled.

"I didn't order a duck…"

The  two  of  us  fell  into  awkward  silence  and  stared  at  each other until we realized how confused the other was.

Professor  Markel  scratched  his  balding  head  and  whispered to  his  driver,  who  procured  a  document  which  they  spoke  quietly over.

"Right  here,  three  days  ago  we  received  an  emergency request from you for a pakarian wyvern. Dead, feathers plucked, and as  fresh  as  possible  upon  delivery."  He  read  off  the  paper  in  a monotonous voice.

"You're telling me this thing is a wyvern?! Wait, wait, wait… I didn't order anything like that!"

The two of us stared at each other a second time, both falling into an awkward silence.

"Cresta said you gave her the okay and made the request in your stead," the professor replied dumbfounded.

"I didn't okay anything," I said, just as baffled.

We stared at each other and fell silent a third time.

"Oooh!  The  pakarian  wyvern  is  here!"  Cresta  exclaimed, drawing our attention to her as she raced out to the oversized bird.

I pinched Cresta by the ear, dragging her away from the dead bird and back to the professor.

"Explain yourself!" I demanded

"You  told  me  we  should  make  dishes  from  where  we  came from! Pakarian wyverns are chock full of protein, with naturally briney meat so no need to season it. It's so good, I'm drooling just looking at it," she answered.

I pushed Cresta's head down to bow alongside me in apology to the professor.

"We're sorry!"

"I'm glad the American citizens' tax-dollars enabled me to be a glorified delivery-person for you this morning." He sighed and rolled his eyes. "Tarcosa told me he hunted this himself. We already went through  the  trouble  of  bringing  it  here,  I'm  not  about  to  send  it back…"

Cresta raised her head. "Does that mean we can keep it?"

The  professor  waved  a  dismissive  hand.  "You  do  what  you wish with it. I'm going to find a warm place to hunker down."

He and his entourage eagerly left as noisily as they arrived.

"Cresta," I called her name to get her attention.

As soon as she turned to me, I karate chopped her forehead.

"Uu… Sorry…"

Were we even able to cook something as giant as this? It was as  big  as  a  tool  shed.  Cresta  hoisted  the  pakarian  wyvern  into  the backyard as if it was as light as a shoulder bag. I had her put it down on the grass. There was no way in hell it was going to fit in the fridge even if we chopped it up.

"This  is  going  to  go  bad  before  Thanksgiving…  Do  we  just cook it now?" I wondered aloud.

"We  can  eat  it  raw!  It's  a  lot  juicier  that  way,"  Cresta suggested.

"You're the only one that wants to eat raw meat!" I retorted.

Ange  slid  open  the  door  and  flew  into  the  backyard.  She hugged  me  from  behind,  pressing  her  chest  against  my  back  and

warming  me  up  with  her  magic.  Her  weary  eyes  marveled  with familiarity at the poultry before us.

"Oh. A pakarian wyvern. Their meat is prized for being rich in protein and naturally briney," she said.

I rolled my eyes. Something told me this wasn't the last time I would be hearing this.

"First  of  all,  we're  still  a  week  away  from  Thanksgiving.  We need  to  find  a  way  to  refrigerate  this  or  it'll  spoil  before  then,"  I explained.

"Shall I?" Ange stepped forward with her hands outstretched and pressed to the wyvern's body. A burst of super chilled air rippled past  us,  emanating  from  her  hands.  The  entire  wyvern  became encased in a block of ice in the middle of the backyard.

"Brilliant. I've always wanted a gigantic ice sculpture of a dead bird in the backyard," I remarked, tapping the frozen behemoth.

With  something  as  large  as  the  pakarian  wyvern,  would  we even  have  need  for  anything  else?  That  thing  could  feed  us throughout the year.

I checked the fridge, stuffed full of groceries between myself and Ines in preparation for Thanksgiving.

Rakka  floated  downstairs  and  into  the  living  room,  making  a beeline for the backyard. When I opened the door to let her out, the sheep  stared  at  the  block  of  ice,  evidently  puzzled  why  a  pakarian wyvern would be on Earth.

"Baa!"

"Yes, Rakka. I'm just as baffled," I responded.

The  short  exchange  reminded  me—  Tamara  would  be entering school a lot sooner than expected. At age thirteen, she was the perfect age for eighth grade in junior high. The American school system  operated  on  a  ten-week,  quarterly  basis  with  summer designated as an optional term. She would only be going to school for the winter and spring quarter, then graduating to high school after that.

If  it  were  up  to  me,  I  would  have  liked  to  enroll  her  in elementary  school  first.  But  given  her  age,  that  simply  wasn't feasible. Hopefully the transitions wouldn't be too jarring.

The school she would be attending was a local public school, Vandice  Middle.  After  much  discussion  with  Professor  Markel,  we concluded that a public school was more favorable to private school for a number of reasons. The main reason being private schools had no  government  oversight  and  would  take  no  responsibility  for  what might happen to Tamara.

Too risky.

An appointment was scheduled for me to tour the school with Tamara after Thanksgiving. It would be a good way for me to find out more about the place myself and from the faculty.

"Akira,  Akira!"  The  girl  in  question  trotted  downstairs  and slammed into my legs.

"That's  some  high  energy  you  got  there  right  out  of  bed,"  I said, patting her on the head.

"I  had  a  dream  about  going  to  school  and  making  a  lot  of friends! I'm sooo excited." She smiled.

"Oh, yeah? You're not going to forget about us after making a lot of friends, are you?" I asked.

Tamara shook her head so hard, the bed of fluffy hair became frazzled. "Hehe. I could never forget my new family."

She let go of my legs and went for the kotatsu, then made a quick turn to plaster her face against the sliding door that led out to the backyard.

"Is that a pakarian wyvern?" Tamara gasped. "Those are—"

"I know! I know!"

Once I got the routine of morning chores and breakfast out of the  way,  I  returned  to  my  room  excited  to  take  a  bath  that  I'd  run ahead  of  time.  Little  did  I  know,  a  certain  succubus  was  already inside and occupying the tub.

"Kyaaa!" I screamed. "The tenant's bathroom is downstairs!"

Ange brushed the wet hair from her face and grinned. "Do you not wish to bathe with me? That makes me so sad, you know? Here I thought the perks of sleeping with the dormitory caretaker is that I gain access to his wonderful bathroom."

"Don't use me as a vehicle to invade my room!" I sighed and entered the tub across from her. It was certainly spacious enough for the  both  of  us,  but  that  didn't  make  this  any  less  embarrassing  for me.

Disappointed in my position of choice, she pulled me over to sit  between  her  legs  and  wrapped  her  arms  around  me.  I  relaxed myself into her, laying my head nestled in her breasts.

"With  all  that  has  been  going  on  lately,  I  hope  you  haven't forgotten about your promise to me," she said.

My  face  turned  red  not  because  of  the  heat,  but  because  I was now remembering the declaration I made to her a month back.

Christmas was closing in. I already knew my answer, and I already knew her answer. Having been with Ange for so long, I for sure didn't want to let her go.

I suppose even succubi get impatient. 

A  gentle  hand  began  to  stroke  my  head,  lulling  me  into  a peaceful  state.  My  body  was  in  complete  bliss.  All  the  tension  was leaving me, and it definitely wasn't thanks to the bath.

"This is some sort of succubus magic, isn't it?" I asked.

"Mmm.  I  figured  I  already  made  one  offense  earlier  with  my magic, but it wouldn't hurt to break the rules again for your benefit."

Her words put me at ease, so much so I might fall asleep. However, just as I shut my eyes, her hand left my head and began to stroke my inner thighs. "Tsk, tsk, tsk. That simply won't do. You can't be the only one enjoying yourself."

Thus, Ange locked us in the bedroom for the next two hours after bathing.

Chapter 28 - A Slime in the Slumps With Thanksgiving only a day away, things were getting hectic both  inside  and  outside  the  dormitory.  Supermarkets  and  smaller grocery  stories  were  packed  to  the  brim  with  people  doing  last minute shopping. I'd like to think I was better than at least 90% of the procrastinators, having done most of my grocery shopping weeks in advance.

And I was Japanese, not American!

However,  I  did  leave  some  stuff  unpurchased  until  the  date got closer. Pumpkin pie, for example, wouldn't have tasted as good left in the fridge for too long.

Which  was  why  I  was  now  fighting  and  pushing  against hundreds of other suburban housewives to get the last seasonal pie.

I  came  early  in  the  morning  only  to  find  a  long  ass  line.  It would be the tenant's first Thanksgiving and first time tasting it, so I wanted  to  grab  one  for  sure.  The  sight  of  the  golden  pie  was mouthwatering,  especially  with  the  crushed  pecan  and  walnut toppings. It would make for a great dessert to end the night after a heavy dinner.

"These are the last batch. We're out, people! Sorry!" the baker shouted.

Only a dozen were brought out, and I was luckily the twelfth person in line. People behind me groaned in complaint and left the line.

"Does that mean we're not getting pumpkin pie, mommy?" a child about the age of ten asked his mother.

"I'm  sorry,  sweetie.  Maybe  another  store  will  have  it?"  the woman consoled her son. She had bags under her eyes and fingers were blistered from overworking.

The kid was on the verge of tears. "But I worked so hard for it… You said we can have pumpkin pie this year!"

"I know." The mother knelt down to comfort the kid. "Mommy's really  proud  of  your  straight  A's.  Let's  drive  over  to  the  next  city  to check."

I sighed quietly, then exited the line for pumpkin pie just as the baker  called  for  the  next  person  to  come  up.  The  pair  didn't  know how  to  react,  but  I  was  sure  they  were  shocked  and  relieved.  I  felt their eyes on me as I walked away.

"How  hard  could  pumpkin  pie  be?  I  could  probably  make  it from scratch," I told myself.

Cresta was chatting up the butchers at the meat section of the store.  She  became  a  celebrity  among  them  due  to  her  gluttonous nature  and  shared  experiences.  When  I  found  her,  it  was  like watching  a  petting  zoo,  and  Cresta  was  the  sole  animal  being  fed and pampered.

"You made sure to thank the kind gentlemen?" I asked her.

"Of hoursh, I did!" she answered with a mouthful of salmon.

"Hey,  Akira!  Hope  you  don't  mind  us  feeding  the  little  lady again. A lot of this stuff we throw out by the end of the day anyway,"

Joseph remarked with an amused grin.

"Apparently  I  don't  feed  her  enough,  so  this  works  out  in everyone's favor." I shrugged and shook my head.

"Did you get the thing?" Cresta swallowed the charity she was given and asked.

"They ran out. I knew I should've come out sooner," I said.

"What? Don't tell me you were at the bakery this whole time trying to get pumpkin pie?" Joseph asked.

I nodded.

Although  it  wasn't  much  of  a  loss,  we  did  come  out  to  buy some other stuff anyway.

The  former  veteran-turned  butcher  whispered  to  one  of  his coworkers.  He  went  into  the  back  and  returned  with  a  pumpkin  pie which he pushed across the counter to us.

"Just  so  happens  employees  get  first  pick  in  the  morning.  I already  have  one  sitting  in  the  fridge  back  home,  figured  I'd  grab another one since the store was offering," he said.

"I  can't  possibly  take  it!"  I  replied,  astonished  by  their generosity.

"Take  it  already,"  Joseph  chimed  in.  "We're  in  that  sort  of  a season. Pay it forward to someone later."

I  graciously  accepted  the  pumpkin  pie  and  thanked  them.

They  couldn't  have  known  that  the  whole  'pay  it  forward'  thing  just came full circle, short as it was. In any case, it seemed like all of us were going to enjoy some pumpkin pie for Thanksgiving.

The two of us returned home after a successful shopping trip.

I  even  purchased  a  can  of  whipped  cream  in  anticipation  for  the pumpkin pie. Holy crap, I was beginning to sound like one of those stereotypical  'basic  bitches'  people  talked  about  with  how  fixated  I was on this.

So  be  it.  Who  cares  if  it  was  basic.  The  netherfolks  never tasted  anything  like  this  before,  and  I  wanted  their  very  first Thanksgiving to be flavorful and memorable enough to look forward to again next year.

When  we  got  home,  I  quickly  noticed  something  was  amiss, especially  if  the  tenants  were  crowding  around  the  entrance  to  the communal  bathroom  with  no  apparent  reason.  After  putting  things away into the already bursting fridge, I went to check on them.

Ange,  Ines,  and  Tamara  were  peeking  into  the  baths  with  a concerned look on their faces.

"Did  a  pipe  burst  or  something?"  I  asked,  coming  up  from behind them.

"Well…" Ines hesitated to answer.

"It's  Remmy.  She  appears  to  be  unwell,"  Ange  answered  in Ines' stead.

"We  tried  to  talk  to  her  earlier,  but  she  didn't  want  to  be bothered…" Tamara said.

Could her depression have come back? There was no telling with this sort of thing. It seemed strange that of all the places to hide she hid in the bathroom.

"I'll  try  talking  to  her,"  I  said,  scooting  past  the  girls  and entering.

Remmy  was  nowhere  to  be  found.  There  weren't  any  hiding places in here except for the toilet stalls, but all of them were open, and the slime wasn't in any of them.

"Remmy!" I called out.

Nothing but my echo responded.

Then  I  found  her.  Melted  in  the  large  bath,  swaying  and rippling as the water moved, was Remmy.

"REMMY!"  I  screamed  in  horror  and  reached  in  to  grab  a handful of slime, only to have her slip through the gaps of my fingers.

"What happened?!" the girls asked, clamouring in after me.

"Remmy  melted  into  the  water!"  As  I  tried  to  scoop  her together, she formed enough of herself to make a frowning face.

"I'm  fine…"  she  answered,  seemingly  bothered  that  I disturbed her.

"Are you sure?" I asked. "Seeing you like this gave me half a heart attack. I thought you died!"

"I can't die… not unless my core is destroyed…"

Remmy's  crystalline  core  was  also  floating  listlessly  in  the water. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Her head melted back into the water and blew bubbles out from underneath. She was definitely down in the dumps.

"So  what's  going  on  this  time,  Remmy?"  I  stuck  a  hand  into the water and stirred her into a whirlpool for fun.

"...ost a game…" she mumbled.

I stopped disturbing the water and she eventually came to a stop.

"One more time," I asked her.

"I lost a game…" Remmy answered at last.

The other tenants and I stared at each other dumbstruck, then turned our eyes back to Remmy.

After enough convincing, we managed to get her to return to her  humanoid  form  and  exit  the  bathroom.  Apparently  she discovered a new genre of video games called MOBAs. multiplayer online  battle  arena.  A  week  ago,  she  had  begun  immersing  herself into playing the most popular ones in the industry.

Remmy losing a game was an understatement. She was in a losing  streak.  It  had  gotten  so  bad  that  she  consumed  one  of  her computer monitors out of rage.

I  understood  where  her  frustration  came  from.  In  team-oriented  games  like  MOBAs,  one  player  could  do  everything  right,

but that amounts to nothing if the rest of the team wasn't putting in effort.  Instead  of  battling  the  enemy  team,  these  types  of  games were more of a battle with your own mental state.

Of which Remmy lost in both accounts.

We  went  up  to  her  room,  and  she  showed  me  exactly  the game I suspected she was playing that led to this.

"It's  so  frustrating.  Why  is  it…  that  everytime  we're  about  to win… the team throws the game?" she asked me.

"I'm  going  to  be  honest—  in  my  eight  years  of  playing  video games, I don't know either," I answered honestly.

Even  though  Remmy  was  going  through  the  usual  gamer anguish, I was glad for her frustration. Being able to expunge these emotions  rather  than  keeping  them  bottled  in  was  good  for  her mental health. It showed that she was capable of feeling more than just depression.

"You know what I like to do when I get ticked off by a game? I switch to a different game and play with friends," I said.

Remmy's slime sagged from her body. "I still can't divide… I miss playing games with my other selves…"

"I'm  sure  they'll  be  back  in  time,  but  aren't  there  people  you can play with now?" I directed her attention to the doorway the girls stood by the threshold of.

Cresta  entered  the  room  holding  two  controllers  from  the downstair's console and handed one to Remmy.

"Let's find a game that we can all play together!" She smiled.

If  slimes  could  blush,  Remmy  just  did  by  making  a  troubled expression and avoiding Cresta's gaze. She nodded wordlessly, then Cresta took her hand and pulled her towards the door, throwing me a wink on the way out.

Ines  and  Tamara  chased  after  them,  heading  downstairs  to play together. Instead of following, Ange came into the room with a smile of her own.

"I think Remmy will be just fine." The succubus chuckled.

"I think so, too."

Chapter 29 - A Grateful Thanksgiving At  long  last,  the  turkey  had  cooked  to  completion  after  six hours  in  the  oven.  The  meat  thermometer  gave  a  reading  of  165

degrees fahrenheit.

Just gazing upon the glistening golden skin made my mouth water like a leaking faucet. Slicing into the turkey revealed the juicy white meat underneath.

Snipping  the  cooking  string  that  held  the  thighs  together unleashed  a  savoury  burst  of  hot  air  from  the  interior.  Delicious stuffing made of cubed potatoes, fried rice, peas, beaten eggs, and a slew of chopped vegetables spilled out from the butt end. It was my first time cooking turkey, and I had to say— it turned out pretty damn well.

"Cresta, help me cut slices into the breast and bring it to the table," I called to cooking assistant number one.

"Ahhhh! Everything smells so good. I better get the thigh like you promised," Cresta said, carrying the tray over.

The turkey joined a whole slew of other dishes: garlic bread, mashed potatoes, a pot of gravy, a platter of sliced fruits and salad, Ines' tamales, and more. Preparing everything took all of yesterday, as well as half of today to prepare.

Tamara  was  sitting  at  the  table,  kicking  her  legs  back  and forth in anticipation for the feast. Even a tiny girl like her was ready to dive in head first for the food.

"Are you sure you don't need my help?" she asked me from her seat just as Cresta placed the turkey onto the table.

"You  and  Rakka  have  already  done  more  than  enough  by helping set the table. Just sit tight and we'll be done in a sec," I said.

We  were  nearly  done.  Ange  was  helping  clean  the  kitchen space as we cooked. As my assistant number two, she was on top of her game supporting me and Cresta where we needed a hand.

I  went  to  open  the  spice  cabinet  to  fetch  a  salt  and  pepper shaker, but the plastic bottles slipped from my oily hands. Ange and I bumped our heads together as we bent down to grab it. She put her

hand  on  top  of  mine  and  relieved  me  of  the  plastic  bottles,  then leaned forward to sneak in a kiss.

"N-Now  isn't  the  time…"  I  stammered  in  embarrassment, letting go of the bottle so she could take it.

"Then you may allow me to indulge afterwards?" she asked, lips curving into an impish smile that made my knees weak.

I quickly got to my feet and cleared my throat.

"So… about the pakarian wyvern! How are we going to cook that?"  I  asked,  changing  topics  before  Ange  escalated  things between us.

The  succubus  sighed,  also  rising  up  and  folding  both  arms across her chest.

"Remmy's  out  there  defrosting  it  with  her  corrosive  slime!"

Cresta walked up to the sliding door to check on her progress. "All we have to do is blast it with fire for a few minutes to get the interior to boil, and it'll cook itself."

I  came  up  behind  Cresta  to  see  Remmy  outside,  thinly stretched across the surface of the pakarian wyvern. "Where the hell are we getting that kind of fire?"

"Rakka  and  I  do,"  Ange  said  as  the  mana  beast  floated  up next to her.

She opened the sliding door and a gust of cold wind filled the room.  Remmy,  after  returning  to  her  humanoid  form,  signalled  to Ange that the Weyeran beast had been sufficiently thawed.

"That  was…  a  lot  more  work  than  I  expected…"  the  slime remarked with visible exhaustion, then walked past us to help herself to a glass of milk.

The  others  followed  Ange  out  to  the  backyard.  She  was inspecting the oversized poultry and tapping the side of her cheek in thought.

"I  thought  we  were  going  to  cut  pieces  of  it  off  to  cook.  You guys are going to use  magic to cook the thing?!" I cried in disbelief.

"How else are we going to cook something this big at once?"

Ange asked.

Tamara  knelt  down  to  stroke  Rakka's  head  and  whispered,

"Don't overdo it okay?"

"Baaaahhh~"

The succubus flew to the front and Rakka to the back of the wyvern.

"My  nose'll  tell  me  when  it's  done,  so  fire  away!"  Cresta shouted, giving them the go-ahead.

Before I could utter anything in protest, Ange and Rakka each unleashed  a  stream  of  fire  that  consumed  the  bird.  It  soon  turned into a pillar of flames that rose into the air. I took Tamara's hand as the vacuum of oxygen caused the winds to pull upwards toward the fiery tornado.

My phone suddenly rang, and I knew exactly why.

"  Akira… Mind explaining to me why my tracker has detected an outflux of mana directly behind the dormitory? " Professor Markel asked.

"Ah… ah… F-Fireworks…" I answered, biting my lower lip.

The professor uttered a very audible and laborious sigh from the bottom of his lungs. I could barely make out the voices of other people on the other end, with children playing in the background of clinking glass and adult chatter.

"  Is  that  so?  At  any  rate,  be  careful  with  those…  magic  tools you purchased from the catalogue. Give my regards to the tenants, and have a pleasant Thanksgiving, Akira. "

The call cut off.

Professor  Markel   definitely  knew,  but  it  sounded  like  he  was cutting me some slack given the holiday. That didn't make things any better, because that just now was proof they could tell when a large amount of magic was being used.

"Okay, stop!" Cresta yelled.

The two of them stopped casting magic, and the fire vanished all at once. Ange and Rakka landed on the ground, exhausted and covered  in  sweat.  Tamara  caught  Rakka  and  cradled  the  sheep  in her arms. I rushed over to give Ange a shoulder to lean on, but threw her arms over me from behind, burying her face into my hair.

"Ewww— You're all sweaty, quit it!"

Ange  giggled.  "Now  you  will   have  to  take  a  bath  with  me later."

Ignoring  her,  I  turned  to  Cresta  who  was  inspecting  the cooked  pakarian  wyvern.  She  stuck  a  claw  into  the  flesh  like  a makeshift meat thermometer to check the internal temperature. The view of the flesh from the outside was charred black, but when she pulled her claw out, a fragrant smell like honey and maple wafted to my nose.

"How is it?" I asked her.

"Cooked  to  perfection,"  she  said,  giving  a  chef's  kiss  which was clearly learned from me.

"Great. Next time, warn me before you plan for the others to use magic!" I chopped her forehead.

We returned to the living room, and Cresta took the liberty of cutting a platter full of the pakarian wyvern to bring inside.

Ines finally came down, glowing like a million bucks. She had been in her room, facetiming with her family since noon. It was six in the evening now. For me, the American holiday wasn't that big of an occasion, but I did call my folks earlier and talked for half an hour.

"Nice chat with your family?" I asked Ines.

"It's always nice talking to them in my native language. Got to see  how  big  my  nephews  and  nieces  have  gotten.  My  cousins  are popping kids left and right, let me tell you… and like every year, my fam keeps asking me if I'm hitched yet. Like, give me a break! I still got grad school. Sheesh!"

"At least they have hope for you getting into a relationship! My folks  told  me  to  focus  on  work  because  getting  a  girlfriend  is impossible for me. In their eyes, I'll be single for the rest of my life," I said, then jumped a foot into the air when Ange slapped my ass.

"Wait  until  they  meet  me."  She  grinned,  walking  past  me  to take a seat.

All of us sat around the table, and I was impressed with their capacity  to  resist  digging  into  the  delicious  food  right  away.  Much earlier,  I  had  told  them  I  wanted  to  follow  the  American  tradition  of saying what we were grateful for. Even amongst the native citizens, fewer  and  fewer  people  have  been  doing  it  every  year,  and  opted instead to go right to eating.

I wanted my tenants to reflect on what they were grateful for as  a  reminder  that,  no  matter  how  dark  some  of  their  pasts  had been, there was a light at the end of the tunnel. For some of them, the journey was riddled with obstacles. As long as they persevered and  continued  pressing  on,  a  finish  line  awaited  them.  One  that  I intended to create from this home.

As  I  gazed  upon  each  of  the  tenant's  happy  faces,  gathered around  the  dinner  table,  talking  over  each  other  from  how  excited they were, and simply enjoying being in their friends' presence, I was able to relax knowing I'd succeeded so far.

"Alright, I don't want to keep you all waiting too long. I know Cresta's at the edge of her seat to go back outside to gobble up the pakarian wyvern." I shot her a glare..

"I'll  leave  enough  to  share  with  everyone  else!"  Cresta  said, fidgeting in her seat.

"The  rest  of  us  are  fine  with  what's  on  the  table.  You're  the only one who wishes to feast on the entire wyvern," Ange retorted.

"Can  Cresta  eat  that  much?"  Tamara  leaned  over  to  ask Remmy.

"No…  she  usually  has  me  eat  her  leftovers…"  the  slime answered, aware that she might have to do it again with the wyvern.

"What… I get you're a slime, but can you really eat that whole thing?" Ines stammered.

I  cleared  my  throat  to  get  their  attention,  because  their attention span was shorter than a squirrel around each other.

"We'll  be  quick,  just  say  something  short  that  you're  grateful for.  I'll  start,"  I  began,  then  cleared  my  throat  and  swallowed  my hesitation. "This year, I'm grateful for the opportunity to care for you guys. You're all a bundle of trouble, but I wouldn't trade any of you for another tenant."

When I turned to Ange to cue her to go next, she smiled at me and traded glances with each of the tenants around the table.

All at once and clearly planned without my notice, they said in unison, "We're grateful to have met you, Akira!"

I was speechless. They caught me off-guard. My face got hot, especially around the eyes. All I could do was return their beaming

smiles and wipe a tear that streaked down my cheek.

"Okay, guys. You got me… Don't make me tear up when we're about to have a Thanksgiving dinner!" I fired back in embarrassment.

Underneath  the  table,  Ange  reached  over  to  squeeze  my hand. Dinner that night couldn't have tasted any sweeter.

Chapter 30 - School Tour

Today  I  was  on  my  way  to  Tamara's  prospective  school, accompanied by none other than the student herself and Ange. The succubus  insisted  on  coming  along,  and  the  three  of  us  together appeared almost like a family.

Professor Markel gave me the okay to visit the school with my two tenants without the need of a special task force escort. This was expected  to  be  the  eventuality.  They  couldn't  always  be  monitored 24/7.  At  some  point,  for  netherfolks  to  naturally  coexist  alongside humans, it must be done with trust and without the need of constant supervision.

As  a  result  of  my  recent  hard  work,  I  had  been  granted permission to drive my tenants anywhere in Vandice. Only if we were to leave the city did I need to make a request to the professor.

And so, I was given my very first car.

As a young boy, I grew up riding in my family's Honda Civic, a small compact car that suited the needs of a small family of three.

The vehicle I'd been given might as well be a goddamn bus.

From  the  outside,  it  looked  like  one  of  those  vans  used  to  make kidnappings,  with  a  bunch  of  shady  guys  inside  ready  to  nab someone.

The  12-passenger  dark  gray  van  with  tinted  passenger windows should suit the dormitory fine for the time being. With only six tenants, we still had a ways to go before needing to upgrade to an  actual  bus.  At  which  point,  I  needed  to  take  another  test  and acquire a different license to drive the much larger vehicle.

The only occupants today were myself and Ange in the front.

Tamara was in the seat directly behind me, excitedly kicking her feet and staring out the window with wonder in her eyes. To say she was excited about going to school was an understatement. She bounced with  joy  in  her  seat.  It  made  me  wonder  how  she  would  react  to going to places a kid would enjoy like an amusement park.

Ange  glanced  over  her  shoulder  and  smiled  like  a  mother would seeing her child's excitement.

"You're going to wear yourself out before the end of the day,"

she said.

"I  can't  help  it.  I  really  want  to  see  what  my  school  is  like!"

Tamara exclaimed, beaming like the sun.

We  arrived  at  the  school,  empty  at  the  moment  because  it was the weekend with only a few cars in the parking lot which likely belonged to faculty.

The  building  was  three  stories  tall,  built  in  a  prairie  style architecture with brown bricks. Three rectangular lawns of cut grass, landscaped trees and bushes, and a fountain at the very front was a testament to its wealth.

"Whooooaa!"  Tamara  ran  to  the  edge  of  the  field  that separated the school building and parking lot. "Rakka can graze for the entire day while I'm in class!"

"Rakka's  not  the  one  going  to  school.  You  are!"  I  said, shooting her down.

A young woman waited for us at the top of the steps leading into  the  school.  She  had  her  hands  together,  auburn  hair  tied  to  a tight  bun,  and  wore  a  black  suit  and  skirt  more  fit  for  a  business meeting. The intensity of her gaze was hard to read. She couldn't be much older than Ines, yet had the air of a middle-aged woman who's seen some shit as a schoolteacher.

"Welcome  to  Vandice  Middle.  My  name  is  Instructor  Elaine Yvans,  and  I  will  be  showing  you  around  the  campus  today.  On behalf  of  the  school,  we  are  honored  to  receive  our  very  first netherfolk  as  a  student."  The  instructor  reached  out  to  shake  my hand  and  nearly  crushed  it  with  an  insane  grip  strength.  She  then turned  to  Ange  to  shake  hers  as  well.  "You  must  be  the  new student?"

"I am flattered you would think I am so young." Ange held the woman's hand a little longer and gave a seductive smile.

"Behave,  Ange…  She's  chaperoning  just  like  me.  I'm  Akira, caretaker for Tamara, your new student." I ushered the girl forward.

Ange  finally  let  go  of  the  flustered  instructor  and  winked  at her.  Behind  Elaine's  thick-rimmed  glasses,  her  eyes  widened  with embarrassment from the mistake.

"Tamara Chrisrande! It's nice to meet you, Instructor Elaine!"

she bellowed from the bottom of her lungs.

"Oh, my! Aren't you the sweetest thing?" The instructor raised a hand to her mouth and knelt down to greet Tamara.

We  were  led  into  school  and  entered  first  into  a  hallway  of blue  lockers  which  lined  both  sides  of  the  wall.  Beyond  them  were the doors to the classrooms. Most of the classes were concentrated on  the  second  and  third  floor,  and  the  space  on  the  first  floor  was dedicated to an auditorium which also served as a gym, a cafeteria, and several faculty offices.

They had a track field behind the school for outdoor physical activity, and a courtyard for those who wanted to spend their breaks beyond the confines of the building.

Despite  the  dated  architecture,  the  interior  school  building was  quite  modern.  Electric  water  dispensers,  elevators  and integrated handicap assists on the stairs were available to those who needed  it,  and  wide  digital  screens  displayed  weekly  events  and weather.

The  instructor  was  also  very  knowledgeable.  As  expected  of someone  who  was  a  teacher  here.  More  than  that,  her  passion  for teaching and working with students was clear in how she so kindly interacted  with  Tamara.  Someone  like  her  could  easily  become  a principal in a few years and make a real impact.

While  Elaine  and  Tamara  were  talking  ahead  of  me,  Ange leaned in with an impish grin.

"You wish to bed that woman," she said accusingly.

I choked on my own spit.

"No,  I  don't.  If  anything,  you're  the  one  who's  horny!"  I  fired back in a whisper so the two ahead of us wouldn't hear.

Ange bit her lower lip and purred quietly. "There is something about  the  prim  and  proper  that  makes  me  want  to  thoroughly  ruin.

Sexually of course, nothing violent."

"Please,  keep  it  in  your  pants.  She's  going  to  be  one  of Tamara's teachers."

After  the  thoroughly  impressive  tour,  we  entered  one  of  the classrooms for Elaine to address any of our concerns.

"As  you  have  just  seen,  our  school  offers  a  plethora  of opportunities  to  enable  students  to  grow  into  their  own.  I'm  sure Tamara  will  find  the  school  to  be  like  her  second  home,"  the instructor said.

"I  have  a  question!"  Tamara  raised  her  hand,  ready  to  be  a student already. "Do… Do you think I can make friends here?"

"Of  course!"  Elaine  answered  instantly.  "Students  here  are very kind. You have already made your first friend in me."

Tamara brightened up and swayed happily in her seat.

They  were  honestly  hollow  words  to  me.  One  of  many speeches  prepared  beforehand  to  lull  me  into  a  sense  of  security.

Although the school was astounding, I still had some reservations.

Having been a student once myself, I knew first hand what hid behind the veneer of the picture-perfect setting.

I threw Ange a look to give her the cue.

She stood up to excuse herself. "I'm terribly sorry, but nature calls. Tamara, would you be a dear and show me to the restrooms?"

"Okay! I remember where they are. We'll be right back!" she said to me and Elaine.

As  soon  as  they  were  out,  I  dropped  the  service-industry mask in front of the instructor, who seemed to have caught on.

"I'll  get  to  the  point—  Does  your  school  have  problems  with bullying?" I asked.

"We  have  a  zero  tolerance  policy  on  bullying.  You  can  rest assured  that  any  verbal  or  physical  altercation  between  students  is dealt with in a timely manner. Tamara is safe here," she assured me.

"I don't think I have to remind you that Tamara is not like other students,"  I  continued.  "As  a  netherfolk,  she  can  easily  become  an outcast or a target of teasing. To make matters worse, transferring so suddenly puts her at a disadvantage."

The  instructor  pulled  her  glasses  off  to  look  me  in  the  eyes.

"We understand what's at stake having Tamara attend this school. I will  personally  see  to  her  well  being,  as  well  as  a  successful academic and fulfilling remainder of the year."

I  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief.  Her  conviction  was  somewhat enough to remove the tension from my shoulders.

"If it helps, we should keep in touch. It will make keeping you informed  about  how  Tamara's  doing  in  school  a  lot  easier."  She retrieved her phone and traded numbers with me.

When Ange and Tamara returned, it was time to finish up the tour and head home. Instructor Elaine saw us out of the school and waved as we left. Tamara skipped ahead to the car, leaving me and Ange  in  the  dust.  She  was  clearly  smitten  by  the  school  and Instructor Elaine.

Meanwhile,  I  stared  at  the  schoolteacher's  number  in  my contact  list.  Other  than  the  professor,  it  was  really  filling  up  with women's numbers.

"Oh,  you  sly  boy.  I  knew  you  were  interested  in  her,"  Ange said, glancing at my phone.

"Wait, it's not what you think—"

"The  next  step  is  to  invite  her  over  so  that  we  may  have  a threesome. Or perhaps a foursome with Ines?" she wondered aloud.

"It is DEFINITELY not what you think!"

Chapter 31 - Putting up the Christmas Tree As soon as Cresta and I got out of the car she went straight to untying the fir tree from the roof rack. She had been the most excited of all the tenants for Christmas, and it really showed. We acquired a freshly  cut  tree  after  waiting  in  line  for  hours.  These  damn  things were  selling  like  hot  cakes,  and  like  the  pumpkin  pie  right  before Thanksgiving, we had to stand in line early to get our hands on one.

The difference was, we were still two and a half weeks away from  Christmas.  People  were  buying  them  out  ages  in  advance.

Made  sense  though.  The  tree  was  for  decoration,  and  the  whole point was to put it up early for fun.

"You can carry it in yourself, right?" I asked Cresta as she got the last strap off.

"Yep!  Just  leave  it  to  me,  and  you  take  care  of  the  lighter stuff," she said, hoisting the 96-inch tree onto her shoulder.

"My pride as a man is at stake on a daily basis in this dorm…"

Sighing, I went to fetch the much lighter decorations from the trunk of the car.

Specks  of  white  fell  from  the  sky,  still  not  enough  to  blanket the ground with snow. A shame that the tenants might not get to see snow this year, not unless I drove us somewhere else. Unfortunately, I  wasn't  yet  brave  enough  to  drive  through  hazardous  weather conditions.

The weather was becoming much colder, sometimes dropping as  low  as  30s  at  night  and  early  mornings.  Even  under  four  layers beginning with an undershirt, sweater, hoodie, and puffer jacket, the chill  bit  straight  into  my  bones.  This  was  to  be  expected  since Vandice was on a relatively high elevation. Although it was still early in the day, the sky had been completely obscured by clouds.

I entered the dorm to a wave of warm air. Ange flew over to shut the door behind me since my hands were full.

"Allow  me,"  she  said,  relieving  my  arms  of  several  plastic bags filled with decorations.

In the living room, Remmy and Ines were playing party games on the console. Since Tamara wasn't playing, she saw us coming in and hopped off the couch to help with the bags.

"Okaeri, Akira!" she shouted.

The  simple  and  familiar  word  tugged  on  my  heartstrings.  I hadn't heard it in forever.

"Tadaima, Tamara." I sat the bags down and patted the girl on the head.

When  I  stood  up,  Ange  whispered  in  my  ear,  "I  thought  you might like that."

"Wait, you taught her?" I asked quietly.

"Among other things. Your culture intrigues me. Never have I seen such fascination with tentacles, elves, and… what was that last one  called  in  your  language?  Nekomimi?"  The  smug  succubus grinned as I turned red.

"You  have  managed  to  ruin  what  was  supposed  to  be  a wholesome moment for me," I joked and walked past her.

Everyone worked together to put up the tree and decorations.

Cresta  held  the  tree  up  while  I  fixed  it  to  the  stand  on  the  ground.

Once  it  was  up,  the  others  began  to  affix  ornaments,  wrapped garlands  and  lights,  and  little  trinkets  on  it.  Among  them  were  tiny toys  arranged  together  that  represented  each  person  in  the  dorm that Cresta had bought— a kitty, bat, sheep, a man and woman doll, and lastly some green silly putty.

"Is  this…  supposed  to  be  me?"  Remmy  asked,  unimpressed by her representation.

"I tried!" Cresta apologized. "It's not like they make humanoid slime toys in this world."

"I think they're all close enough." Ines chuckled, poking at her doll and causing it to sway and hit mine.

The  tree  was  really  coming  together  after  wrapping  the  LED

lights. All that was left was to crown the final touch— the star.

"Hey, Akira. Can I put the star on top?" Tamara asked.

"I was going to let Remmy do it, but if you really want to I can go find a ladder," I suggested.

The girl tried to mount Rakka, but it proved to be too unsteady and unsafe. It seemed that while Rakka was powerful in magic, her physical strength didn't match.

Ange and I traded glances.

"Come, I shall make it happen." The succubus carried Tamara to the top of the tree, where she was able to at last place the star.

Unburdened by the ornament, Tamara threw her arms around Ange and said, "Thank you!"

With the tree finally decorated to capacity, it was time to dim the living room lights in favor of the Christmas lights.

"Is everyone ready?" I asked, standing by the light switches.

Everyone expressed their enthused approvals at once.

Click! 

The living room lights shut off. However, instead of laying my eyes on a bright Christmas tree, we were given front row seats to a rave. The lights shifted in a rainbow-colored fashion.

"Wow! It's so colorful!" Cresta exclaimed.

"M-My eyes kind of hurt looking at it…" Tamara shielded her and Rakka's eyes.

"Is it supposed to be like that?" Ines asked.

"I could have sworn we bought white lights!" I felt around the floor for the box.

The  description  read  something  entirely  different:   Perfect Christmas  lights  for  video  gamers  who  want  the  best  RGB

experience! 

"Cresta!  This  isn't  what  I  bought!  What  did  you  do  with  the other lights?" I chucked the empty box at her head.

"Uu— But Remmy explicitly told me to buy this kind. She said it would look really pretty." Cresta sulked.

I turned to Remmy, who shrugged her shoulders. "It matches my computer's RGB setup."

"I'm glad the Christmas tree now matches your gaming rig," I remarked, burying my head into my hands.

Remmy picked up a small, square remote from the floor that apparently fell out of the box. She fiddled with buttons and dials until the tree lights turned into a warm white color.

"Better?" she asked.

"Okay, I have to admit that's pretty nifty. You're both forgiven,"

I said.

"But you hit me!" Cresta pouted.

I scratched behind her ears. "You can handle it. I'll grill some homemade burgers later as an apology."

While  the  girls  had  their  chance  to  admire  the  tree  they  so eagerly decorated, I went to find my old polaroid camera which took pictures and developed them instantly. No way in hell was I going to miss  out  this  chance  to  take  a  picture  to  commemorate  their  first Christmas.

"Alright,  ladies!  Gather  around  the  tree  so  I  can  take  your picture!" I shouted over them to get their attention.

They gathered quickly, excited to have their picture taken by the tree. Tamara had even pulled Rakka into the shot.

Before  I  had  a  chance  to  press  the  button,  the  camera  was taken off my hands.

Remmy  held  it  with  a  trail  of  slime  that  snaked  across  the ground. Cresta and Ange pulled me into the group to join them.

"Alright. If you all insist," I said, trying not to sound too happy about it.

We counted down together from three and were met with the camera's  flash.  The  photograph  emerged  from  the  slot  soon  after, and I plucked it out to fan quickly. Everyone crowded around me with smiles as big as the ones in the picture.

All of us agreed the best place to put it was on the refrigerator.

This was our first picture of us as a group, and would be among the many memories that we planned to fill up on the fridge door.

The  tenants  tuckered  themselves  out  by  the  early  evening from all the excitement. Not that I minded. Them going to sleep early made cleaning up after them much easier, and gave me extra time to relax for the rest of the night.

As  I  was  lounging  in  the  living  room  and  catching  up  to  the manga that had grown a backlog, the gentle flapping of wings alerted me to the entryway.

"Akira~" a seductive voice called my name.

Ange  entered  the  living  room  in  her  red  and  black  nightie.

We'd gotten into the habit of letting her clothing of choice decide her intent.  If  she  wore  lingerie,  it  meant  she  wanted  sex.  Nighties  and gowns  meant  she  was  open  to  it  but  wouldn't  press  me  if  I  wasn't interested.  Anything  else  like  shirts  or  bathrobes  meant  she  just wanted to sleep next to me.

The succubus snuggled up next to me. She rested her head on my shoulder and intertwined our fingers. Almost immediately she warmed  me  up  with  magical  heat.  Honestly,  having  Ange  around rendered the dorm heater useless.

"You  normally  read  in  your  room.  Couldn't  wrench  yourself away from the Christmas tree?"

"Heh.  Probably.  Today  was  just  so  fun  that  I  guess  I  didn't want it to end just yet." When I glanced at the clock, it was already past midnight.

"Oh,  come  now.  I  find  myself  looking  after  your  health  more often now. Let us go to bed, and I shall give you the peaceful sleep that you deserve." Ange tugged on my arm.

The will to resist had vanished as soon as my exhaustion was made  aware  to  me.  Before  I  realized  what  happened,  Ange  had already carried me into bed and laid down by my side. Her warmth drew me closer to her body until I found my head tucked underneath her chin.

Happy as can be with Christmas around the corner, the two of us fell asleep in each other's arms.
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